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Dooyeweerd’s Legacy for Aesthetics: 
Modal Law Theory
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A esthetics as a Special Science

Dooyeweerd’s legacy for aesthetic theory can be pinpointed by a 
footnote he added in 1953 to a passage written in 1935. First the 
passage:

Logic, ethics, and aesthetics are generally considered as being 
parts of philosophy.* In addition, the concession is made that 
there must be room for a philosophy of the special sciences and for 
a general epistemology. But according to the generally held 
opinion, philosophy and science must remain separate, in order to 
insure the “objectivity" of the latter. When special sciences 
operate within their own sphere and employ their own scientific 
methods, they are to be considered as being independent of 
philosophy.

•Then the footnote:
*1 can not agree with this opinion. Only the special philosophy 

of logic, ethics, and aesthetics does have this character. But, here 
too, philosophy permeates special scientific thought. (NC 
1:545-46)

W hat Dooyeweerd has in mind here is his theory of modal law- 
structures which, along with his theories of religion and faith, is 
another chief feature of his thought. Dooyeweerd contests an old- 
fashioned humanist thesis that a science like mathematics or physics 
does best on its own, free from philosophical interference. It is not 
true, says Dooyeweerd: every definite science has taken a phil­
osophical stance on the limits of its field and how its conceptual 
results relate to other universes of discourse and knowledge. 
Mathematics is not merely mathematics any more than business is just 
business. Modern biological science has armed camps of mechanists
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and vitalists and holists, and they do philosophical war with one 
another (NC 1:564-65)—why would they fight if biology is purely 
biology? Current positivists pretend the science of jurisprudence only 
deals with facts, but the positivist betrays a covert philosophical view 
of reality when he introduces jural facts as “theoretical fictions” to be 
adjudicated, as if only psycho-physical realities are “facts” (NC 
1:551-52).

Many thinkers do consider logic and ethics and aesthetics to be 
branches of philosophy—this is the opening quote from Dooyeweerd 
above—and presumably subject to philosophical whimsy. But here I 
disagree, says Dooyeweerd in the footnote. Logic, ethics, and 
aesthetics as specific disciplines will certainly have philosophical 
presuppositions; but what is important to realize is that logic and 
ethics and aesthetics are special sciences, each with its own irreduci­
ble terrain to map out, each science with acts and things and struc­
tural laws peculiar to its delimitable field. Aesthetics is a special 
science like economics, linguistics, physics, psychology, or whatever 
body of analysis that can cohere as a systematic investigation of reali­
ty brought into focus by some prime structuring feature (NC 1:565). 
Aesthetics is not a minor topic in philosophy proper, according to 
Dooyeweerd, even though that is the way aesthetics has been normal­
ly treated in North America. Aesthetics is meant to be a basic science 
with its own kind of integrity because there is an irreducible order of 
reality which demands special treatment as aesthetic reality, inter­
woven with all the other features of the universe.

To be sure, Dooyeweerd did not particularly have in mind the 
need to give aesthetics its own stamping ground. In volume one of his 
New Critique of Theoretical Thought, he argued that philosophy 
necessarily has presuppositions born out of one’s religious faith- 
commitment and, further, that all immanentistic philosophy strug­
gles with the basic antinomy of pitting part of creation as law dialec- 
tically against another part of creation as subject to the law (cf. also 
Tw i, 30-51). Dooyeweerd’s concern in volume two was to develop a 
theory of functional modal law-structures which would explicate a 
nondialectical, seamless conception of the cosmic temporal order for 
creaturely subjects, an idea which he believed the biblical truth of 
God’s creation generates. Dooyeweerd was intent upon finding a 
systematic way to achieve a true encompassing understanding of the 
interrelations of the proliferating special sciences. Within this setting 
of modal law theory, Dooyeweerd’s thesis—practically no more than 
a casual assumption—that aesthetics is one of those special sciences 
was truly insightful.1
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There had been fits and starts historically to identify a special 
terrain of investigation as “aesthetic.” In 1735 Alexander Baumgarten 
initiated a discipline he called “aesthetics” by translating the age-old 
idea of Beauty into a concept of “perfection” which, when modifying 
sensate knowledge, produced poetry, as he saw it. “Aesthetics” then 
was conceived as a subordinate theory of perfect sensate knowing.2 
Although Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) began identifying “aesthetic” 
with sensation too, Kant’s later attempt to mark off “aesthetic” as a 
distinct kind of human activity—“taste judgement”—located its 
character in the nondescript play of human cognitive faculties which 
brims with thoughts not able to be captured in words.3 Kant settled 
on a kind of uniting, favorable feeling of vague purposivity as the 
peculiar nature of “aesthetic” judgment.4 G. W. F. Hegel (1770-1831) 
brought the long tradition of reflection on Beauty to a self-consciously 
sharp focus on art and, in effect, defined aesthetics as “philosophy of 
[fine] art.”5 Unfortunately, Hegel set the parameters for most 
aesthetic theory that followed his contribution.6 Aesthetics remained 
a general theory, whether speculative or aggregative, about matters 
artistic.

Benedetto Croce (1866-1952) was among the first after 
Baumgarten and Kant who tried to give both a particular specificity 
and a scientific rigor to aesthetics as a science next to the other 
sciences of logic, economics, and ethics, each with its own defined 
terrain for attention. His formative volume, Estetica come scienza 
dell’espressione e linguistica generate (Aesthetics as science of expres­
sion and general linguistics) (1902), remained stuck, however, in an 
idealism that also elided art phenomena into an identification with 
(poetic) language.7 Max Dessoir (1867-1947) tried to distinguish 
aesthetics carefully from art theory and to unite the relevant splinter 
of problems treated by psychology and cultural history and technical 
theory into a field organized properly by aesthetic categories.8 But the 
Zeitschrift filr Aesthetik und Allgemeine Kunstwissemchaft (Journal 
for aesthetics and general theory of art), which Dessoir initiated and 
edited (1906-39), remained a conglomeration of specialized studies in 
Einfilhlung  (empathy), epistemology, Japanese lacquers, the beauty 
of tragedy, and the like. Thomas Munro, founder of the American 
Society of Aesthetics (in 1942), wanted “Scientific Method in 
Aesthetics” (1928) too.9 But Munro’s positivistic, empiricist bent left 
the “science” of aesthetics in the department of descriptive data, col­
lections of art facts and experimentally controlled responses to art 
facts. The encyclopedic Philosophie der symbolischen Formen (Phi­
losophy of symbolic forms) (1923-29) by Ernst Cassirer, whose studies
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Dooyeweerd often cites,10 did not treat aesthetics as a separate disci­
pline; but Cassirer does give a perspective in cultural philosophy 
which seems to be congenial to a roster of varied sciences that do not 
need to be cut exactly on the “natural science” model.11

Now it was in the time of this ferment about whether aesthetics 
is a science and a professional discipline of its own or not—of which 
Dooyeweerd as a nonspecialist in art theory or literary criticism 
was probably largely unaware—that Dooyeweerd challenged the 
religion-neutral autonomy of special sciences and proposed—en 
passant!—that aesthetics has the philosophical birthright to be 
granted the status of a special science. Dooyeweerd’s legacy for 
aesthetics is this genial proposal, arising from his modal law theory, 
that aesthetics has a principle of integration that gives it bona fide 
limits and an irreducible field within the body of the sciences. 
Aesthetics is not to be just a subdivision of psychology, of semantics, 
or of societal theory; aesthetics is not the hobby of straight 
philosophers who like to use art for examples in their thinking. 
Aesthetics has its own rightful place and task to perform in the 
academy of systematic research, interpretation, and theoretical 
presentation of meaning. One could say, if one had an ounce of 
hum or, that it is fruit of Dooyeweerd’s whole philosophical vision 
that led him kindly to provide the orphan of aesthetics with a genuine 
home in the encyclopedia of the sciences (cf. James 1:27).12

Is the idea of “a special science,” with its own kind of filtering 
analysis of things at large in the universe, a sound idea? Does it make 
any important difference in knowledge or curriculum whether 
economic science and political science are kept distinct? Is one’s 
understanding of literature or sculpture harmed if the analytic con­
cern of aesthetics is not differentiated from the analytic concern of 
linguistics? And what does “encyclopedia of the sciences” have to do 
with Christian scholarship? A reflective answer to such questions will 
disclose more deeply the genial insight of Dooyeweerd’s legacy for 
aesthetics. The notion of “special science” can be examined from 
three vantage points: (1) a history of the problem of encyclopedia; 
(2) the multisided richness of ordinary human experience; and (3) the 
biblical perspective and Calvinian-Kuyperian vision directing 
Dooyeweerd’s idea of special science.

Encijclopedia of the Sciences

Dooyeweerd begins his Encyclopaedic der rechtswetenschap (En­
cyclopedia of jurisprudence)13 exactly as Kuyper began his En­
cyclopaedic der heilige godgeleerdheid (Encyclopedia of sacred 
theology)14—with a review of the concept of “encyclopedia.”
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Enkuklios paideia (encyclopedia) meant in Athens (400 B.C.) “the 
normal round of instruction” a freeborn Greek in the polis would 
undergo. Roman thinkers Vitruvius and Quintilian probably over­
read the term to mean orbis doctrinae, “the circle of disciplines” 
(making up the universe of knowledge), because of what Aristotle 
did. He, without using the term “encyclopedia,” had ordered almost 
all systematic knowledge (episteme) into physics (including kinetics, 
biology, psychology, mathematics), the “other” science (on first p rin­
ciples), practical science (including politicology, ethics, economics), 
and poietics (including rhetoric), with analytics as the propaedeutic, 
organizing instrument (organon). Patristic reflection considered the 
whole gamut of pagan scientific knowledge to be pieces of 
philosophia on which the new Christian gnosis (knowledge) 
rested—theologia; so philosophia became ancilla theologiae. Boethius 
(ca. A.D. 480-524), Casiodorus (ca. A.D. 490-ca. 585), and Isidore of 
Seville (ca. A.D. 560-636) gave a formulation for the quadrivium  
(arithmetic, geometry, musical theory, astronomy) and trivium  
(grammar, rhetoric, logic) which remained in force for centuries as 
the canon of liberal arts which any educated person would have 
studied. That pattern was altered slightly only when universities 
began to form in cities like Bologna, Paris, and Oxford in the 1100s 
and organized themselves into the four faculties of arts, medicine, 
law, and theology.

Dooyeweerd’s point is that ever since Aristotle’s ordering of the 
sciences, those in the West who busied themselves with general 
studies loosely followed Aristotle’s compendium of knowledge 
without particularly questioning its teleological rationale. This fact 
holds true for the great scholastic philosophical theologians writing 
their summae too. Renaissance humanists, however, tried to un­
shackle particular studies from the Aristotelianized format topped by 
theology, and the emancipation of scientific studies which Galileo, 
Harvey, and others actually achieved against the constrictive authori­
ty of “the philosopher” was a happy fact by itself, says Dooyeweerd; 
but the eclectic, polyhistorical philology of literate humanists and the 
emerging, unrelated bodies of knowledge in astrophysics, calculus, 
and physiology boded ill for an integrated corpus of the arts and 
sciences. Francis Bacon’s magnum opus, Instauratio magna (The 
great instauration) of which two full parts appeared—De dignitate et 
augmentis scientiarum (On the dignity and advancement of scientific 
knowledge) (1605, 1623) and Novum organum scientiarum (A new in­
strum ent of theoretical thought) (1620)—and Reformed thinker 
Johann Alsted’s enormous Cursus philosophici encyclopedia (En­
cyclopedia of the philosophical course of studies) (1620) still tried to
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incorporate all knowledge under a refurbished, Aristotelian schema; 
but the old center no longer held. Denis Diderot and Jean 
d’Alembert’s edited Encyclopedic, ou dictionnaire raisonni des 
sciences, des arts et des metiers, par une societe de gens de lettres (En­
cyclopedia, or a reasoned dictionary of the sciences, arts and trades, 
for men and women of letters) (1751-72) capitulated and honestly ar­
ranged the collected knowledge about everything under the sun in an 
alphabetical, not systematic, order.15

This matter of “encyclopedia” is a genuinely philosophical prob­
lem also afflicting us in our times, says Dooyeweerd. A university 
seems to cohere today only by virtue of administrative glue. Despite 
Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s Grundlage der gesamten Wissenschaften 
(Foundations of the entire corpus of sciences) (1794), “a science of 
science” (or “a theory of theory”), and despite Hegel’s Enzyklopadie 
der philosophischen Wissenschaften im Grundrisse (A compendium 
of the encyclopedia of the philosophical sciences) (1817) which sought 
a unified, systematic principle to relate studies in “natural science” 
and “cultural science,” “logic” and “societology,” the acceptance of 
any overarching, interrelational structure for ordering human 
knowledge is taken to be uncritically dogmatic. Auguste Comte’s 
Cours de philosophic positive (A treatise on positive philosophy) 
(1830-42) was instrumental in forming the positivist mind that 
“method” (understood as the accumulation of sociological, positive 
facts) is to be the up-front concern of a secular thinker who wants to 
insure unprejudiced meaning in scientific analysis. But, runs the 
thrust of Dooyeweerd’s reflection, because the method of a given 
science and the method of scientific or philosophical theory as a whole 
are loaded with cosmological, anthropological, and ontological 
presuppositions, the problems of defining the method of a science, in­
terrelating the sciences, ascertaining any grounding precedence 
among the sciences, and identifying principles of taxonomy and 
origination of newly formed sciences remain unavoidable if one 
believes knowable reality hangs together somehow and intends to 
analyze precisely this state of affairs. Dooyeweerd concludes that 
“encyclopedia” properly means the intrinsically systematic and inter­
relational coherence of sciences with different, definite identities.

Cigars in God’s World of Human Experience

Lest anyone reproach the judgment, says Dooyeweerd, that a 
basic task of philosophy is the institution of an encyclopedia of the 
special sciences and a demonstration of how their meaning rests 
together on a focusing, religious Archimedian point and Arche going
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beyond the realm of temporal creatureliness (NC 1:545)—lest anyone 
reproach this judgment as speculatively a priori, says Dooyeweerd, 
let us simply take a look at ordinary experience.

I walk into a store to buy a box of cigars.16 If a jurist were 
watching, as a jurist, he would notice the rights and duties of buyer 
and seller. An aesthetician will pay attention rather to the style of the 
activity, the gestures of the figures, perhaps the cut of their clothes 
and the interior design of the store. An economist will be interested 
prim arily in the price and value of the cigars. A sociologist is con­
cerned especially with the mores of those in the shop, the customs of 
greetings and politesse, the neighborhood. A linguist might focus on 
the talk, its slang, correct speech forms, or inflection of dialect. An 
off-duty psychologist happening in would detect the emotions in­
volved, the buyer’s desire for a good smoke and the wish of the seller 
to please his customer. Although a physicist and mathematician do 
not usually examine the sale of cigars in their laboratory, such profes­
sionals could study the quantitative side of this business transaction, 
matters of inertia, velocity, size and number; after all, Dooyeweerd’s 
buying cigars also falls into the realm of statistics.

The fact that the simple, concrete act of buying cigars really has 
such a rainbow of distinct sides to it, of possible interest to quite 
diverse professionals, is a remarkable given of our creaturely 
existence, says Dooyeweerd. Such a colorful range of facets holds true
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somehow for every act, event, and thing in our lives. But what is even 
more fascinating is the built-in connection of these various aspects of 
an act. Suppose the invisible jurist noticed that the price paid by 
the buyer for this box of choice Havana cigars was a mere 
fifty cents. The jurist might wonder whether this exchange of goods 
and money was on the up-and-up, or the distribution of contraband 
to avoid governmental tax, or a payoff for illegal services. Immediate­
ly, every feature of the act is of jural concern to the jurist or lawyer: 
since the price was commercially not right, was the box of cigars a 
gift? reward? “protection money”? Was this neighborhood shop a 
storefront for a fence of smuggled luxury items? Was the wink of the 
buyer and shopkeeper’s tug at his tie a covert sign of criminal agree­
ment? Was the familiar brogue of the buyer and the elaborate style 
with which the box was wrapped and handed over an act to ward off 
suspicion that something illegal was happening? The jurist is not con­
cerned with the emotions as such, but with whether and how the feel­
ings of greed or fear or whatever complicate or mitigate the deed of 
these two persons which is controverting statute no. 1375 of the 
Burgerlijk wetboek (Code of civil law)—was there coercion or collu­
sion? The jurist is interested in the movement of the box from the 
shopkeeper’s shelf to the other person’s briefcase not as an example of 
F = ma, but as evidence (secretly photographed by a CIA camera hid­
den in the ceiling over the counter) of a crime that will stand up in 
court as Exhibit A.

One could go on and on, about how buying and smoking cigars, 
whether illicit or legal, also has an aspect of passing interest to a pro­
fessor of ethics—does the persistent nicotine stain on one’s lungs 
received from smoking cigars constitute a willful (minor) mutilation 
of one’s body and health and is, therefore, unethically destructive to a 
person? A jurist might want to tie into such reflection by possibly 
enacting a law forbidding sale of cigars to minors; for the common 
good, citizens should be old enough to know better before they engage 
in self-pollution. There is even a side to buying cigars that has af­
fected the history of churches. The fact that Reformed Dutch piety set 
by Voetius (1588-1676) never banned cigars and borreltjes (gin 
cocktails) along with dancing and cardplaying has led many 
evangelical communions in North America, who regard all such prac­
tices as taboo, to judge the annual gatherings of the Vereniging voor 
Calvinistische Wijsbegeerte (Society for Calvinist Philosophy), for ex­
ample, where cigar smoke rises so many feet thick above the heads of 
the members, as a witness to slack faith, maybe even a denial of 
1 Corinthians 3:16-17.
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The philosophical point Dooyeweerd is making is this: cigars in 

human life have myriad properties, qualities, and functional aspects 
(or modes), and all these rich strands of structuring reality are inter­
woven and hardly noticed by most of us in daily life. This actual 
richness of acts, events, and things is a creational a priori, however, 
holding for human consciousness, and can be disclosed, in 
Dooyeweerd’s judgment, when specialized interests enter the scene 
and somebody in the office of jurist or psychologist, statistician, or 
researcher in linguistics—a theoretical scientist of some sort—looks 
for matters that particularly fit his or her focus for examination (NC 
1:33-34). It is Dooyeweerd’s thesis that this complex but unified 
fabric which structures ordinary experience needs to be recognized as 
ontically given, needs to be accounted for by philosophical endeavor, 
and may be accepted with thanks as an enduring hermeneutic for 
helping one understand happenings in history.

Abraham Kuyper’s Principle of Sphere Sovereignty

Dooyeweerd’s entree to this megaproject of theory—en­
cyclopedia of the sciences, investigating the incredible, cohering 
richness of creatural existence—relates historically to a principle 
taught by Abraham Kuyper. In founding a university free from the 
state and free from the church—a Free University!—Kuyper enun­
ciated in 1880 the biblically Christian confession of souvereiniteit in 
eigen kring (literally: A sovereignty for its own sphere, or sphere 
sovereignty). By this he meant that every circle of formative power in 
society has an authority proper to its own domain which is to be 
rightfully exercised by its leaders in direct responsibility to God.17 
Kuyper proclaimed:

Get it?l Not one bit of our thought-world is to be separated and 
hermetically sealed off from the other pieces of our conceptual 
universe. In fact, there is not to be a fingerprint speck of territory 
in our whole human life about which the Christ, who is sovereign 
over everything, is not calling out, “That belongs to me!”18
Kuyper’s dynamic vision of sphere sovereignty under Christ was 

deeply formative upon Dooyeweerd. There is an extensive letter (15 
May 1922) which Dooyeweerd wrote to the Dutch Minister of W ar, 
J. J. C. van Dijk, when he applied for the position as director of the 
Kuyper Institute in The Hague. In it Dooyeweerd, who was working 
in the Dutch government Department of Labor at the time, analyzed 
the status quo of Calvinian societal research and then recapitulated 
two major Kuyperian themes when he announced what his priorities 
would be if he should get the job:
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Up to now we really have only piecemeal studies in the field of a 
Calvinian view of law and society. This is why the first task 
should be, it seems to me, to determine the method which will 
orient all our subsequent investigations. This method cannot be 
religion-neutral, but should be led by the principles set out so 
genially in Dr. Kuyper’s developed theory of knowledge. . . .
Once the method is set, then the primary work will be to subject 
the problem of “sovereignty”—the foundational problem of the 
whole Calvinian view of law and society—to a deep-going in­
vestigation. . . .  I also see it as a definite advantage that the prac­
tical work in the Kuyper Institute will remain in close contact 
with theory. One-sided theoretical work can petrify into dried out 
abstraction if it misses contact with the pulse of life.19 

Dooyeweerd’s first article (1923) in the Kuyper Institute’s popular 
journal dealt with the Calvinian principle of “a sovereignty for its own 
sphere” as the basic principle for statecraft.20 This leading thought on 
the limited, responsible authority integral to a community in 
society—academic community, business community, family, church, 
state, or whatever—and the nonhierarchical interrelation proper to 
all kinds of communities within the whole of society was becoming a 
heuristic, methodological norm for Dooyeweerd’s probing investiga­
tions.

If one picks up a problem in a faulty way—if you faultily over­
reach from one universe of discourse and focus [gezichtsveld] into 
treating a different one with a view foreign to it, you are going to 
get confusion, or often worse, a kind of special pleading for one’s 
own hobbyhorse [beginselruiterij].21

It was this germinal, Kuyperian idea of “a sovereignty for its own 
sphere,” with its Calvinian ancestry,22 that lay behind Dooyeweerd’s 
imaginative formulation of a modal law theory.

Dooyeweerd very self-critically and gratefully acknowledges his 
debt to Kuyper, especially since Dooyeweerd was accused of 
threatening to bury the Reformational tradition with the first edition 
of his De wijsbegeerte der wetsidee (literally: A philosophy of the idea 
of law) published in 1935.23 Kuyper in his Stone Lectures of 1898 at 
Princeton University, wrote Dooyeweerd in 1939, leaves behind the 
traditional scholastic dichotomies that sometimes hinder his 
theoretical work and presents a powerfully biblical, Calvinian 
witness to God the Creator’s sovereignty and God’s varied ordinances 
for creation. Kuyper had written:

Everything that has been created was, in its creation, furnished by 
God with an unchangeable law of its existence. And because God 
has fully ordained such laws and ordinances for all of life,
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therefore the Calvinist demands that all life be consecrated to His 
service, in strict obedience. . . . Wherever man may stand, 
whatever he may do, to whatever he may apply his hand, in 
agriculture, in commerce, and in industry, or his mind, in the 
world of art, and science, he is, in whatsoever it may be, constant­
ly standing before the face of his God, he is employed in the ser­
vice of his God, he has strictly to obey his God, and above all, he 
has to aim at the glory of his God.24

Anybody, says Dooyeweerd,
who has no more than even a half-baked acquaintance with the 
theory of modal law-spheres in the Wijsbegeerte der wetsid.ee will 
have to admit that the modal law-sphere theory is nothing but an 
inside, philosophically thinking-through and working-out of 
Kuyper’s deeply religious and fully biblical conception of law- 
ordinance—the Wijsbegeerte der wetsidee explicates Kuyper’s 
vision into a modal law-sphere theory as it makes its scientific- 
theoretical investigation into the structure of reality.25

All you need to do, writes Dooyeweerd, is read Kuyper’s chapter on 
“Calvinism and Art” from his Lectures on Calvinism (1898):

Our intellectual, ethical, religious, and aesthetic life each com­
mands a sphere of its own. These spheres run parallel and do not 
allow the derivation of one from the other. I t is the central emo­
tion, the central impulse, and the central animation, in the 
mystical root of our being, which seeks to reveal itself to the outer 
world in this fourfold ramification. . . .  If, however, it be asked 
how there can arise a unity of conception embracing these four 
domains, it constantly appears that in the finite this unity is only 
found at that point where it springs from the fountain of the In­
finite. There is no unity in your thinking save by a well-ordered 
philosophical system, and there is no system of philosophy which 
does not ascend to the issues of the Infinite. . . .  No unity in the 
revelation of art is conceivable, except by the art-inspiration of an 
Eternal Beautiful, which flows from the fountain of the Infinite.
Hence no characteristic all-embracing art-style can arise except as 
a consequence of the peculiar impulse from the Infinite that 
operates in our inmost being. And since this is the very privilege of 
Religion, over intellect, morality and art, that she alone effects the 
communion with the Infinite, in our self-consciousness, the call 
for a secular, all-embracing art-style, independent of any religious 
principle, is simply absurd.20

W hat immediately strikes a person reading this, says Dooyeweerd,
is the pregnant thesis about the religious unity of the God-given 
law  in its Source and central fulness of meaning. The idea of law- 
ordinance [wetsidee] runs quite parallel here with the conception
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of the human heart as the religious concentration point of all the 
temporal functions of its existence. So what follows from this 
[unity-in-diversity] is the mutual “sovereignty for its own sphere,” 
the mutual, modal irreducibility of the diverse law-spheres ex­
pressly designated by name here in Kuyper.27

In this fertile conception of a Creator-ordained, providential world- 
order with temporally interwoven, mutually irreducible spheres of 
activity, Kuyper already had essentially the makings of a modal law- 
sphere theory. It was unfortunately a dichotomistic anthropology (of 
substantialized spirit and come-along body) and remnants of Logos- 
speculation, says Dooyeweerd, which hampered Kuyper from 
deepening the idea of “a sovereignty for its own sphere” into an en­
cyclopedic theory of modal law-spheres. The Society for Calvinist 
Philosophy is trying to build, reformingly, on Kuyper’s foundational 
vision.28

The Nature of Christian Theoretical Activity

Dooyeweerd’s connection with Kuyper and also with Calvin is 
made all the more clear when one realizes that the originating spark 
for these three figures was the fact that they had a common ear for the 
biblical revelation concerning the kinds of creatures God made, sub­
ject to God’s will for their natures. The witness of Genesis 1 that the 
Lord made creatures after their kind, the eminent truth of Psalms 19, 
119, 147, 148, and many more that God decreed laws for things, “an 
ordinance which the creatures do not overstep” (Ps. 148:6; my transla­
tion), and the New Testament truth that Christ’s body is to be a unity 
of quite diverse tasks in life following the Lord’s rule (Rom. 12, 1 Cor. 
12): all this cumulative, biblically revealed truth moves one steeped 
in the Reformational, Calvinian tradition to respond with the confes­
sion and to catch the leading idea of God’s protective, gracious, pro­
viding order for everything under the sun.

Occasionally, Dooyeweerd will explicitly cite the Scripture run­
ning behind the thoughts that direct his theoretical analysis, such as 
the truth of Psalm 139 lying behind the idea of “providential 
worldplan, which has its integral origin in the Sovereign Will of the 
Creator” (NC 1:174). But normally Dooyeweerd is not explicit: the 
basic scriptural truth dimension is present implicitly within the Chris­
tian philosophical idea that is shaping the conceptual theory which he 
is gradually assembling by way of the empirical analysis of the states 
of affairs he finds. It is my own judgment that this threefold distinc­
tion—truth, idea, theory—is a crucial one for rightly understanding 
the nature of the Christian scholarship that Dooyeweerd is at­
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tempting, and for grasping the tentative yet deadly serious spirit in­
fusing his theory of modal law-spheres.29 Dooyeweerd writes:

To get one’s thinking set by the true apriori, the first condition of 
all is to have the selfhooded one who is thinking stand in the Truth 
by a hearted acceptance of God’s revelation. God’s revelation 
enters our horizon of temporal existence only by way of our faith- 
functioning, which trusts fully in the reliability of God’s Word.
God is the Origin and Source of all Truth. Christ, as the complete 
revelation of God, is the full meaning of Truth. . . .  So “standing 
in the Truth” directs also our subjective insight into the temporal 
horizon of our existence. (W dW  2:504; my translation)30 

Dooyeweerd says this as he debates with the metaphysics of Thomas 
Aquinas (NC 1:179-85) because it lacks, in his judgment, a radically 
biblical rootage and integrality. W hat he means is: I believe the tru th  
of Holy Scripture—that the Lord’s creation cursed by sin is being 
redeemed through Jesus Christ along with those men, women, and 
children brought into the communion of his body by the Holy Spirit; I 
believe this truth is a real, convicting dynamic (“central ground- 
motive”) which will bring “inner reformation of the theoretical vision 
of temporal reality” (NC 1:173, 176). In Dooyeweerd’s words:

The whole of my book is meant to give support to my fundamental 
thesis: it is precisely the perspectival structure of truth that grants 
surety that the Christian truth-idea can and should permeate 
scientific-theoretical thinking, root and branch. This idea of a 
genuinely Christian exercise of science and theory is utterly dif­
ferent from presenting an edifying faith-testimony that leaves the 
intrinsic practice of scientific-theoretical investigation really 
untouched. (W dW  2:505; my translation)31

The theory of modal law-spheres is not Bible, Dooyeweerd is say­
ing, but it is Christian theory, not just the theory of a Christian. The 
theory of modal law-spheres is meant to be conceptual theory (fallibly 
hum an, amendable, secondary reflection on experiential givens) 
which is infused by a holy sense of the central truth revealed by God 
in Jesus Christ and published in Scripture, and thereby led by ideas 
which are faith-formed translations of the truth and which as such 
bode wisdom for our theoretical, approximating knowledge of crea­
turely reality. For example,

whoever denies “a sovereignty for its own sphere” of the societal 
communal relationships existing outside the church institution 
w ill—unless he or she accepts the organized hierarchical authority 
of the Roman catholic church communion—necessarily fall into a 
sectarianism that knows no bounds.32
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Or, if some thinker attempts to reduce one mode of meaning to 
another modal law-sphere,

it must be distinctly understood that the abundance of meaning of 
creation is diminished by this subjective reduction. And perhaps 
without realizing what this procedure implies, one puts some 
temporal aspect of reality in the place of the religious fulness of 
meaning in Christ. (NC 2:36)

And Dooyeweerd could have added, quoting Kuyper, one might miss 
understanding

that art is no fringe that is attached to the garment, and no amuse­
ment that is added to life, but a most serious power in our present 
existence . . . .  33

This position on intrinsically Christian scholarship has been the 
core offense of Dooyeweerd to secular thinkers, but especially to 
many Christians who have been uncritical of the embedded 
categorial framework which schools their own analysis and 
judgments. Often such Christians have defensively attacked 
Dooyeweerd for not being biblically purebred in his philosophy. 
Dooyeweerd counters with a moving confession of the need to 
repudiate self-satisfaction on the part of Christians who confront 
secular thought (NC l:viii). Sin obfuscates insight again and again, 
and non-Christians have uncovered all kinds of things in God’s world 
(NC 2:572); my critique of uncritical philosophical reflection and 
especially of synthetic Christian thinking, which compromises the 
wisdom which students and God’s people need, says Dooyeweerd, is 
sharp because I am pleading with myself (NC 1:viii).

But Dooyeweerd’s scandalous thesis remains, and it is a mark of 
his genius: we can be blessed to work at and break through to “an 
inner reformation of philosophy” (NC 1:ix), even a Christian logic 
theory—why not?—God willing, if we think faithfully, reformingly 
together, over generations (NC 2:464-65) It can become sheer vani­
ty to reduce angels to an academic problem; but it is a redemptive 
ministry to think through real problems which face everybody and to 
construct theories which may orient human consciousness in the 
way of shalom. The theory of modal law-spheres is a candidate 
Dooyeweerd puts forward as an analysis breaking the bread of life for 
thought. The theory of modal law-spheres is not presented as manna 
dropping straight out of heaven. But it is wholesome bread despite its 
impurities, and all interested Christian philosophers need to improve 
on its ingredients so that the Holy Spirit can multiply it to feed 
thousands of thinking students.
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Modal Law-Sphere Theory

It is not easy to make a simple statement of Dooyeweerd’s modal 
law-sphere theory because he conceives systematic philosophy to 
be a web of mutually inseparably cohering themes. For example, 
simultaneously with the theory of the functional modes of existence as 
law-spheres, Dooyeweerd treats the theory of typical individuality 
structures and communal bonds holding for things. And these he 
explores with an awareness that one’s transcendental categorial 
framework is determined by religious commitment, which is accom­
panied by an anthropological understanding that there is a central 
point of selfhood showing up in men and women who are irrevocably 
seeking ontic anchorage (NC 1:541-42). The intent of this essay, 
however, is not to repeat in outline all these theories, including the 
theory of modal law-spheres that has been introduced many times 
before,35 but to focus on how Dooyeweerd’s theory of irreducible 
modal law-spheres presents a correction, challenge, and promise of 
blessing to the history of reflection on aesthetic realities.

For the sake of making a genuine legacy live for us, we do well to 
consider briefly: (1) a relevant historical tie-in with Nicolai H art­
mann, (2) the particular, reformational philosophical features central 
to Dooyeweerd’s position, and (3) a methodological problem in the 
modal law-sphere theory which can either unsettle or happily 
instigate ongoing reformation of this Christian theory in our 
generation.

Nicolai Hartmann’s Theory of Strata of Being

There is abundant evidence in the literature that this Christian 
theory of modal law-spheres is indeed a reformation of historical 
scholarship. One only need take a central dialogue of Plato, for exam­
ple, the Politeia (Republic), to notice a developed theory on the dif­
ferent parts of the human soul. According to this Platonic dialogue, 
the logistikon (purely rational) and the epithumetikon (driving- 
desiring) parts are structurally separate from each other as well as 
from a third, intermediate part known as the thumoeides (gutsy 
spirited). Each sector of soul activity has its respective arete (ex­
cellence or perfected power, virtue)—wisdom, courage, temper­
ance— and each has its corresponding, ranking counterpart level 
of status in society—philosophic guardians, polis fighters (read 
“army”), the workers and tradespeople. In Plato’s vision of human 
soul and society, the upper crust and the underdog portions of society,
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mirroring the microcosm of every soul, are simply the different, more 
or less coordinated ways things are set up, depending on dike 
(justice).36

Aristotle’s position on different facets of soul intersects with a 
commitment to an entelechaic bonding of matter (hylS) with 
superimposing form (morphs). The result, at least in De Anima 
(About the soul),37 is a graduated, interlocked partitioning of the 
threptike kai phytike (growing-feeding) plant-soul formation of (apsy- 
chon) body, which plant-soul in turn can be formed by aisthetike 
kai orektike (sensing-longing) animal-soul formation, which may in 
turn be incorporated and activated by nous pathetikos (a mental 
capacity) which can provide human composition to divine, con­
templative theorizing.38 Late Aristotle’s strata of the physical, the 
vital, the sensitive, and the noetic present the strictly delineated and 
structurally differentiated ways of being certain things are, and, 
unlike Plato, Aristotle’s conception views the hierarchy of ontic levels 
as purposefully interconnected. The higher layer depends upon the 
lower layer of being for its ability to be active, but the higher stratum 
of being is in principle independent for its character from the lower, 
more elemental kind of being.39

Such aporetic relations of diverse, autonomous substances and 
meshed connection, comparable to the schemata of Plato and Aristo- 
de, carry on in various formats throughout the history of philosophy. 
Whether it be the several-in-one kingdom (hypostases) of Plotinus 
(A.D. 205-70) arranged in a circuit of processing (proodos) and recur­
ring (epistrophS) ,40 or the logically speculative four divisions of 
physis (natural order) by John the Scot of Ireland (ca. A.D. 810-88) in 
De divisione naturae (On the division of nature),41 theo-ontological 
cosmologies were formulated by thinkers who believed systematic 
completion was a requirement for a mature philosophy. When the 
cosmological problematics assumed a more epistemological focus, 
similar theories on how reality is structured continued. The 
monadological harmonie pr£6tablie (preestablished harmony) of 
G. W. Leibniz (1646-1716) conceived a plenum of infinitesimally dis­
cernible force-centers which ranged by differential calculus from 
mechanical energy through grades of organic force, Vappitit (desire), 
le sentiment (feeling), memory, on to Vesprit (apperception) which 
harbors an abstracting think-ability operating by the laws of noncon­
tradiction and sufficient reason.42 Immanuel Kant’s (1724-1804) 
speculum mentis (map of the mind) discerned Empfindung (sensa­
tion), Riihrung (desire), Lust (pleasure), Anschauungsform (viewing- 
form), Einbildungskraft (imaging ability), Verstand (conceptual
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understanding), Urteilskraft (judgment-ability), and Vernunft (mor­
al reasoning)—a veritable encyclopedia of ways human con­
sciousness is busy, even though the principle of their teleological unity 
is one of uncertain locus and character.43 But philosophical analysis 
seems by nature to be compelled to relate synthetically whatever it 
isolates for identification.

All these old-fashioned cosmological ontologies suffer, however, 
says Nicolai Hartmann (1882-1950), from the methodological mistake 
of the thinkers’ supposedly intuiting the final substantial essence 
of things and then from this universal a priori deducing the 
metaphysical structures of the universe.44 Even Kant’s transcenden­
tal, housecleaning critique of a priori speculation presumed to get the 
basic ontological categories from an examination of the principles of 
our subjective, reasoning consciousness. But that’s a mistake, says 
Hartm ann, because knowledge goes beyond human consciousness; 
knowledge banks on the object which is other than consciousness, and 
it is the sure detection of such real objects by a scientifically schooled 
consciousness (not a phenomenologically naive one) that will provide 
critical, nonspeculative ontological categories.45 Earlier philosophers 
also touched on what one may call the strata of being (Seins- 
schichten) which actual objects disclose, but those thinkers hardly 
ever dealt with the strata with a critical, conscious sense of the 
discrete, statutory, determining character (Gesetzlichkeit) of the 
strata .46 And the “old” philosophers tended to err either with 
materialist (upward) or a teleologist, monistic (downward) over­
simplification. What we need, says Hartmann, is a “New Critique” 
and “new ways of ontology” that will be objectively valid.47

Since, as the first essay in this volume pointed out, Hartmann’s 
new ontology on the stratified structure of the world and 
Dooyeweerd’s theory of modal law-spheres show certain similarities, 
it is instructive to note key features of Hartmann’s conception and to 
compare them with Dooyeweerd’s.48

In forging a new concept of reality, says Hartmann, we need to 
reconceive the pure mode of being of the world structures and 
processes in terms of contextual Realwirklichkeit (actual reality) and 
circumstantial Realmtiglichkeit (real possibility); that is, we need to 
let go of concepts of “entelechy” and “essential possibility” in order to 
face the being of becoming, to realize that becoming is a real form of 
being. Our philosophical task is to ascertain the kind of different 
forms becoming takes “according to the rungs or strata of the real” oc­
currence. We also do well to realize that time and individuality are 
more fundamental categories of true reality than “space” and “matter.”49
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The real world has a ladder of being, says Hartmann, whose four 
major rungs are the inorganic, the organic, the animal-psychic, and 
the supraindividual cultural (Geistigen)—with perhaps a few others, 
like the historical, which are substantially different—and each as a 
stratum with boundaries has a categorial homogeneity. There is also a 
hierarchy of particular, actual structures like inanimate things, 
organisms, animals, and humans, which the strata cut across. Only 
the human, society, and the historical process, however, embrace all 
four strata of being, which are ordered in such a way that the under 
layers of tiered reality are always included in the upper strata, but not 
the reverse.50 There is also a whole raft of paired categories, such as 
unity and multiplicity, concord and discord, form and material, 
inner and outer, identity and difference, generality and individuali­
ty, and many more, which pervade all strata but take on different 
character according to the stratum. Reality is such that categories 
found in a substratum may recur in an upper stratum, but not the 
reverse. Categories novel to upper strata depend upon categories from 
lower strata, and the more elemental categories are stronger because 
they are not dependent upon the upper ones. However, the 
autonomous novelty a category from an upper stratum enjoys 
guarantees its complete freedom: “freedom in dependence—there is 
no contradiction”; “freedom . . . in superiority over something else.”51 

Whether it be Nicolai Hartmann, whom Dooyeweerd was 
reading in the 1920s, along with Husserl, Heidegger, Max Scheler, 
Rickert, and others, or whether it be the whole history of Western 
philosophy, the point is that every thinker with systematic grit has 
tried to account for kinds of order that asked for human attention in 
our one given reality. Nicolai Hartmann faults others for “monistic” 
conflations and is prepared himself to “not scruple simply to accept 
the Cartesian dichotomy of the world into cogitatio [cognition] and 
extensio [extension] . . .  a categorial difference of regions.”52 Every 
philosopher finally makes his or her peace with some theory at odds 
with others, even though most thinkers would affirm with Hartmann:

Phenomena do not let themselves be altered. A theory can only 
stand up if it accords with the phenomena. If the theory is in 
opposition to phenomena, then it is wrong.53

Or, as Dooyeweerd puts it, probing more deeply:
Structural states of affairs, as soon as they are discovered, force 
themselves upon everybody, and it does not make sense to deny 
them. It is the common task of all philosophic schools and trends 
to account for them in a philosophic way, that is to say in the light 
of a transcendental ground-Idea. They must learn from one
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another, even from fundamental mistakes made in the theoretical 
interpretations of the laws and the structural states of affairs 
founded in the temporal order of our cosmos. (NC 1:116-17)

Nobody has a corner on infallibility.

Reformational Features of Dooyeweerd’s Theory

But, then, how does Dooyeweerd’s theory compare with the in­
volved strata ontology of Nicolai Hartmann? Let us note certain 
features of Dooyeweerd’s theory that indicate his reforming direction.

First, in Dooyeweerd’s book, creaturely being is veritably mean­
ing (NC 1:97 and 2:31). So the different ontic ways things are, the 
modes of meaning, present the different ordered-durational ways of 
existing which encompass whatever concretely exists. These modal 
aspects of existent things are their creaturely defining moments of 
cosmic temporality. God’s timing for creaturely things provides the 
warp and woof of both modal law (= time-order) and modal func­
tioning durance (=  factual time-duration) which indissolubly circum- 
fuse everything (NC 1:24 and 2:3-4, 8).

Second, as far as the actual, enduring and changing, subjective 
functioning of things goes and the ongoing alteration of things, when 
something is taken as an object of certain specified activity by another 
creature, Dooyeweerd posits that these modes of meaning show both 
a mutual irreducibility and a veritably isotopic interpenetration of 
each other. Just as sunlight refracted by a prism shows up in a spec­
trum of brightly diverse colors, which are irreducible to each other 
yet glow through one another and really cohere as white light, so the 
different prime modes of meaning which constitute the functioning of 
things are a seamless mesh of enduring becoming and begoing (NC 
1:101-2). “Color me rainbow,” says every sweet pea flower, chip of 
quartz, family of turtles, and middle-aged man, not to speak of 
cigars. And the nucleus, so to speak, of every modal aspect of the fac­
tual temporal continuance making up things is iridescent with all the 
other ways of meaning. Sometimes the other analogical functional 
moments well up supportively (“retrocipatory”) within its coloring 
fabric, other times they glint and reach for a mutational enrichment 
(“anticipatory”) (NC 2:75-76; Twi, 7-11).54 But no matter whether 
the mesh of ways a thing endures existentially gives evidence of a 
richly reinforced or a fairly impoverished functional matrix of mean­
ing, all the various modes of meaning which creaturely things are will 
show an interwoven whole.

Third, and most important, from Dooyeweerd’s position, is the 
thesis about the law side to these colorful modes of meaning which
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constitute and hold for things. The modal laws have authority and 
give good, single, multisplendored direction for every creaturely 
thing because modal laws are prismatic variations of God’s covenant­
ing Word which says, “Love me above all, respect and build up your 
neighbor as yourself, and take care of all the creatures I have en­
trusted you people with until I come back to perfect my rule of 
shalom” (see Twi, 8, 122-23). The multiple zones of meaning which 
creaturely things are, are all together the gift of God’s timing 
( = “cosmic time”). God’s gracious, good, ongoing temporal structur­
ing of things for them is God’s holy, creative will in operation. So 
every creature, indelibly stamped by the rainbow of God’s will for its 
very temporal existence, is called upon to respond, after its kind, to its 
multifaceted, yet single-spoken, cosmonomic (= providential, ordi- 
nance-related, enduring) reality (NC 1:16, 101-2 and 2:74).

Fourth, God’s Word for creatures—“praisel love! care! forever 
and ever”—became fully revealed in Jesus Christ, continues 
Dooyeweerd, referring to Ephesians 1:3-10 and Hebrews 1:1-4 (NC 
2:563). So, as a matter of concrete fact—and here we necessarily step 
towards matters beyond but linked to the theory of modal law- 
spheres—both human experience and the meaning of every non­
hum an creaturely thing entrusted to human ministry is brought 
together and reaches historically its God-intended meaning in Christ 
(NC 2:30). Just as human selfhood focuses referentially all one’s 
diverse, concrete acts as diaconal obedience to the Lord or as exercises 
in vanity, so Christ’s body relates and roots men and women, in­
dividual members of humankind, in the way of God-service and gives 
even those who spurn communion of the saints their grounds for 
meaning anything at all (NC 1:10-12, 97 and 2:418, 473-74; Tw i, 
120-21, 123-25).55

These four features of Dooyeweerd’s theory are enough to 
demonstrate how a Christian reformation sets Dooyeweerd’s theory of 
modal law-spheres off from Nicolai Hartmann and the received tradi­
tion of Western cosmology and metaphysics. The centuries-old 
philosophical witness to “chain of Being” is unequivocably rejected 
(NC 1:123 and 3:74), and the meaning of creaturehood—existing 
only by the living Word of God, the ru’ah (breath, spirit) of God’s 
mouth (Ps. 33:6-9)56—is captured conceptually and thought through 
with the almost Heideggerian formula, “Things must not be, but 
m ean.” Also, the constant jostle in philosophical theories which pit 
the undeniable varieties of ways things are against one another, 
nominating transcendent features (like moral rationality) or picking 
scapegoats for our earthly troubles (like physical desire), is basically



Dooyeweerd’s Legacy for Aesthetics 61

undone and overcome by the insightful recognition that all creaturely 
ways are good and are set to be a concert of integrally relative func­
tions. Dooyeweerd’s prism-refracted colors is a telling image in con­
trast to Nicolai Hartmann’s “rungs of a ladder.” Theoretical puzzles 
about the complexity of our creaturely glory remain, but Dooye­
weerd’s theory undercuts both a blindness to important differences 
and the imposition of a competitive hierarchy of priorities (NC 2:49- 
51, 76) ,57

An altogether singular idea, in my judgment, which marks the 
theory of modal law-spheres in its Christian wisdom drawn from a 
Reformed tradition is the pivotal thought that the distinguishable, 
cosmic goings-on at large are to be understood as the gentle law of the 
Lord God (cf. NC 1:515-25). Both the “natural law” of perennial 
philosophy and the secularized philosophical assumption that “what 
is given, is just given—make heads and tails out of it” miss the 
radicality of God’s gift in how anything structurally is. Dooyeweerd’s 
theory relates the doings of us humans, including all our knowing, 
directly to the Lord’s presence in our mundane existence. Once we 
discern that the law of noncontradiction (to be formulated, unlike 
Aristotle’s canon, to admit of change)58 is God’s blessing for our acts of 
analysis, and once we discover that the law of syntactical clarity is 
God’s blessing for our discourse, that is, once we realize that the crea­
tional laws we may uncover hold the Lord’s direction for our 
creaturely well-being, then we will have made a philosophical start in 
outwitting the traditions of disbelief and hubris which entangle so 
many concepts of “human transcendence,” “bare facts,” and a host 
of skeptical -isms. There is redeeming humility and liberating 
knowledge in the proposition that human experience, including 
knowing God and one’s self inhabiting the world, is “restricted and 
relativized by (but not at all to) our temporal cosmic existence” (NC 
2:561). That’s why, concludes Dooyeweerd:

Christ, as the fulness of God’s Revelation, came into the flesh; and
for this reason also the Divine Word-revelation came to us in the
temporal garb of human language [ = the Scriptures]. (NC 2:561)

It is because of this confession of the compelling lordship of Jesus 
Christ and the necessity of scripturally directed learning which sur­
rounds and undergirds the theory of modal law-spheres that I am led 
to think that Dooyeweerd and his English translators failed when 
they rendered “Wijsbegeerte der wetsidee” as “Philosophy of the 
cosmonomic Idea” (NC 1:93-96; italics mine). If there is any one mat­
ter central to this whole Christian philosophical endeavor, it is the re­
jection of Kantian and neo-Kantian rationalistic idealism which
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allows a person to rest his or her conceptual burden in theoretical 
ideas (NC 1:96-99 and 2:187-88). Cosmological theory, epistemology, 
conception of the sciences, and much more, are indeed expressive of 
the core constellation of ideas which serve as a thinker’s 
philosophically committed categorial framework. But the scandal of 
Dooyeweerd’s philosophy—its dangerous, confrontational, and ex­
citing thesis—is that this philosophical theory witnesses within 
theorizing to the truth of Jesus Christ as the alpha and omega of 
thinking and the only guarantee for the very meaning of things at 
large, and appeals in its theory of modal law-spheres to the tru th  of 
the Word of God visible in creation to which the Scriptures leads one 
whose heart has been opened. A more revealing English name for De 
wijsbegeerte der wetsidee (literally: A philosophy of the idea of law) 
might be “A philosophy of cosmonomic structure as the Lord God’s 
W ord” or, for short, “A philosophy of God’s structuring W ord.”59

A Methodological Problem

Let there be no mistake: Dooyeweerd clearly affirms that his 
theory of modal law-spheres is a historically unfinished theory that is 
not infallible. Dooyeweerd writes:

In fact the system of the law-spheres designed by us can never 
lay claim to material completion. A more penetrating examina­
tion may at any time bring new modal aspects of reality to the 
light not yet perceived before. And the discovery of new law- 
spheres will always require a revision and further development of 
our modal analyses. (NC 2:556)60

At the same time, Dooyeweerd maintains that when a philosophic 
thinker stands in the truth of God revealed in Jesus Christ, that 
thinker’s analyses, first, will continue to witness to the horizon of 
modal law-spheres which has “a constant determining character” for 
all the changing concrete facts extant and, second, will be freed from 
absolutizing prejudices which hinder the necessary a priori insight 
into the modal horizon enabling one to identify the limits of the 
special sciences (NC 2:556, 563, 572, 574). So there is a methodologi­
cal problem: how does one fallibly discern what are truly the (modal) 
ways things are in God’s created world?

Dooyeweerd develops his method for discerning the specific 
structure of a given modal law-aspect of a thing in polemic with Ed­
m und Husserl (1859-1938) on epoche (bracketing) (NC 2:485-90) and 
w ith Max Scheler (1874-1928) on truth (NC 2:583-98). He probably 
wants to dissociate his own method of “insight” from their positions 
because he is aware that he does take his cue from phenomenology
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This is not how the theory of modal law-spheres came into being 
[Robert Fludd, Microcosmi Historia, 1619J

(NC l:v ),61 Dooyeweerd proposes to begin empirically with a 
scrupulously accurate, “unbiased” analysis, bracketing or suspending 
“all specific philosophical interpretation,” of a modal nucleus of 
meaning, pointing out the nonoriginal character of analogical 
moments within that particular mode of meaning (NC 2:72, 74, 77). 
Such an attempt seems curiously like Husserl’s demand to suspend all 
subjective activity except one’s pure, cognitive act of Wesensschau 
(intuiting essence) to describe the eidos (structure) of phenomena. Not 
so, says Dooyeweerd. Husserl intends to black out ordinary ex­
perience and let a transcendental Kantian ego dictate absolutely what 
is essentially and permanently there (NC 2:489, 584). By contrast, 
Dooyeweerd’s approach is to open himself up fully to the complex
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reality able to be experienced, investigate any precise moment of 
meaning in its most reduced, restricted state, and then tentatively for­
mulate what “can be grasped only in an immediate intuition and 
never apart from its structural context of analogies” (NC 2:117, 129).

It may be granted that Dooyeweerd’s intention is different from 
that of Husserl (NC 2:73-74, 468 n. 1) in that Dooyeweerd is intent 
upon acclaiming the relativity and enmeshment of any prime aspect 
of reality and its independence from human consciousness; but 
Dooyeweerd’s final court of appeal for discernment of a modal 
meaning-nucleus is my insight provided by “theoretical intuition” 
(NC 2:478-79), a very close analytic relative of Husserl’s Wesensschau 
(NC 2:480, 483-84). Dooyeweerd provides elaborate criteria for 
double-checking and refining one’s “grasp” or “limiting concept” of a 
given modal aspect (NC 1:69 and 2:486).02 But since a person’s scien­
tifically deepened insight is Dooyeweerd’s ultimate criterion, there is 
not much room for dispute on the findings.

This methodological problem of ascertaining the various ir­
reducible ways creatures exist is unavoidable I think. The difficulty is 
similar to the bind people experience when they waver between 
prescriptive definitions and makeshift empiricist approximations 
when trying to determine the nature of something: how does one fix 
and support what is fundamentally a basic choice about a nonanalytic 
affair? Besides, Dooyeweerd as a Christian thinker is consciously both 
thetical and self-critical; so he tends to be both certain and tentative 
(cf. NC  2:598 n. 1). Again, in my judgment such a state of affairs is 
normal and needs to be recognized as inescapable whenever founda­
tional philosophical matters are up for human decision. The fact that 
massive conceptual implications follow from such “intuited” decisions 
points up the responsibility of philosophical leadership.03

Theory of Aesthetics

It is Dooyeweerd’s considered judgment that “harmony in its 
original sense” is the nucleus of the aesthetic aspect of reality and the 
typifying, object-functional qualification of artworks (NC 2:128 and 
3:117). Dooyeweerd uses the traditional term of “beauty,” in the 
same breath, to describe the aesthetic object-function of “nature” 
(NC 2:139 and 3:114, 140). So it is very understandable that Hans 
Rookmaaker, learning from Dooyeweerd, popularized the idea that 
“beautiful harmony” (de schone harmonie) is the core concept for the 
nucleus of aesthetic order in the world.04 Dooyeweerd’s exposition of 
“harmony” as the aesthetic mode of meaning is tied most tightly to 
features of “unity in multiplicity” and “nothing to excess” which are,



Dooyeweerd’s Legacy fo r  Aesthetics 65

in his thought, the mathematical and economic analogies within the 
aesthetic structure of meaning (NC 2:128, 347).

In fact, I think it would be fair to say that Dooyeweerd’s idea of 
“harmony” is exegeted almost entirely in terms of frugality, sobriety, 
and simplicity, which he says the classicist aesthetics of Nicolas 
Boileau-Despr6aux (1636-1711) rediscovered and posited but rigid- 
ified because it was guided by the humanistic ideal of science 
(NC 2:346-48).65 Dooyeweerd’s correct polemic against a romantic 
idealist belief in artistic genius which admits of no laws for individual 
aesthetic subjectivity (NC 2:128) is balanced by his critique of the 
classicist doctrine which finds the limits of art in linguistic and logical 
economy (NC 2:348). But Dooyeweerd’s selection of Praxiteles’ 
sculpture of Hermes for analysis of the nature and production of an 
artwork (NC 3:109-28) hints at the preference toward which his 
theory of “harmony” leans. Dooyeweerd’s “harmony” is in line with 
the long, classical history of “beauty.”

Plato, under the influence of Pythagoras, said the beautiful was 
marked by a whole integrality of working parts fitting together 
(prepe; cf. Aristotle’s taxis). However, this property of “design,” as I 
understand it, is more appropriately regarded as a matter of enriched 
form than as that which peculiarly identifies what is “aesthetic.” 
Augustine and many others considered the beautiful to be a m atter of 
intermeshing form  (partium congruentia), to which Aquinas added 
the note of “brilliance” (claritas). But even the quality of brilliance 
quae visa placet (which when seen delights), as I understand it, is 
better taken as the recognition of a quality corresponding to an 
aesthetically deepened feeling,'86 not as that which grasps a primary, 
irreducible “aesthetic” state of affairs.

Often the idea of “beauty” followed Plotinian theology and be­
came a pancosmic order (ordo, perfectio) with intimations of 
transcendence. Dooyeweerd resolutely cuts off all such theological 
speculation around “beauty.” In doing so, he offers a genuine refor­
mation of even Abraham Kuyper, who still uncritically cited Anton 
Raphael Mengs (1728-79), Johann Joachim Winckelmann (1717-68), 
and Friedrich Wilhelm von Schelling (1775-1854) to back up his 
thought that Greek classical art revealed the divine ordinances for the 
beautiful and that art is the service of geniuses inspired by God to lead 
us up the  scale of creational being to the ideal world.67

Dooyeweerd’s “beauty” and “harmony,” at its best, is closer to 
Plato’s conception of beauty as symmetria (measured proportionality) 
and hapolotes (simple unity), genuinely kinetic and arithmetical 
analogies within aesthetic structure, as I understand them.
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Dooyeweerd’s idea of “harmony” does not identify what is nuclearly 
aesthetic at all, but is an analogical concept denoting aesthetic pro­
portionality or eurythmy. Proportionality, properly speaking, is 
original!y a matter of weighted balance or regular rhythm, that is, a 
property of mathematical calculus, indeed present as a side of all 
creaturely reality. Dooyeweerd’s designation of meden agan (not too 
much) as a sobering economic analogy within the aesthetic is also a 
mistaken naming of this same mathematical feature. Aesthetic 
economy, in my own judgment, is better conceived as a m atter of 
“novelty” than as a matter of frugality or of logical simplicity 
reminiscent of Occam’s razor.

It is so that Dooyeweerd’s specific thoughts on aesthetic reality 
are underdeveloped, and his undefined concept of “harmony” 
resonates loosely with the major tradition of Western thought on a 
nondescript “beauty.” Such a decidedly general “beauty” doctrine 
actually militates against the irreducible specificity of “aesthetic” 
reality which Dooyeweerd’s genial theory of modal law-spheres 
demands.

One might mention a couple other tenets of Dooyeweerd’s 
thought relevant to aesthetic theory which, like his concept of har­
mony, are concepts he picked up from elsewhere and left critically 
unreformed.

As one example: “Imagination” for Dooyeweerd is only a sensory 
function of psychic activity that can produce phantasms of merely 
intentional objectivity (NC 2:425-26 and 3:115). According to 
Dooyeweerd’s scheme, the aesthetic “conception” of the artist’s pro­
ductive fantasy is lodged in such sensory phantasms before the fancied 
intentional object is represented in a real, sensible thing like a 
painting on canvas or a marble sculpture (NC 3:113-16, 119-20). 
Although such a cumbersome description of artistic activity heads off 
both a copy-of-natural-object idea of artworks and a subjectivistic ex­
pressionism,68 Dooyeweerd’s analysis remains partial to the neo- 
idealistic notion of artistic production in which media are secondary 
to one’s artistic activity.60 Also, despite the important thesis that the 
“technical formative function” founds every bona fide artwork (NC 
3:121-23, 125), Dooyeweerd lacks the concept of a constructed image 
that is neither a “sensory phantasm” nor a product of aesthetic fan­
tasy. Much more clarity enters analysis on the formation of artworks 
when we distinguish retinal-images, nonsensory image-constructs, 
and bona fide aesthetic fictions.™

A second example: Doooyweerd clearly differentiates analytic, 
lingual, and aesthetic ways of meaning among others (NC 2:224-25).
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He describes the nuclear moment of the lingual aspect in terms of 
“symbolic signification,” that is, the understanding of signs (NC 
2:222). So for Dooyeweerd “symbol” is synonymous with “sign” in the 
sense that x stands arbitrarily and conventionally for y. He goes on to 
refer to an “abstract symbol” as that which “belongs to a rational 
system of signs” (NC 2:381). He can do this probably because he 
assumes that language rests on a logical sublayer.

A problem with this terminology and conception is that 
Dooyeweerd has opted against a tradition congenial to aesthetic 
theory which has reserved “symbolic” meaning precisely for that 
which is semantically and conceptually elusive. For example, Kant’s 
conception of “symbol” as that which occasions much thought (yet is 
noncognitive!) but which cannot be adequately pressed into either a 
definite concept or made intelligible by language71 has led, in spite 
of the romantic idolatry it generated, to much fruitful awareness of 
“symbolic knowing activity.” We may refer to the thought in 
aesthetics of Ernst Cassirer, Susanne K. Langer, Hans Georg 
Gadamer, and Paul Ricoeur.72 “Symbol” in Dooyweerd’s setup 
becomes unserviceable for designating anything with “surplus mean­
ing.” His identification of symbol with sign is closer to the standard of 
G. W. Leibniz, Charles S. Peirce, and others who have telescoped 
semantic and analytic functioning into one another and leave 
aesthetic interests curiously on a sideline.73

Concluding Comment: Prospects of the Legacy for Aesthetics

Dooyeweerd’s living legacy for aesthetic theory lies in the 
systematic opening his philosophical framework makes for aesthetics 
as a special science, rather than in any of his specific analyses of beau­
ty, artistic production, or a period of art. Dooyeweerd’s general 
theory of modal law-spheres presents a format that saves aesthetics 
from elision into semiotics, sociology of art, metacriticism, or 
dismemberment. The theory of modal law-spheres introduces a whole 
set of categories, such as “aesthetic law ,” “relative aesthetic meaning” 
in a society filled with other related meanings, “kinds of art with en­
during tasks,” which frees aesthetic theory for a whole range of ex­
plorations not usually associated with it as a discipline.

Dooyeweerd’s awareness of “aesthetic” subjectivity and “aes­
thetic” acts as rich matters of primary “naive experience,” basic 
to “artistic” activity as a more complicated kind of human subjectivi­
ty (NC 3:114), also opens up a whole vein of creaturely phenomena 
for analysis that has been left practically unexplored within 
aesthetics: the numerous depth dimensions of aesthetic activity such
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as play, fancy, adventure, entertainment, and festivity, for example, 
as well as taste.74

Dooyeweerd’s theory of analogical aesthetic moments w ithin 
other kinds of human activity prompts one to develop aesthetic theory 
in close proximity with other sciences since it is proposed that studies 
in empathy, probability, recreation, diplomacy, liturgy, among 
others, may be relevant for systematic aesthetic theory, although such 
phenomena properly belong first of all to psychology, logic, 
sociology, political science, and theology.

The prospects of Dooyeweerd’s legacy for aesthetic theory are 
good, provided thinkers do not try to refine Dooyeweerd’s actual, 
specific results and scholastically tie up the loose analytic ends.75 In­
stead, thinkers should probe beyond his initial fragments in theory of 
aesthetics and concentrate upon pursuing some of his specific insights 
and generating new ones within the integrated, complex encyclo­
pedia of knowledge he has fashioned. Many of Dooyeweerd’s in­
sightful, unfinished thoughts on aesthetic matters are worthy of 
specialized discussion, for example, on the relation of scores, perfor­
mances, and artworks (NC 3:110) or on the intricate difference 
between incapsulated art (“bound art”) and art-as-such (“free art”) 
(NC 3:138-40).

My own intuition as to the nucleus of an irreducible aesthetic 
aspect of reality, backed up by scrutiny of various phenomena such as 
art, style, and imagining things, leads me to pose “allusivity” 
(“nuancefulness”) as the core concept.™ Dooyeweerd’s notion of 
“[beautiful] harmony” then becomes simply an elementary mathemat­
ical analogue within the structural reality of original “allusivity.” I 
am also convinced that Dooyeweerd’s placement of aesthetic struc­
ture in the order of modal complexity needs reworking since aesthetic 
affairs are much more fundamental an underground in human ex­
perience than Dooyeweerd seems to admit.77

And so one could begin to spend one’s inheritance from Dooye­
weerd. As long as one is willing to explore the foundations of modal 
aesthetic theory in the same diaconal and reforming spirit which 
Dooyeweerd’s philosophy breathes, branching out with research into 
the encyclopedia of the arts,™ the complexities of hermeneutics,79 and 
the important problems of discerning and charting art historical 
development,80 I think the gift Dooyeweerd has made to aesthetic 
theory almost en passant could indeed become a genuine blessing for 
those who need creational order and redemptive direction for their 
reflection on this vital but often neglected area of praise, joy, and car­
ing in God’s world.
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ordinate amount of minute attention given to the “modal spheres” separated 
from their religious import often hypostatized into “modalities,” misdirected 
the reception of Dooyeweerd’s thought in the English-speaking world.
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42. For example, G. W. Leibniz, Monadologie (ca. 1714), par. 14-15, 19, 
26-30.
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47. Hartmann, Neue Wege, 44-48.
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orientation was biblically directed, in the neighborhood of Kuyper, and 
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H artm ann (cf. John Vander Stelt, “Kuyper’s Semi-mystical Conception,” cited 
in note 27 above), Dooyeweerd may have found his renovation of whatever he 
learned from Hartmann to be but a tributary flowing into his own river. I use 
Hartm ann’s Neue Wege der Ontologie (1949) to draw the parallels since this
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text is a concise, mature formulation of Hartmann's extensive, ontological ex­
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49. Hartmann, Neue Wege, 22-25.
50. Hartmann, Neue Wege, 30, 35-41, 84-85.
51. Hartmann, Neue Wege, 53-54, 60-61, 69-72, 75-76, 102-4. The English 
translation by Reinhard C. Kuhn (New Ways of Ontology [Chicago: Henry 
Regnery, 1953], 95), renders page 76 of Neue Wege as follows:
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“Algemene beschouwing (Stoker-Brummer)," in “Werkcollege systematische
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approximate with the concept of “substance.” See Herman Dooyeweerd, “De 
idee der individualiteitsstructuur en het Thomistisch substantiebegrip,” Phil. 
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sitive Openness and Appropriate Reactions (Potchefstroom: Potchefstroom
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62. In an unfinished paper “The Hermeneutic Problem of Modal Theory” 
(Mimeo, 1972) and a concept paper for seminar presentation on “The 
Methodology of Modal Theory” (Mimeo, 1973), Lambert Zuidervaart suggests 
that the various methodological procedures which Dooyeweerd uses for deter­
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(NC 2:346).
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important solely as a medium of expression” (NC 3:125; italics mine); “And 
this enkaptic relation is subject to the normative law requiring that in the in­
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and Philosophy.
71. Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft (1781), par. 49.3, 7, 9; 59.3-4.
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meaning of lingual signification” (NC 2:224-25). Semanticist P. A. Verburg 
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(1969, nos. 3-4): 147-78. See also Henry de Jong, Carroll Ann Goon, Michael 
Ophardt, Robert Rogers, and Calvin G. Seerveld, "Human Creatures at Play: 
Explorations in Christian Cultural Philosophy” (Mimeo, 1983). For Dirk van 
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because it is not “eidetic” in a Husserlian sense. A modal law-sphere theory 
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