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Abstract

The article takes as point of departure the influential book An Interpretation of Religion by John
Hick both to understand an Afro-Brazilian religion called Candomblé and to suggest a way to define
this human activity as a whole. After a description of Hick’s proposal, his ideas will be applied to
Candomblé to see what kind of religion it is. From the problems raised in this classification, the arti-
cle puts forward two formal refinements in Hick’s proposal, which can increase its internal coherence
as well. In addition, in view of a salient feature of Candomblé, it is argued that the concept of religion
should include the experience of evil as an essential element. The resulting definition is justified by
its explanatory power, amplitude and fruitfulness.
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Introduction

This article has a twofold goal. On the one hand, it intends to offer aids in conceptually
understanding Candomblé, one of the most influential Brazilian religious traditions.1 In so
doing, I join a laudable recent effort of including the consideration of more diversified case
studies in the philosophy of religion debate. The second goal of this article is to help expand
and enrich this sub-area of philosophy. Specifically, a concern in the philosophy of religion
inwhich this article hopes to help is the very understanding of the concept of religion itself.

One of the most influential works in contemporary philosophy of religion that has
dealt with this concept is An Interpretation of Religion – Human Responses to the Transcendent
(1989/2004) by John Hick, which will be taken as the starting point for achieving both
aims stated above. As will be shown in the first section, Hick’s proposal amply deserves
such a special consideration. One of its qualities is that, apart from having tested his con-
cept against very important modern religions, it provides insightful interpretative keys for
understanding Candomblé as this type of phenomenon aswell. However, this article intends
to improve on Hick’s definition. After a critical analysis of his method of definition, I put
forward a two-level concept of religion, which takes into consideration a notion of evil as
part of the first level, and the family resemblance idea as the approach to the second level.

Given this bibliographical main reference and the targets aimed at, this text is divided
into three parts. First, we will have a look at Hick’s proposal regarding the concept of reli-
gion. Then, in the second part, we will see to what extent (if at all) Candomblé can be
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included in that concept. In the last section we will elaborate on the notion of religion with
the help of Hick and Candomblé in a sense apparently not explored by him, and which (I
hope) may contribute to a better understanding of that idea.

Hick and the concept of religion

Hick’s aim in An Interpretation of Religion is to comprehend the diversity of religions with a
concept that may be both unifying and also do justice to the nuances and variety of this
complex reality. Sceptics about such conceptualisation may criticise this kind of project,
saying that, in addition to being very difficult to implement, one may challenge its very
importance. These are good questions, mainly the first one, since the enormous diversity of
phenomena recognisable under the label ‘religion’ is a clear fact. The importance of having
a definition for religion seems less questionable. After all, the question ‘what are we talking
about with the word “religion”?’ seems to be syntactically well-formed and to make sense.
In addition, a clear and applicable concept of something is certainly a contribution to the
intelligibility of it. I am not claiming that having a concept of x is a necessary condition
for knowing x, but that it can be helpful in some contexts. For instance, it may be useful for
anthropologists and historians of religion to better understandwhat they are studying, and
where to start from.2 Of course, their empirical research can serve to criticise the proposed
definition by showing it does not apply to all prototypical cases we have in mind when we
use that word or to new religious phenomena they may come to discover. In any case, it
seems sensible to say that if philosophy can still collaborate with the empirical sciences of
religion, one of its duties would be to fashion and delineate concepts.

As his book’s subtitle itself says, Hick’s idea is that religion is the set of human responses
to the transcendent. This way he intends to include in the same concept of religion both
naturalistic approaches – that see it as a human activity only – and the position of those
who take part in it, who claim that there is an experience of something special or sacred,
and that is not reducible to amore common origin. Hick’s concept accepts that religions are
human constructions, but also admits that there may be a non-human reality with which
humans try to communicate.

Another important point in Hick’s proposal is methodological. His concept of religion
does not intend to be the expression of an immutable essence, but rather of family resem-
blances among different members, which is an adaptation of the famous suggestion of
Wittgenstein on how to understand the notion of game in the Philosophical Investigations.
By taking the notion of religion as a set of related qualities, without requiring that all con-
crete religions display all of them, Hick claimed to be able to accommodate more examples
while keeping his concept still clear and operational.

Even so, Hick attempts to make the concept more precise by distinguishing basic types
of religion and by focusing on some relevant examples. Part of the strategy he adopts
to delimit the concept is to distinguish between two broader types of religion, accord-
ing to a notion borrowed from Karl Jaspers in Vom Ursprung und Ziel der Geschichte (1949),
namely, that of the ‘Axial Age’. According to Jaspers, this period was a time in human his-
tory (between 800 and 200 BC) whenmost of the main ideas behind current world religions
arose. In this period of about 600 years, we had the appearance and the influence of Lao Tzu
and Confucius in China, Gautama and Mahavira in India, Zoroaster in Persia, great Hebrew
Prophets (Amos, Oseas, Jeremiah, Isaiah, Ezechiel) in Israel, Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato, and
Aristotle in Greece. From the contributions of those great Axial Age sages, we can distin-
guish between post-axial and pre-axial religions, which give us the broadest classification
of religion in Hick’s interpretation.

Those that are post-axial are called by Hick ‘great world religions’, and include Judaism,
Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism. According to him, thanks to those seminal
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thinkers, scattered across Eurasia, we saw the emergence of individual self-consciousness in
post-axial religion, instead of the more communal spirit of pre-axial religions. In addition,
those influential characters of theAxial Age conveyeduniversalmessages, instead ofmerely
local ones, and emphasised a process of ‘inner’ transformation, instead of an emphasis on
‘external’ cults.

Hick calls these great world religions, which emerged through the influence of the
Axial Age ideas, religions of salvation or liberation. In salvation religions (mainly Judaism,
Christianity, and Islam) as well as in liberation religions (Hinduism and Buddhism), mun-
dane reality is taken as defective in view of a more perfect transcendent state. Salvation or
liberation consists in the overcoming of worldly defects.

As a result, the general scheme of the doctrine and practice of post-axial religions would
be something like:

1) The recognition of human weakness and the deficient character of this world;
2) The proclamation of an infinitely better alternative in a transcendent dimension;
3) A way of salvation/liberation (or how to go from 1) to 2)).

According to Hick, the different ways of salvation or liberation proposed by the great
world religions are variations of the same theme of human transformation (see Hick 2004,
ch. 3). By this, he means the individual change from a self-centred focus to a new centre
in the unity of reality and transcendent value, which Hick shows in detail in each of these
post-axial religions.

Pre-axial religions should be described according to other values and ideas. Their main
concern is to keep the cosmic equilibrium by means of rituals and sacrifices, so as to avoid
chaos and to ensure the conditions of life. It means this world is not denied, but should
be preserved, enjoyed, and enriched. The world is full of gods, ancestors, spirits, and the
like, who are responsible for world order and for what happens in human life and the cos-
mos in general. These beings need to be respected and appeased so that threats to world
equilibrium may be countered.

So, although Hick’s reflexion was focused on post-axial religions, which may be justified
by their demographic importance today, the distinction he suggested, based on Jaspers’s
proposal, aims also to reach ancient and contemporary religiousmanifestations so different
from the five great world religions.

Is Candomblé pre-axial?

Hick’s considerable efforts have been widely recognised. The merits of his book justified
its translation into many languages, including Portuguese. In the preface written to the
Brazilian edition (Portugal 2018), the question was raised of considering the Afro-Brazilian
traditions in the task taken up by Hick of understanding the religious phenomenon in a
philosophical way. The project with which this article wishes to collaborate is an oppor-
tunity of revisiting that idea, attempted before in another paper (Portugal and Carvalho
2009). So, let us start with a brief description of Candomblé, based upon several empir-
ical investigative writings and anthropological interpretations,3 apart from my direct
observation.

In Candomblé, existence is a gift by Olorum (Olodumare), creator of the world, the uni-
versal deity or the supreme being.4 No matter how we describe Olorum, the fact is that
there is no liturgy or religious activity related to him in Candomblé, and references to him
are very rare.5 Cult and other religious works are devoted to the orixás (Exu, Oxalá, Ogun,
Oxun, Oxóssi, Iemanjá etc.), who are intermediary deities, each one with a special quality,
both moral and physical. Every human being is thought to be affiliated to an orixá, from
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whom one is meant to expect protection, existential model, and guidance, and to whom
one has obligations.

In this religion’s metaphysics, reality is made up not only by facts, states, and events
explainable in material and physical ways, but also (in fact, mainly) composed of spirits, on
whom everything depends. The world is mostly spiritual, that is, the ‘physical’ dimension
is secondary, since what really matters are the intentions that motivate what happens. In
consequence, evil (such as suffering, disease, misfortune) has mainly an intentional cause,
due to spiritual or human purposeful action.

Although doctrinal preaching and moral debate are not absent, one may say that
Candomblé is predominantly a ritualistic and mystical religion. Nago religion (as it is also
called6) is a complex systemof rituals,myths, and interpersonal interactions aimed at keep-
ing and renewing axé, the energy that is behind everything. Axé is not just physical energy,
since older members of the community may be privileged bearers of this force, given that
they have hadmore years of life (which iswhat axé principally represents) than the younger
ones. The vital energy of axé is constantly threatened bymalicious intent, illness, and death,
and this is why Candomblé is so concernedwith its strengthening. It involves activities such
as trances and incorporations of the orixás, animal sacrifices, initiation processes, tabus,
offerings, chants, dances, and participation in a community according to traditional roles,
following seniority and oracular prescriptions.

Axé may be renewed in different ways of making deals with the orixás through offer-
ings, ascetic interdictions, or purification rites. Nonetheless, the main rite through which
axé is preserved and reinforced is sacrifice, particularly the slaughter of an animal whose
blood has a special ritual value because of its vital force. These rites are collective enter-
prises, and there is a strong submission to rules and hierarchies laid down by the orixás.
Candomblé communities are true ‘spiritual families’, providing reception and protection,
but demanding obedience to their precepts and respect for seniority. However, each person
has his or her orixá, to whom one is linked by personal characteristics, and to whom one
owes individual duties.

So, to answer the question whether Candomblé should be understood as a pre-axial reli-
gion according to Hick’s classification, we might first consider the concept of the Axial Age
itself. The very characterisation of this period and even the time span and the geographic
loci it comprises, is amatter of controversy (seeMullins et al. 2018). In otherwords, Jaspers’s
periodisation and localisation of this phenomenon has not been met with general consen-
sus. In addition, historically speaking, it is questionable whether some of those founding
characters (Lao Tzu and Zoroaster, in particular) really existed and if there was a genuine
connection between their ideas. However, even if poorly founded in history, the distinction
can still play an instrumental role in a philosophical definition.

But more importantly for us is that, although Candomblé seems to display mainly fea-
tures of pre-axial religions, some post-axial qualities are clearly present aswell. Let us recall
that, for Hick, while pre-axial religions are concerned with preserving the world, post-axial
ones aim at salvation or liberation from it, through a path that takes us out of a world
understood as mostly unsatisfactory. While pre-axial religions turn principally to animal
sacrifice and ritual activities, post-axial ones are interested in the inner transformation
of the individual. Whilst pre-axial religions are mostly communitarian, with little or no
appeal to individual consciousness, post-axial religions are turned mainly to the unique
subjectivity of each human being.

Now, despite being very concerned with the proper performance of its rituals,
Candomblé is also turned to physical and spiritual transformation of the individual in
a path that involves imitation of the model of each orixá, and thus taking part in its
power. Although it may seem that the (external?) worship dimension prevails, inner
transformation is also valued in Candomblé. Altruism is praised, and egotism – manifested
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in disobedience or disrespect, for instance – is reproached. Despite the fact that hierarchy
is rigid, and that there is a submission of the individual to the collective, those features
of Candomblé communities do not remove individuality but actually presuppose it. In this
Afro-Brazilian religion, in an invisible way, the dead live close to the living. Each individual
soul is immortal, and may or may not reincarnate, apart from staying alive in the mem-
ories of descendants, relatives, and friends. In addition, side by side with the individual
dimension of afterlife, the fate of the dead and of the living are tied in a communitarian
eschatology, which is both personal and collective.

As a result, the best answer to the question posed in this section seems to be that
Candomblé displays characteristics that belong both to pre-axial and to post-axial religions,
following Hick’s classification. In the next section, I will try to draw out two suggestions to
the philosophy of religion from this brief discussion about Hick and Candomblé.

Candomblé, the concept of religion and the experience of evil

A formal suggestion

The description of this Afro-Brazilian religion presented above raised some problems as
to whether it would be a pre-axial religion only. As we saw, although Candomblé shows
some features of pre-axial religions, it also bears characteristics of the post-axial. This is
something Hick might admit, since his distinction did not mean to be strict and exclusive
but allowed some room for overlapping and interactions as the parenthetical ‘but not solely’
condition in the following quotation seems to state: ‘The second widely accepted large-
scale interpretive concept is the distinction between pre-axial religion, centrally (but not
solely) concerned with the preservation of cosmic and social order, and post-axial religion,
centrally (but not solely) concerned with the quest for salvation or liberation’ (Hick 2004,
22). As a result, a religion that one would take as clearly post-axial could exhibit pre-axial
traits in some of its manifestations as well, and vice versa.

Given the problems of classifying specific religions as either pre-axial or post-axial, a
first suggestion aiming to improveHick’s concept of religion is pragmatic, that is, concerned
withwhat we can dowith the definitionwe get. Instead of serving to classify a religion in its
totality only, the distinction could also be helpful to understand specific manifestations in
each religion or even a certain behaviour of a given religion’s follower. So, the ideas philoso-
phers of religion suggest for understanding this phenomenon from a conceptual point of
view could be useful for clarification of what happens in each religion or to each participant
of them, in addition to being an attempt at comprehending what makes a certain activity
to be religious in general.

In fact, if we take seriouslyHick’s ownmethodology of speaking in terms of family resem-
blance instead of a univocal concept that should fit entirely to each religion, the features
that stem from the distinction between post-axial and pre-axial should also be considered
in this way. In consequence, the fact that Candomblé possesses points which belong to both
these main types is not a counter-example to Hick’s approach, despite being a problem in a
more rigid typification. The clear distinction between pre-axial and post-axial religions we
get from his book does not really cohere with his own method of conceptual construction.

Instead of defining religion by means of a single characteristic, the family resemblance
approach defines it by means of a set of characteristics, which do not need to be present in
all its instances to the same degree. This set of qualities is the definition of the type through
which we give meaning to a certain entity, and through which it can be understood. In the
end, the setmust exclude some individuals to help us understandwhat we are talking about
with the word ‘religion’, because if it includes too many qualities and exemplifications the
definition will not be able to provide any intelligibility. So, as it is traditionally said, the
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task of definition lies between the risk of including what should not be included, and of
excluding what should be included. The family resemblance approach does not seem to be
exempt of this risk, that is, if its definition excludes too many instances it runs the risk of
being parochial and ethnocentric, and if it includes too many, it leaves us in the dark about
its meaning and will not contribute to our comprehension of the subject.

The solution Hick proposes to this traditional challenge regarding definition is dubious
and paradoxical. According to him, ‘given this family-resemblance understanding of the
concept, different scholars and communities of scholarship are free to focus their attention
upon the features that specially interest them’ (Hick 2004, 5). Yet, it is doubtful whether this
approach really permits this kind ofmove, since themain reason it was proposed in the first
place was the admission that a certain object or state of affairs would be better understood
in view of many different qualities equally important for its meaning and comprehension,
although not all of them are displayed by all exemplifications. Even so, Hick’s choice is to
concentrate his concept of religion on the idea that lies behind the subtitle of his book, that
is, religion as a human response to the transcendent. It is a feature that could allow us to
exclude things like Marxism or a Darwinian-inspired atheism as religion. Since they deny a
spiritual dimension to which human beings could be in relation, these movements should
not be classified as religious, despite featuring some other characteristics we may find in
the religion family (the formation of a community around some ideas about themeaning of
human existence, and a way to deal with evil, for example). However, he does not exclude
them from the ‘religious family’ but take them as ‘distant cousins’ (see Hick 2004, 5), which
has the puzzling result of including among religions some movements that criticise, reject,
and call for the abolition of religion.

So, given what we can draw from Candomblé regarding the distinction between pre-
axial and post-axial religion, and the reasoning developed about Hick’s family resemblance
approach in view of it, I suggest an amendment to his method of definition. The goal is to
combine the advantages of a more flexible set of characteristics needed to accommodate
more religious phenomena with an idea able to do the semantic and epistemological job
we expect a definition to do. This amendment of Hick’s method divides the definition in
two levels, the level of contingent or non-essential characteristics (individually speaking),
which may appear in some instances but not in others, and the level of essential qualities
in the sense of appearing in all human manifestations one could call ‘religion’. That might
strike us as an unusual combination of two approaches that normally are opposed, but this
does not mean they are contradictory. Actually, the strategy of putting them in two differ-
ent although related levels is a way to prevent this putative incoherence. In consequence,
Hick’s notion of human responses to the transcendent – with a major addition and a small
qualification, as we will see shortly – could be taken individually as an essential element
of the definition of religion. On the other hand, a set of several qualities such as showing
the attributes normally featured either in pre-axial or post-axial religions, having rites and
mythological narratives, supposing a doctrine and a behaviour which is accepted and culti-
vated by a given community, and so on,would be part of the definition aswell. Thewhole set
would be essential to themeaning and comprehension of ‘religion’, but each of itsmembers
do not need to be displayed in each exemplification of it.

In fact, this way of accommodating Hick’s pre-axial and post-axial distinction makes
even clearer one of his points. Hick avers that there is no progressive sense in the idea that a
new type of religiosity emerged in the axial age.7 One may not say that post-axial religions
are better thanpre-axial ones unless a precise criterion for assessment is specified. It should
be noticed that Hick provides a criteriology in the last part of his book, using as criterion
of evaluation the ethical consideration of overcoming egotism, and placing the centre of
everything in the transcendent ‘Real’, as he calls the common reference in all world reli-
gions’ worship.8 This stems from his preference for the post-axial religions, which we saw
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as incoherent in the face of the family resemblance approach he adopts. So, my suggestion
has the additional quality of beingmore in keeping with the rejection of the idea that there
would be progress in post-axial religions as regards the pre-axial ones.

The literature on Hick is immense, even if we focus only on An Interpretation of Religion,
which is a measure of its importance. However, a survey of it shows that little attention
has been given to Hick’s method for defining religion. By far, most criticism is directed to
his pluralist hypothesis.9 A second target has been Hick’s epistemology and the eschato-
logical verification of religious language.10 In the volume edited by Harold Hewitt (1991),
most articles about An Interpretation of Religion are focused on Hick’s pluralist hypothesis
as well. Some also deal with his thesis that the world is religiously ambiguous, and that
world religions have a common moral ground. The questions I explore here were seen as
less controversial. This is the position assumed by Chester Gillis, for instance, according
to whom Hick improves (in Gillis’s view) his previous definitions of religion by accommo-
dating archaic religions, new religious movements, and world views like Marxism in the
family resemblance approach. On the other hand, Gillis argues that Hick ‘prefers to focus
on those religious expressions that acknowledge transcendent reality, and that is his legit-
imate prerogative’ (Gillis 1991, 30). As I said above, I find this in conflict with the family
resemblance approach, and the definition suggested by the book’s subtitle rather than a
‘legitimate prerogative’.

A deeper analysis of Hick’s definition of religion I found in Byrne (1991). He also sees an
incoherence in Hick’s proposal, but of a different sort than the one I pointed out. For Byrne,
the conflict lies between the family resemblance approach adopted by Hick, and the search
for generalisations about religion that Hick includes in his project (Byrne 1991, 126). The
family resemblance definition of religion presupposes a lack of essential unity among the
members of this class, which is a clear way of respecting the varieties of the religious phe-
nomenon. Hick wants to take this fact into consideration, but he also postulates an ethical
essence uniting all post-axial religions. Indeed, the very idea of a common origin behind
the great world religions of today is explained by Hick based on the ethical core in this phe-
nomenon (Byrne 1991, 127). In the end, the incoherence in Hick’s definition is resolved by
means of the distinction between apparent superficial diversity and deep essential ethical
unity. Yet, Byrne argues, despite being useful to postulate a common essence to all religions,
Hick’s move faces some important objections. First, it is normative, that is, it imposes to
the religious phenomenon a set of values it should abide to, and according to which they
are going to be judged. This is problematic especially because the core of religions has to
be identified with a common pattern of behaviour. Second, accounts of essence work by
abstraction and generality, which ends up disregarding the specific elements of each reli-
gion, andnot leaving any real likeness among them. A third objection is that ‘the philosophy
that lies behind the theory is not derived from a neutral phenomenological survey of reli-
gions but comes instead from metaphysical postulates about the ultimate validity of all
major faiths’ (Byrne 1991, 128).

I believe the amendments I am suggesting are not affected by Byrne’s criticisms. As to
the conflict between the family resemblance method of definition, and the postulation of a
unifying essence behind the varieties of the religious phenomenon, I propose a way of con-
ciliating them, which aims at eliminating the problem. By dividing the definition into two
levels, my proposal combines the essentialist and the family resemblance methods with-
out falling into incoherence. In addition, since my definition does not resort to a common
ethical core in all religions, it is not clearly normative as Hick’s idea. Although I do not
see anything wrong in distinguishing good and bad religions according to a given moral
criterion, my aim is not providing a basis for judging instances of the phenomenon but,
rather, collaborating for their understanding. As to the other two of Byrne’s criticisms of
Hick, I postulate that the phenomenology of religion presupposes a general concept that
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philosophical analysis should clarify. I do not see the search for an abstract general concept
as an issue. It is a fallible enterprise of course, but this is not a reason to refrain from
attempting.

The final result of this methodological proposal will be shown just before the conclusion
of the chapter, but to do it we need first to include some elements in the content of Hick’s
definition.

A content suggestion

Candomblé was born in Brazil. Rites and myths, which were practised and told in sep-
arated tribes each one linked to a single particular orixá in Africa, became part of the
worship of many orixás by the same community. Apart from this syncretism internal to the
African matrix, Candomblé also combined some elements of Christianity, linking the orixás
to Catholic saints and incorporating some of its moral values to the African traditional eth-
ical patterns.11 Its syncretic character, by the way, may be an important historical cause of
the presence of both pre-axial and post-axial elements in their religiosity.

Yet, what is in the root of its origin, and that must be faced by its adherents even today
to some degree, is what we could call a strong and vivid experience of evil. Candomblé
emerged in the context of the European trade of African slaves starting in the late sixteenth
century, which lasted for almost 400 years. Intense physical pain, disease, early death, rape,
humiliation, murder – as consequences of treating human beings as tradeable objects –
were a constant part of this context in which and to which Candomblé began as a response
in religious terms. Nowadays, although slavery is no longer legal, these communities still
face aggression from other religious groups – they are the main target of religious violence
in Brazil today – as well as prejudice and racism from many religious and non-religious
people in Brazilian society. Candomblé is a religion of resistance to the experience of evil.

However, even though it is a strong and vivid experience, evil is not taken as the only
and defining reality. The renovation of axé through sacrifices and obligations, and the very
presence of the orixás, are part of the day-to-day experience of Candomblé religious prac-
tice. Orixás and other spirits are perceived as both transcendent, since they are not objects
of sensorial perception, and immanent, given that they become incorporated in some of its
participants in the rites, and their activity is experienced as part of the world. The positive
experience of axé through the interaction with the orixás comes first and gives them the
power and meaning to deal with the negative experience of evil. So, deliverance from evil
through the religious way is made possible by a relationship with an invisible power, which
is not only strongly felt but also provides the phenomenological and religious background
in which evil is dealt with.

The use of the term ‘experience’ is important for the thesis I am sketching here. A way
to clarify my point is to contrast the concept of evil as a human experience with evil as
an objective reality. From a metaphysical point of view, evil would better be understood
as depending on a positive reference in order to exist. In other words, as the traditional
privatio boni theory of evil defends, evil is a lack of something, a defect, not something in
itself. There must be something positive first so that it may be manifested. Finitude, cor-
ruption, insufficiency, and annihilation arewell understood as privations of something that
is or should be in the first place. Finitude is a quality of something that has either emerged
or will end at some point. Corruption is the deterioration of something that was meant
to be in a certain way but lost its property or some degree of it. Analogous analyses seem
adequate to insufficiency and annihilation so that they can also be shown to suppose some-
thing to be characterised as a denial of something else. On the other hand, physical evil
can be described in (modern) scientific terms so that the evil part can be explained away.
So, pain can be analysed as an activation of certain neuronal fibre resulting in a particular
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nervous stimulus. Human death occurs when the heart or the brain (or both, depending on
the criterium prevailing) stops functioning. The destruction of Lisbon due to an earthquake
in the eighteenth century happened because of tectonic activity in the area close to where
this city was (and still is) situated and to the type of construction it had at the time. It is
not only that there is nothing empirically testable in claiming that pain, death, and a city
destruction are evil things. We do not need to include the quality of being evil to explain
them in those terms, and even to createmeans to prevent them. In addition, moral evil may
also be explained away in an evolutionary approach tomorality or in a positivistic perspec-
tive of law, for example. So, lying would be the intentional utterance of a falsity, which is
harmful to the adaptation of a human group, since humans need communication for their
success as a species; it should be reproached because it is non-adaptative, not because it is
evil. Murder, rape, or disrespect may be analysed as facts that may be phrased in empirical
propositions that are typified in normative propositions in a penal code, which prescribes
punishments for those acts so described. As a result, even what is normally called ‘moral
evil’ can be accounted, explained, and dealt with so that we do not need to qualify the cor-
responding acts as such. Still, even if we do not take it as a metaphysical reality in itself nor
as scientifically objective, evil is an essential part of human experience.12 This means that,
when we feel or perceive something like annihilation, pain, or rape, we experience them in
a negative way, instead of only neutrally describable by metaphysics, science, or law.

Let us elaborate a little more on this notion of the ‘human experience of evil’. The con-
tent of the conceptual background with which we experience a given phenomenon this
waymay vary, and there may be specific situations or events that are taken as evil by some,
although not by all. However, whatever the cultural or historical value with which particu-
lar occurrences may be judged, we cannot help seeing at least some of them as evil. When
we have perceptual or emotional contact with these events, these mental states are tied to
an evaluation which takes them in a negative manner that we call evil. If so, at least the
evaluative component would explain the relative diversity of specific judgements of evil.
Nevertheless, this specific relativity does not prevent us from claiming that evil is a univer-
sal human experience, whatever the value content it may have in the background. Basic,
universal emotions expressing negative reactions such as fear, aversion, anger, and sadness
also play an important part in the phenomenology of this human experience. They are not
mere internal feelings, since they have physical, perceivable components like alteration of
heartbeat, tears, and the like,which showhowdeep this experience canbe.13 The idea is that
we perceive some states of affairs or some deeds as evil, as a quality that defines them in the
context they happen and given our ontological constitution. This experience is so rooted in
our way of being that it elicits emotional manifestations in particularly strong situations.
So, the human experience of evil is universal both because we cannot help evaluating some
facts and events as evil, and because we experience them as emotions.

Since evil is a universal human experience, we may say that if you do not react to or
perceive any deeds or events at all as evil, then there is probably a problem with you. Even
leaving generous room for cultural and historical relativity, it is justified to claim that not
considering as evil the kinds of happenings suffered by the African slaves who founded
Candomblé (the case studywe are starting fromhere) is a symptomof cognitive disfunction.
The immorality of not perceiving these events as evil has an epistemological component as
well. If you donot take themas evil, itmeans youdonot knowhow to process the experience
you have had correctly. In other words, the experience of evil is not only a central compo-
nent of human metaphysical constitution, but also an important element of our epistemic
capability.

In view of the above considerations,my second suggestion toHick’s concept of religion is
that it is not only a human response to the transcendent. In fact, to avoid being too restric-
tive, due to failing to embrace some religious traditions that do notmake a sharp distinction
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between natural and supernatural, we should put it as a matter of degree. As we saw it,
Candomblé participants do not perceive the orixás and axé as wholly transcendent, but also
as very immanent, and this is the casewith some other religions too.We then had better say
they are human responses to an experience of being (i.e., of reality in general) that is taken
as transcendent to some degree. Besides, in addition to being a response to that kind of pos-
itive experience of being, I suggest that religion is also a response to the human experience
of evil, for the reasons I stated above. So, the first level of the definition is that religion is
a response both to an experience of being – perceived as in some degree of discontinuity
between common and uncommon (see King (2005)) – and to an experience of evil in view
of the properly religious qualities described in the second level.

The second level of the definition gives more precision to what we call religious. This
specific element would be a set of qualities, which is essential as a whole, but whose ele-
ments are contingent individually. The extension of this set is given by the properties Hick
ascribes to both pre-axial and post-axial religions, which summarise features such as what
Winston King (2005) called ‘structures of religious life’ (a reference tradition, mythical nar-
ratives and elaborated symbolic language, concepts of salvation, sacred places and objects,
rites and liturgies, sacred writings or oral narratives, sacred community, mystical experi-
ence at different degrees) or what William Alston (1967, 141–142) named ‘religion-making
characteristics’ (belief in gods, a distinction between sacred and profane objects, ritual
acts focused on sacred objects, a divine moral code, feelings aroused in rituals or other
types of interaction with the sacred, prayer, a world view with responses to foundational
or deep existential questions, which gives meaning and organises one’s life, a commu-
nity around all these elements). These lists are very similar, but there is no room to argue
for it here. As to the question of how many of these items must be present in a human
activity to be considered religious, it is difficult to say, but perhaps we should remember
here Aristotle’s advice that we must not expect more precision than the subject-matter
admits.14

Summing up, for the proposal this article is formulating, religion should be defined in
two levels as:

Level 1: a human response to an experience of reality perceived as having a special or
transcendent dimension in various degrees AND a response to the human experience of
evil in view of the elements of level 2

AND
Level 2: a set of qualities whose elements should be present in a human activity to char-

acterize it as religious such as the properties, activities and institutions Hick describes in
his accounts of both pre-axial and post-axial religions.

Conclusion

This article took as point of departure John Hick’s acclaimed book to discuss both
Candomblé as a religious tradition and the concept of religion in general. After describing
Hick’s proposal and Candomblé’s main characteristics, the article argued that this Afro-
Brazilian tradition showed traits of Hick’s characterisation of both pre-axial and post-axial
religions.

In addition, I suggested three amendments to Hick’s definition of religion, one prag-
matic, one methodological, and another regarding content. The pragmatic suggestion was
that the concept could be used to help understand individual practitioners and particular
groups of a religion, apart from being useful for illuminating the religious phenomenon
as a whole. The methodological proposal was to divide the definition in two levels, so
that we could combine a general part, purportedly applicable to all religions, with a spe-
cific part, composed by a set with various elements. This way, the definition could benefit
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from the advantages of the family resemblance approach Hick embraced and be more in
keeping with it as well. The content suggestion had two facets. One was to introduce a
gradation to Hick’s idea of religions as human responses to the transcendent to the effect
that the extent to which the positive experience of being may vary in intensity among dif-
ferent religions in terms of their discontinuity between the common and the special. The
other was, in view of the Candomblé example (given its historical background, the violence
they suffer today, and the constant need of renewing axé through their rites and prac-
tices), to consider religion also as a human response to the negative experience of evil.
This double experience is expressed by means of a set of specific elements which define
the religious phenomenon – although they do not need to all be present in all religions
individually.

A consequence of the idea of religion as a response to the experience of evil could be
that this type of human activity may be criticised as being somehow dependant on evil to
survive. Thismight be a reasonwhy thosewho face itmore intensely (the economically vul-
nerable, the seriously ill, terminal patients, etc.) are more prone to display a more religious
attitude. Nietzscheans would criticise this as an exaggerated emphasis on suffering, which
is a disposition to rejecting life, as an unacceptable ‘the worse the better’ outlook. Marxists
would see it as a basis for their thesis that religion is a narcotic that alleviates pain instead
of resolving it. Freudians may take it as confirming their idea that religion is doomed to
disappear as soon as we find alternative means to deal with evil. Of course, the defender of
religion may reply that the way it deals with evil does not deny life, since the experience
of evil is responded in view of a deep positive experience of being perceived in a special
way; that religion is not necessarily politically alienating, but that it could be an additional
motivation for the political fight; and that other ways to deal with evil (like science or tech-
nology) are not necessarily contradictory to the religious form. Anyhow, if the concept I
am suggesting makes sense of these classical common criticisms and responses to them, it
does not mean it endorses any of the parties. Actually, this allows us to conclude that the
definition can help to understand a little better some important debates in the philosophy
of religion.

In addition, the proposal advanced here could be fruitful to deal with two other issues in
the philosophy of religion apart from the concept of religion. One of them is the problem of
evil itself. As an experience, evil could be taken as both a reason for disbelief (as in Gellman
2013) or a reason for increasing religious belief as a way to givemeaning to such a universal
and puzzling phenomenon (as in Adams 2013). Another important question that could be
approached from this idea is the relation between religion and other human activities, such
as science, politics, art, or philosophy. Thesewould also be – each in its ownway – responses
to the human experience that is evil, and this could help understand both what links them
to and what separates them from religion.

So, apart from its explanatory power and more adequate scope (in terms of what it both
excludes and includes), the definition above can prove fruitful to deal with some traditional
problems in the philosophy of religion, and perhaps to open the field up to new horizons
as well.

Notes

1. Although the number of practitioners is relatively small (the available official figures put it at around 170,000
people), its cultural influence in Brazil is certainly very large (see Prandi 2005, for example).
2. Perhaps, in a Kuhnian sense, not in their normal science activity, but in times of paradigm crises, when
philosophers tend to be more heeded.
3. Some important references are Augras 2008, Bastide 1989, Beniste 1997, Lody 1987, Prandi & Rafael 2000,
Rehbein 1985, Santos 1986, Verger 2000 (all in Portuguese) and Karade 2020 (in English).
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4. Thenature ofOlodumare is a very controversial issue,with decolonising philosophers attempting to distinguish
the original Yoruba concept from the Christian-biased interpretations. For a description of this debate see Igboin
(2014). In contrast with orixás, Olodumare is neither male nor female but in Candomblé the convention is to use
the male gender to refer to Olorum.
5. From what Karade (2020, pp. 29–30) says, this is not the case with Olodumare in the matrixial Yoruba religion,
where references to him are more common in everyday life.
6. Although this is not very precise, since ‘nago’ refers to the Yoruba tradition, and Candomblé also has branches
whose origin is Angolan, with rites and myths in Banto. Actually, in the end the differences are in detail only, but
it is important to state that this article is taking the nago nation as reference.
7. According to Hick ‘But the pre- and post-axial periods are nevertheless not stages such that the second defini-
tively succeeds and replaces the first. Earlier forms of religion generally continue to some extent both alongside
and also within the later ones (Hick 2004, 23).
8. This is a highly controversial thesis of Hick’s book, and one that is central to his criteriology. For our purposes,
however, we do not need to discuss it.
9. Some important critical analyses of it are provided by D’costa (1991), Aslan (1998), Gäde (1998), Meacock (2000),
Sinkinson (2001) and Eddy (2002).
10. Good examples are Cheetham (2003) and Rose (1996).
11. I owe this distinction between internal and external syncretism to Nascimento (2017).
12. I am not committed to any anti-realist theory of evil since I do not need to do it here. The idea was to conceive
evil as a metaphysical reality and an objective account, and contrast themwith evil as a human experience, which
is the notion I need for my contribution to the concept of religion.
13. I amadoptinghere ahybrid theory of emotion,which combines both the somatic (Damasio 2005) and cognitive
ones (Solomon 2003).
14. This point is not exactly made, but is suggested by Alston (1967).
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