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Abstract
This article critically examines postmodern critiques of William P. Alston’s
account of religious experience through an analytic—critical methodology.
Drawing on the concept of doxastic practices, Alston interprets religious
experience as analogous to sense perception and defends its epistemic
legitimacy. Within this framework, religious experience is understood as a
source of non-inferential justification that may be considered valid within a
given epistemic system. His approach is grounded in reliabilism while
simultaneously attempting to avoid the limitations of classical
foundationalism. However, postmodern critiques raise significant challenges
to this position. Hans-Georg Gadamer’s hermeneutical perspective, with its
emphasis on the inevitability of pre-understanding, and Paul Feyerabend’s
epistemological anarchism both suggest that epistemic systems—such as
those underpinning religious experience—cannot be evaluated from an
external or neutral standpoint. Furthermore, Jean-Frangois Lyotard’s critique
of meta-narratives challenges the claim that religious experience can
function as a universal mode of apprehending the divine. Feminist
approaches add another layer of critique by highlighting the entanglement of
religious experience with structures of power, gender, and ideology.
The article concludes that, although Alston takes an important step toward
rationalizing religious experience within analytic epistemology, his account
remains vulnerable to contextualist and interpretive critiques. Consequently,
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it requires reconsideration in light of hermeneutical and phenomenological
approaches.
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Introduction

One of the central concerns in contemporary epistemology is the status of
religious experience as a potential source of knowledge or justification for
religious belief. In his influential work Perceiving God, William P. Alston
defends both the possibility and epistemic validity of religious experience.
He develops this position by treating religious experience as a form of
perception and grounding its justificatory power in what he terms doxastic
practices. Through this framework, religious experience is presented as a
legitimate source of belief-justification, analogous to the role of sense
perception in our knowledge of the external world. Alston argues that just as
perceptual beliefs about the physical world can be non-inferentially justified,
so too can religious beliefs arising from religious experience. His project
emerges within a broader intellectual context shaped by postmodern critiques
of foundationalist epistemology. While Alston seeks to defend the rationality
of religious belief within the analytic tradition, postmodern thinkers—such
as Jean-Francois Lyotard and Hans-Georg Gadamer—focus on issues of
language, power, interpretation, and the critique of metanarratives.

To understand the emergence of postmodern critiques of Alston’s theory, it
IS necessary to situate it within its historical context. During the 1970s and
1980s, two major intellectual currents developed in parallel: analytic
philosophy of religion and postmodern thought. Although initially distinct,
these traditions began to intersect toward the end of the twentieth century,
particularly in debates concerning the nature and justification of religious
belief.

Alston’s introduction of the concept of religious perception opened a new
and controversial field of discussion. His emphasis on belief-forming
practices made his theory especially relevant to postmodern critics, whose
primary concern lies in uncovering the hidden presuppositions of epistemic
systems. As a result, his work became a natural target for critical
engagement. From the 1980s onward, feminist and power-oriented critiques
also gained prominence within the philosophy of religion. These
perspectives challenge Alston’s implicit assumption that “experience” is
neutral and objective, arguing instead that it is shaped by underlying
structures of power, gender, and social context. This development provided
fertile ground for further critique of his model.
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Philosophers such as Hans-Georg Gadamer, Paul Feyerabend, and Jean-
Francois Lyotard, along with representatives of feminist epistemology, have
each raised significant objections. At the heart of these critiques lies a
fundamental question: can religious perception possess epistemic validity if
it is always embedded within particular interpretive and conceptual
frameworks? Moreover, does Alston’s model adequately address the pre-
structured nature of understanding emphasized by postmodern thought?
From a hermeneutical perspective, Hans-Georg Gadamer argues that all
understanding is historically conditioned, linguistically mediated, and
grounded in tradition. Understanding takes place through what he famously
calls the “fusion of horizons,” where interpretation is shaped by prior
assumptions, language, and historical context. These elements are not
obstacles but conditions of possibility for understanding itself.
Consequently, religious experience cannot be separated from the interpretive
framework of a given tradition.

Although Alston draws an analogy between religious and sensory
perception, Gadamer’s perspective suggests that no form of experience—
religious or otherwise—can exist independently of pre-understanding.
Language, history, and tradition play a constitutive role in shaping meaning.
Therefore, religious experience cannot function as a universally valid or
foundational source of knowledge. From the standpoint of Jean-Frangois
Lyotard, Alston’s theory implicitly relies on a metanarrative that treats
religious experience as a universal form of knowledge. However, Lyotard
rejects such universalizing claims, arguing that knowledge is always
embedded within specific language games and cannot transcend its cultural
and linguistic context. In this light, Alston’s attempt to align religious
perception with sensory perception appears as an effort to establish a stable
and universal epistemic framework—an effort that postmodernism
fundamentally calls into question. Similarly, Paul Feyerabend’s
epistemological anarchism challenges the possibility of evaluating belief
systems from a neutral, external standpoint. According to Feyerabend, there
is no single rational method that can universally adjudicate between
competing epistemic practices. This further undermines Alston’s attempt to
secure the epistemic legitimacy of religious experience through a generalized
model. Feminist philosophers extend this critique by highlighting the ways
in which Alston’s account reflects implicit biases. They argue that his
conception of religious experience assumes a universal, neutral subject while
in fact privileging a particular—often masculine and Christian—perspective.
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What is presented as epistemically authoritative may therefore reflect a
specific “grammar of the sacred” that marginalizes alternative experiences,
especially those shaped by gender, embodiment, and social location. In this
regard, feminist epistemology emphasizes that religious experience must be
understood through diverse perspectives, incorporating emotional,
embodied, and socially situated dimensions. Such an approach challenges
the assumption that religious experience can serve as a neutral or universally
valid source of knowledge.

Conclusion

William P. Alston’s account of religious perception represents a significant
attempt to establish the epistemic legitimacy of religious experience within
the analytic tradition. By extending the model of sense perception to the
domain of religion, he argues that religious experience can function as a
belief-forming practice capable of producing non-inferentially justified
beliefs. His approach, grounded in reliabilism, is carefully designed to avoid
both classical foundationalism and radical skepticism. Nevertheless, when
examined in light of postmodern thought, Alston’s theory faces substantial
challenges. Hans-Georg Gadamer demonstrates that all experience is
mediated by pre-understanding, language, and historical context. Paul
Feyerabend rejects the possibility of neutral, external evaluation of epistemic
systems, while Jean-Francois Lyotard critiques the universalizing ambitions
implicit in Alston’s framework. Feminist perspectives further reveal the
ways in which religious experience is intertwined with structures of power,
gender, and ideology. Taken together, these critiques suggest that any
adequate theory of religious experience must acknowledge its interpretive,
contextual, and socially embedded character. Future approaches should
therefore move toward hermeneutically informed models that emphasize
language, tradition, and intersubjectivity, thereby offering a more nuanced
understanding of the epistemic status of religious experience.
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