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The well-known British journalist and historian Peter Watson has written a book
about how it is possible to live after Nietzsche’s 1882 pronouncement, repeatedly relived
by Western civilization, on the “death of God.” If there is no God and the universe
is completely accidental and without ultimate sense, can man find any standard of
values beyond that which he establishes himself? The search for a basis for life, moral
decision, and the understanding of a world that has lost its concept of the supernatural
and transcendent, has become the defining motif for the development of philosophy,
art, science, and psychology in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. For many
creative personalities, the awareness of man’s hopelessness at his loneliness in the face
of the endlessly overwhelming insensitivity of the universe has become the source of the
experience of horror and confusion embodied in their works. For example, the poetry
of T. S. Eliot, the novels of Fyodor Dostoevsky, and the dramas of Samuel Beckett.
Watson’s book takes a different tack. The author strives to present those “heroes” for
whom the loss of a transcendent reference point is not a source of alarm and anxiety, but
the good news of liberation, the call to a life filled with enthusiasm and resourcefulness.
Proceeding from this perspective, he calls our attention to a carefully selected chronology
of the search for life’s meaning after the “death of God.” In the course of this rich
journey, the reader is acquainted with the problems of various spheres of discipline—
philosophy, science, fine art, poetry, drama, and so on. Before him sweep whole
processions of authors, schools, movements, and works, selected by Watson according
to one criterion—can they offer a viable form of a positive answer to the question of the
meaning of life in a post-religious age?

Basically, Watson holds to chronological order in his summary, which allows him
to analyze intellectual shifts in their historical context. Thus, the first part, which is
dedicated to the period until the First World War, examines post-Nietzschean art and
literature, the philosophy of pragmatism, and also the basic ideas of phenomenology and
psychoanalysis. The second part calls attention to the “abyss” of the twentieth century
(World War I, the appearance of communist and fascist regimes). The author traces the
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role of Nietsche-ism in the maturation of new cultural and ideological directions, and
also gives attention to the basic philosophic trends of this period: Martin Heidegger,
positivism and Ludwig Wittgenstein, the further development of psychoanalysis. The last
part of the book discusses World War II and its consequences. Tragic events caused a crisis
for traditional ways of human self-understanding. This was expressed in pessimism and
existentialism, and also stimulated the search for possibilities of a new theology “post-
Auschwitz,” which attempted to reconcile the experience of violence with faith in God.
Itis these directions, which accented the theme of personal human responsibility for self-
determination and corresponded to the prevailing interest in therapeutic methods that
could assure the development of individual potential, that updated the task of the search
for meaning and wholeness of life in the post-war era. From this vantage point, Watson
carefully researches the development of post-war philosophy, theology, psychology
and science, and also the creativity of contemporary writers, dramatists, and poets. In
particular, the effort to bring sense to the world’s existence is regarded as the basic theme
of counter-cultural and psychotherapeutic experiments. With particular enthusiasm,
Watson writes about post-war poetry in which he sees the form of a positive answer to
the challenges of the world’s senselessness, an answer that is more complete than that
of science, which is incapable of perceiving man’s unexpressed thirst for wholeness and
fullness of being. This becomes possible because of poetry’s ability not only to explore
the boundaries of the perceivable world, but also to invite their transcendence, as well as
poetry’s ability to focus on the concrete and individual.

Watson convincingly demonstrates that the loss of former faith in God has obliged
humanity to look for happiness, meaning, and completeness of life in other ways. This has
been expressed in attempts to hoist man himself upon the empty pedestal, the rejection
of overarching narratives, experiments with therapy sessions and the use of narcotics,
and the turning to science and art for salvation, as worthy replacements for religion. The
inclusion of a vast number of authors, themes, and movements, which the author relates
without any critical evaluation and drawing minimal conclusions at the chapters’ end,
leaves the question open as to how the British intellectual himself would answer to the
main challenge of the day. Only in the conclusion does Watson lift the curtain, when he
nevertheless rather disjointedly sets out a few points of emphasis. It is evident that his
sympathies are found, first of all, on the side of evolutionary theory, which although it
is inconsistent and debatable, nevertheless continues to exert a huge influence on our
worldview and ethical vision, meaning that its potential is by no means exhausted. In
the second place he is inclined to a phenomenological approach to the world, giving
due attention not to abstract generalizations but to the concreteness of experience,
the variety of manifestations of the world and brief “moments of happiness.” Thus,
Watson arrives at the conclusion that without relying on God for an explanation of the
world, man is capable of finding sense and meaning in life only in intense moments of
experience.

We should also note the conclusion, probably unexpected for the author himself, to
which acquaintance with the book leads. By means of his analysis of secular worldviews,
Watson debunks numerous attempts to find a replacement for faith in God, which actually
turn out to be superficial and short-lived imitations. The progress and flourishing of
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humanity that was expected after liberation from the repressive control of religion never
became a reality. The “age of nothing,” which began one-hundred fifty years ago, has
only exposed man’s invincible efforts to achieve a transcendent basis for his existence.
The era of progressive modernization has led not to the complete collapse of religion, as
was expected, but to the “post-secular condition of society” (Jiirgen Habermas, Charles
Taylor) and the “return of religion” (Peter Berger), which again successfully encompasses
not only the private but also the public sphere (José Casanova).

Overall, the book may be recommended as the most complete investigation of the
collapse of religious faith in Western civilization and the significance of that process for
secular culture. Acquaintance with the trajectory of human thought may become a point
of departure for the reader’s own research and thinking, even if he does not agree with
most of the views presented in the book.
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Betxuii 3aBeT, O0rocjioBUe BETXO3aBETHBIX MTPOPOKOB B YaCTHOCTU, — MpeaMeT Ha
ITOCTCOBETCKOM TIPOCTPAHCTBE C KOJOCCATBbHBIM Ie(PUIIMTOM BHUMAHHUS CO CTOPOHBI
KaK LIEPKOBHOTO, TaK U aKaAeMU4yecKoro coobuiecTB. IToaTomy, 11000ii BKJIaa B 3TOT
npeaMeT o0JiaJaeT HECOMHEHHOM LIeHHOCThIo. B 2015 1. Obl1a M3gaHa KHuUra « BecTHUKN
[HapctBa» Anekcest ITpokomneHko. CorjacHO aBTOpY, KHUIa SIBUJAch CJEICTBUEM
ceMuHapa, TIpoBeleHHOro B uepkBu “CioBo biaromatn”. OHa paccuMTaHa Ha
IIAPOKUI KPYT YUTATeIeH, XKeJaloluX MO3HAKOMUTBCSI C TMPOPOYECKUMU KHUTAMU
Betxoro 3aBera. Kakoii ke BKJ1aJ B MCCIeJOBaHMS BETX03aBETHBIX YUCHU I MPOU3BOIUT
JaHHBIN TpyA?

KHura cocrout u3 mectu pasaenoB. IlepBbiii pasmels, BBeleHUE, MOBECTBYIOT O
CyObEeKTHMBHOI CTOPOHE MIpOpoYecKoro (eHoMeHa. ABTOpP paccMaTpuBaeT HaubOoJee
4yacTo BCTpevarmliuecss TepMuHbl B BetxoM 3aBete: 12°K (Hasu, “mpopok”), 1 (xose,
“mpoBuaeir”), IR (po3, “Tpo3opiuBell”), U X°W R273°0 (uw Daoxum, “yenoek boxwii”).
OaHaKo 0030p TEPMUHOB MPOU3BOIUTCS TOBEPXHOCTHO, OUEBUIHO, 0€3 CMOJIb30BaHUS
OOTrOCIOBCKOM CIpaBOYHOM JuTepaTypsl, HarpuMmep, NIDOTTE' win TDOT.? [lanee,
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