
The Journal of Religion

424

aventure to a far greater extent, but, more importantly, the figure of Augustine
is so complex and his influence so wide-ranging that one is hard-pressed to be
able to reduce him to the grace-dependent, scientifically challenged, proto-
Protestant pessimist thinker whose ominous legacy spawned its own reversal in
the scientific mentality of the West. A counterfactual case to Harrison’s thesis,
moreover, in the sphere of logic rather than science, would be Anselm of
Canterbury, whose unadulterated faith in the method of “reason alone,” com-
ing out of a profound Augustinianism, led him to prove the existence of God
in a way that has far outlived the rationalism of Aquinas’s Aristotelianism,
which rightly forms an important episode in Harrison’s preamble to the sev-
enteenth century. A more fundamental critique of his analysis of premodernity,
perhaps, is based on what Harrison has convincingly argued in his article “Mir-
acles, Early Modern Science, and Rational Religion” (Church History 75 [2006]:
493–510), namely, that science and religion influenced each other to such an
extent that the modern discourse about religion (and science) is fundamen-
tally different from the premodern one, and hence, one might conclude,
hardly legible as part of a continuous Augustinian reception story.

Where Harrison proves himself to be an absolute expert is in sketching the
intellectual changes in seventeenth-century England where the scientific men-
tality gradually took an important hold. Providing the early-modern context
for this in the chapter “Augustine revived” (52–88), which also touches on the
skepticism pervading the period, Harrison develops his thesis most convinc-
ingly in the chapters “Seeking certainty in a fallen world” (89–138) and “De-
throning the idols” (139–85), illustrated with references to the myth of the
fall. In the final chapter, “The instauration of learning” (186–244), he adds
interesting elements like the forward-looking mentality of Puritan apocalypti-
cism and Locke’s acceptance of the natural, fallen state as inducing the asking
of “small questions” of the kind that would end up making science rather than
theology the next “big” thing. References to Augustine are less common here,
however, as his well-contextualized arguments stand largely on their own. It
was the alternative theory of evolution that finally put the myth of the fall to
rest (247), even if it kept two important seventeenth-century tenets in play,
namely, that the early history of human beings gives us insight into the func-
tioning of our mental apparatus and that the survival of the bodies is an im-
portant consideration in the operations of the mind, which means that this
period has not yet exhausted its relevance for the study of (the origins of)
modern science.
WILLEMIEN OTTEN, University of Chicago.

JEFFREYS, DEREK S. Spirituality and the Ethics of Torture. New York: Palgrave Mac-
millan, 2009. 191 pp. $80.00 (cloth).

Derek Jeffreys argues that debates about the ethics of torture are myopic when
they fail to see human beings as embodied spirits. No matter how much atten-
tion one pays to pain receptors, any approach that understands human beings
as solely physical fails to capture the harm that torture does. Jeffreys therefore
draws on Thomistic language to speak of people as “frontier beings” or “ho-
rizon beings” who combine spirit and body, and he argues on those grounds
for an absolute ban on torture. This project is therefore an exercise in showing
the relevance of religious metaphysics to ethics. How successful is it?
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The first thing to say is that Jeffreys is completely convincing in his argument
that the ethics of torture debate requires an understanding of human beings
as not only bodies but persons. That torture harms bodies may seem to suffice
to understand a beating. But many forms of torture deliberately target what
might be called a person’s spirit. Consider the sensory deprivation used on
many prisoners, including the well-known case of José Padilla. The prisoner
has cotton put in his ears and then headphones put over that, goggles with
the eyes blackened, a hood, and mittens. Padilla was put in extended isolation
and kept under sensory-deprived and isolated conditions for 1,307 days. Other
dehumanizing but not physically injurious forms of treatment include being
forced to be naked or to mime sexual acts, violent or sexual threats to one’s
children, and the use of phobias such as dogs, claustrophobia, and biting in-
sects. Abu Ghraib interrogators called such tactics “fear up harsh.” Ethical
reflection on all of them calls for a robust sense not only of damage to bodies
but of how a person’s psychic or spiritual world can be assaulted without leav-
ing physical marks. And it is worth noting that all of these practices were being
implemented in the War on Terror at the same time that the Bush adminis-
tration was defining torture as involving “death, organ failure, or serious im-
pairment of bodily functions” (29), that is, in purely physical terms. Jeffreys is
importantly right to push for a broader understanding of what human beings
are.

If one agrees that debating the ethics of torture requires an understanding
of a human being as a person, two questions arise: whether we need an account
of the person that is metaphysical and, if so, whether the metaphysics we want
is a Thomist one.

Do we need an account of the nature of a person? Would an ethical ap-
proach that respects persons but eschews metaphysics—like Kant’s—suffice?
When Jeffreys states what is wrong with torture, he rejects consequentialism
and says that one may not ethically use a person “merely as a means” (24; also
51, 71). His personalistic ethic, like Kant’s, therefore makes respect for persons
paramount. His absolute ban may also resemble Kant’s categorical approach.
But unlike Kant, Jeffreys grounds his ethical norms in a conception of the
metaphysical nature of the person. This short book does not make the case
for the necessity of metaphysics for ethics. But many believe that Kant ulti-
mately fails in his attempt to derive an imperative without reference to the way
things are, or they believe that that the categorical imperative is ultimately
empty, and these people may be drawn to Jeffreys’ moral realism.

Jeffreys devotes a chapter entitled “Why Torture Is Wrong” to the specific
way that torture assaults our personhood. This chapter details how torture
harms persons, which Jeffreys calls “spiritual damage,” but as far as I can tell,
it does not answer the “why” question in its title. Harming a person is inevitable
in punishment and in war. The connection between how torture harms and
moral obligation therefore needs to be spelled out. What are “the moral de-
mands that human nature makes upon us” (116)? Is it supposed to be self-
evident that torturing a terrorist in a ticking time bomb scenario is proscribed?
Yuval Ginbar also argues for an absolute ban on torture in his Why Not Torture
Terrorists? (Oxford University Press, 2008); that book addresses this question
and complements Jeffreys nicely.

If one agrees that some account of the nature of persons is valuable for
ethics, the second question is whether Jeffrey’s Thomism is the metaphysics
we want. Jeffreys offers a dualistic account of reality that distinguishes between
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the immaterial and the material, with spirits on one side and mere animals
and physical objects on the other. Human beings can then be seen to deserve
respect because they are embodied spirits, “frontier beings” that are situated
in both worlds. Citing Thomas and Thomists, Jeffreys writes that the fact that
human beings transcend their animal natures and their bodies is seen in three
ways: human beings not only can know their immediate surroundings but also
can unify disparate objects into hierarchies and perceive essences; human be-
ings are able to know themselves and to know that they know, a capacity things
and animals lack; and they are able to “communicate without loss,” that is, to
share information without losing it oneself (chap. 3). This natural law ap-
proach thus emphasizes human cognitive capacities: the person “transcends
his situation through knowledge” (74). But it is not clear that harming a being
with cognitive capacities is what makes torture repellant. Perhaps, rather, it is
the capacity to feel pain, in which case torturing animals would also be wrong
and for the same reason. Or perhaps it is the human capacity for love, which
could distinguish human beings from nonhuman animals, but which is not
clearly part of the human spirit as opposed to the human body. Readers might
therefore take Jeffreys’ proposal as an invitation to think about what makes a
human being a person, and how the preciousness of that impacts an assessment
of the ethics of torture.

This book draws on a wide range of work, not only from the metaphysical
tradition but also from a large volume of legal and ethical material that has
emerged since the revelations of the Bybee-Yoo “torture memos” in 2005. It is
therefore a book that not only seeks to connect normative thinking to theo-
logical anthropology but also is up to date and clear-eyed about political re-
alities.
KEVIN SCHILBRACK, Western Carolina University.

SIZGORICH, THOMAS. Violence and Belief in Late Antiquity: Militant Devotion in
Christianity and Islam. Divinations: Rereading Late Ancient Religion. Phila-
delphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009. viii�398 pp. $55.00 (cloth).

This is an ambitious book that charts new territory in its effort to link the
religious culture of Christian late antiquity with the practices and beliefs of
early—or “late antique”—Islam. Such connections, as the author notes, have
been all too infrequently explored in modern scholarship; indeed, there has
long been relatively little intellectual traffic across the divide of the Islamic
conquests. Sizgorich offers an impressive model of how early Islamic civiliza-
tion should be more fully contextualized within the world of late antiquity, and
with one notable omission (addressed below), the book demonstrates impor-
tant religious continuity between late ancient Christianity and early Islam. Of
course, Islam’s similarities to its cultural precursors frequently made the issue
of Islamic identity acute, and early Islamic writers often faced considerable
difficulties in drawing clear boundaries between their own religious community
and other groups of the early medieval Near East. Sizgorich thus devotes con-
siderable attention to the various strategies deployed in fashioning group iden-
tity, noting additionally how the late ancient Christians and early Muslims
adopted similar strategies in defining their communities against religious ri-
vals. The study draws a focus on issues of ascetic piety and religious violence
in early Christianity and Islam, noting certain texts from these two traditions




