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Reforming Revisions: From Monadology to Law-spheres

is how there can be “the full concrete unity of consciousness of Self and 
of God”, which is the fulfilment of self-critical understanding.227 But at 
the same time this community not only relativizes the boundary between 
Creator and creatures, but also blurs the difference of autonomy and 
heteronomy between them.
 An ontology of meaning is deemed to be adequate to delineate the 
full complexity of human experience, without having to assume what 
it is that bears meaning. This puts an end to any scholastic “objective 
rationality”,228 as warranted by ideas, that regulate things and their coher-
ence, interactions and development, such as is part of critical realism and 
such as was captured in Dooyeweerd’s original use of ‘law-idea’ as world 
plan. But there is still need for the guidance of ‘subjective rationality’, i.e. 
the human involvement in the diversity of the modal meaning aspects. 
In that light, the term ‘idea’ needs to be recast. Dooyeweerd predicates a 
new meaning of the tandem ‘concept and idea’ on the Self in the interest 
of criticism. There is the moment of self-criticism, in which one recog-
nizes (meaning-)diversity, but without prejudicing or ‘absolutizing’ any 
feature of this. The concept is at home in understanding this meaning-
diversity in the distinctness of its modalities. It seizes on modal retroci-
pations, substrate-spheres, object-functions, and the like to understand 
how this diversity coheres. But to warrant the proper view of the very 
context of this diversity, there needs to be an appeal to the Self ’s partici-
pation in the totality of meaning. That view (or metalogical intuition) of 
the totality yields the ideal insight, wrought in the light of the “religious 
root and divine origin”, that is able to orientate conceptual understand-
ing, in the sense of providing direction to conceptual understanding. In 
the idea, conceptual understanding seizes on the anticipatory moments 
of a modal aspect. In its anticipatory structure, a modal aspect reflects the 
totality of meaning, as progressively won when viewed from that aspect. 
Thus the new, non-realist meaning of ‘law-idea’ is now that of a ‘limiting 
concept’. It is direction determining in light of the Self ’s participation in 

227   Dooyeweerd 1939: 204. 
228   Perhaps this is stated too bluntly. The Self, as viewed up to this point, was always 
taken to be itself cosmic (though this is uncertain in Dooyeweerd’s “Cosmos en Logos”). 
Thus an appeal to the Self can still have metaphysical overtones. Dooyeweerd’s predicat-
ing ‘eternity’ in the human being has such an overtone, making one wonder whether this 
isn’t an anthropology of mortal (body) and immortal (soul) all over again, though not 
with the difference falling between lower and higher functions, but between functions 
over against a higher spiritual centre of the functions. One sees the latter duality reflected 
in the new use of concept and idea. 
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to the world while expressive of subjectively acquired meaning, organized 
logically. In this ‘critical realism’ a (traditional) scholastic understanding 
of the Logos, as the warrant of rationality, is operative, over against 
the humanistic warrant of neo-Kantianism.4 This theism of the Logos 
is, of course, not what neo-Kantianism supports. But theism and neo-
Kantianism do share the distinction between subjective and objective 
rationality and the ideal of their agreement. In fact, the common trait of 
their rationalism is such as to relegate the said difference to the status of 
a secondary problem, namely that of a humanistic versus a metaphysical 
interpretation of the idea.
 Vollenhoven’s revised understanding of Calvinism needs to be seen 
against the background of this problem, in particular in the way scholastic 
rationalism and the realist interpretation of the idea are implicated. 
For these ‘now’ stand accused. The timeframe—to gauge this from the 
letter to Janse cited above—is that of the mid-1920s. Vollenhoven’s 
convalescence in 1923 stimulated intellectual renewal as well as health. In 
the meantime Dooyeweerd has also (as we saw) taken a very pro-Calvinist 
stance in positing his notion of the ‘law-idea’ in the latter part of 1923. 
But we found that in him this is combined, initially at least, with the 
continued critical realist understanding of idea. At some point—difficult 
to pinpoint, but in any case related to the novel emphasis on the Self, as 
the central, spiritual personality, that positions itself in the Archimedean 
point (cf. Dooyeweerd 1928b)—the realist-metaphysical understanding 
of idea makes way in him for an ontology of meaning and a shift towards 
a use of ‘concept and idea’ with a more direct neo-Kantian connotation (as 
we concluded). How Dooyeweerd deals with the problem of rationality 
at this point is not our current topic. But we need to mention this, not 
only to be reminded of the problem at hand but also to be prepared to 
look at Vollenhoven afresh. The term ‘Calvinism’ is now (as of late 1923) 
used, in a refined sense, to denote a position from which philosophy is to 
be practised. Both Vollenhoven and Dooyeweerd wave the same banner, 
but in their practice of ‘Calvinistic philosophy’ Dooyeweerd remains 
sensitive to a neo-Kantian pull, while Vollenhoven (as will appear below) 
retains a—reformed—theistic stance.

4   At this point we leave unmentioned the role of the intuition. From the start 
Vollenhoven had denied that the harmony of subjective and objective rationality is itself 
an adequate basis for knowledge, insisting on the inclusion of an intuition to account for 
‘synthetic a priori’s’. This complicates the problem but does not essentially change it. We 
add that the distinction between the two forms of rationality led to the prominent dis-
tinction in the philosophy of science in the second half of the twentieth century, namely 
between context of discovery and context of justification. 
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 In this chapter we will discuss Vollenhoven’s revised platform and 
the main contours of what he called ‘Calvinistic philosophy’, as initially 
formulated by him. I shall refer to this as his ‘initial definitive platform’. 
It includes the development from the mid-1920s till the early 1930s. 
The first published documentation of this reform is from 1926. It was 
preceded, in 1925, by a short article, entitled “A plant of our own soil”.5 
The article is nominally a recommendation of a work of elementary 
teaching material in arithmetic, called Book of Arithmetic [Rekenboek] by 
A. Jager and A. Janse. However Vollenhoven takes the opportunity to 
make a brief statement about his own “Calvinistic arrangement theory” 
(Calvinistische ordeningsleer), which he maintains is presupposed in 
the background of this teaching material of Jager and Janse. A much 
fuller statement of Vollenhoven’s renewed thought is contained in the 
three publications of 1926, written prior to his inauguration as professor 
of philosophy and theoretical psychology at the Free University on 
26 October 1926. They are two articles, (i) “Contours of the theory 
of knowledge” and (ii) “Epistemology and natural science”, and the 
monograph on which the inaugural lecture was based, entitled (iii) “Logos 
and Ratio: their relation in the history of western epistemology”.6

 This work of 1925-1926 focuses on epistemology, with consequences 
for the philosophy of science and matters metalogical. Vollenhoven 
also mentions ontological presuppositions, but these are not discussed 
explicitly. We need to include material from his lecture notes in systematic 
philosophy of his first few years as professor to get a glimpse of his more 
explicit ontological reflections. These lecture notes, preserved in the 
Vollenhoven archives, are important in their own right (cf. Vollenhoven 
1926msA, 1927ms, 1928ms). They also offer a background sketch for 
the introductory course in philosophy, for which Isagôgè Philosophiae is 
the syllabus. The latter text is in development in the late 1920s. The first 
complete version of the syllabus for that course is available for student 
use in October 1930 (with a corrected version in January 1931). This is 
5   Vollenhoven 1925c: 391-394.
6   The cited order is their (approximate) order of appearing: (i) “Enkele grondli-
jnen der kentheorie” (Vollenhoven 1926b); (ii) “Kentheorie en natuurwetenschap” (Vol-
lenhoven 1926d); and Logos en Ratio, beider verhouding in de geschiedenis der westersche 
kentheorie (Vollenhoven 1926a). The second instalment of the second article appeared 
after Logos en Ratio. Vollenhoven expected this instalment to appear in the third issue of 
Orgaan—cf. 1926a: 73, footnote 72—but it became the fourth. The extra time allowed 
him to add a couple of footnote references to Logos en Ratio in the second instalment, 
including a proposed change of terminology; cf. 1926d: 178, note 1; 179, note 2; 188, 
note 1. This material of 1926 is discussed in Kok 1992, Chapter 7: “Logos, states of af-
fairs, and knowledge”. 
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our point of termination of this chapter, though we will also glance at 
some later developments.
 This point of termination is somewhat arbitrary, but not entirely 
so. Vollenhoven revised the text of Isagôgè Philosophiae for 1932 rather 
drastically, though the main themes of the initial definitive platform 
are continued. New at this point in time, among other things, is his 
introduction of the body-soul distinction in tandem with a shift in the 
understanding of the relevance of the moral antithesis of good and evil. 
The developments that the entire series of versions of Isagôgè Philosophiae 
evidences are discussed in the general introduction to the text-critical 
edition of that work.7 This gives us added reason to focus on the initial 
definitive platform in this concluding chapter. 
 Perhaps the best point of departure for this chapter is Vollenhoven’s 
criticism of the use of the term ‘theism’. He no longer finds this term 
serviceable in expressing his own position. What does this criticism 
involve and where does it lead to?

II. theIsm’s “waVerIng glImmer”
We should clarify at once that Vollenhoven’s criticism of theism was 
not due to any ‘falling from faith’. In his dissertation he had stated his 
conviction that “being a Christian and a thinker could be combined” 
(Vollenhoven 1918a: 2). This remained unchanged throughout his life 
and career. But it is how the combination is implemented in philosophy 
that calls for consideration. He was convinced that the combination 
should result in the development of a specific ‘Christian philosophy’ (or, 
in his more specific terminology, ‘Calvinistic philosophy’). 
 We found in chapter two that Vollenhoven’s understanding of 
theism is complicated and nuanced. He has a (sequential) Trinitarian 
understanding of God, who creates and sustains life by his Counsel (the 
Father), his Word/Logos and his Spirit. There is relevance for philosophy 
in that this doctrine of God permits the specification of transcendent 
and immanent conditions regarding prime features of the world and the 
human being. This is expressed explicitly for the first and third Persons: 
there are general essences that God (the Father) individuates into ‘thing-
laws’, and there are divine norms (of the Spirit) the validity of which 
is maintained for human knowing. This double pair of transcendence 
and immanence delineates the context of objective and subjective 
rationality, respectively. The second Person (the Logos) is the warrant 
of knowledge, in that it is the warrant for the harmony between the 

7   Cf. Tol 2010a. 
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subjective rationality of the human being’s answering to norms and the 
objective rationality of the world’s law-like features and development.8 
This scholastic understanding of rationality was part and parcel of 
Vollenhoven’s understanding of theism at the time. But his own adherence 
to this theism was on condition that the Logos’ warrant of knowledge be 
supplemented by intuitively accepted synthetic a priori’s of science. For, 
so he held, the scholastic harmony, though necessary, is not sufficient to 
secure the synthesis that is characteristic of the judgments of scientific 
knowledge.
 Theism’s importance for philosophy, as seen by the early Vollenhoven, 
is theism as ideal. Theistic philosophy pursues the ideal of acquiring “the 
philosophy that God wills that we should have” (Vollenhoven 1918a: 2; 
also p. 443 which adds: “of all the given”). The pursuit of this ideal was 
for him from the start not that of ‘thinking God’s thoughts’. For the latter 
effaces the difference between divine thought and human thought, which 
would in turn invite ‘Logos speculation’. It is Vollenhoven’s emphasis on 
the role of intuition, which is secured anthropologically in the dissertation, 
which keeps the human limitation centre stage. The way God wills that 
we should think is a way in which the data (controlled by ideas; objective 
rationality) are worked over in submission to the logical norms, divinely 
given to thought (subjective rationality). In that way the theistic ideal 
is itself an “ideal epistemic system”, bringing subjective and objective 
rationality into harmony. Were it to be realized, it would validate the 
‘adequate concept’, which would then be the complete knowledge of the 
world (cf. Vollenhoven 1918a: 443).
 But the pursuit of the theistic ideal meets with hindrances, in 
particular the ever present tendencies of deism and pantheism. Though 
each expresses a valid moment of truth, namely transcendence and 
immanence respectively, each is also one-sided and thus culpable. Deism 
refers to God but at the expense of his immanence; pantheism too refers 
to God but at the expense of his transcendence (cf. Vollenhoven 1918a: 
443). A popular misconception is to take theism as the saving alternative 
to this opposition. Vollenhoven exclaims: “How often does one not place 
deism and pantheism in polar opposition, and then consider one’s own 

8   We found that it remains uncertain whether the metalogical notions of knowl-
edge progress (directed thought) and rest (the intuition of the adequate concept) are meant 
to indicate immanent and transcendent conditions, respectively, of the Logos; cf. in chap-
ter 2, the discussion of ‘metalogic’ (section IX). Such does appear to be suggested in the 
fact that ‘critical realism’ is also referred to as ‘transcendental realism’, which pertains 
to the transcendental significance that the immanent conditions of divinity have with 
respect to human awareness. 
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position as ‘theistic’ [alternative]!”9 Thus theism, in its early 1918 meaning 
as “ideal epistemic system,” needs constantly to keep the assumptions 
about divinity in balance, if the Logos’ warranting this ideal is not to be 
thwarted.
 Now why question this theism?

A. Theism reconsidered
Vollenhoven states that it was a critical remark in Abraham Kuyper’s E 
Voto Dordraceno that stimulated him to reconsider his use of the term 
‘theism’. Kuyper’s basic complaint is that the term ‘theism’ is too vague 
to serve as antidote against misguided alternatives. The term arose, 
he claims, in reaction to English deism. Deism is a consequence of 
exchanging the confession of God for a “God in case of need”.10 This 
reduces the understanding of God to a minimal “doctrine of God” that 
only reckons with the acceptance of his existence. Germans, finding 
this superficial, responded with a deeper “theistic” concept of God. But 
both are obnoxious to Kuyper, for each takes God as object of inquiry 
instead of confessing to God’s presence in the believer’s experience of 
creation, salvation and sanctification. Besides, there is also the drawback 
that ‘theism’, even when used in a primarily confessional sense, need not 
entail a Trinitarian understanding, as indeed is often the case.11

 Now it is not immediately clear what set Vollenhoven thinking 
here. The stimulus to reconsider the use of ‘theism’ must have taken 
place before 1926, as the first quote of this chapter attests (where he 
speaks of theism as a “wavering glimmer”). But already in his dissertation 

9   Vollenhoven 1931a: 194 [= 1931g1: 399]; same passage in Vollenhoven 1933a: 49. 
10   “God voor het geval van nood”; Kuyper 1892, I: 177. E Voto Dordraceno is 
Kuyper’s commentary on the Heidelberg Catechism. The current discussion is in chapter 
six of his discussion of “Sunday 8; Question and answer 25” about the “one unique Es-
sence of God” and the three divine Persons. 
11   Vollenhoven quotes directly from Kuyper in Vollenhoven 1931a: 194, footnote 
6 [= 1931g1: 400, note 1.] The quote reads (slightly adapted): “And with [the disap-
pearance of ] this ‘doctrine of God’ [by re-emphasizing confession] the fencing with the 
equally Greek-philosophical concept of Theistic [begrip van Theïstisch] will disappear by 
itself. But this says nothing. At best it entails a denial of Deism and Polytheism, but it 
does not hinder in the least the intrusion of Pantheism, and the Unitarians, such as our 
Groningers, who reject the holy Trinity on point of principle, even prefer using the word 
Theistic.” Vollenhoven repeats the quote in Vollenhoven 1933a: 49, footnote 45. The 
quote is from Kuyper 1892, I: 178. The “Groningers” were 19th century liberal evan-
gelicals, who issued the journal “Waarheid in Liefde” [Truth in love], edited by J.F. van 
Oordt, P. Hofstede de Groot en L.G. Pareau of the University of Groningen. Cf. Algra 
1966, chapter 6: “De Groninger Richting” [The Groningen movement]. Kuyper had for 
a while been sympathetic towards the Groningers; cf. Sweetman 2007b: 3 ff. 
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Vollenhoven had agreed to the objection of making God an object of 
inquiry. He even quoted Kuyper in support of this: “[for] the thinking 
human being to think itself as subject over against God as object is a 
contradiction in terms” (Vollenhoven 1918a: 442). The contradiction 
results, in Vollenhoven’s context, when the finite human subject 
attempts, in the progressive steps of thought, to grasp an actually infinite 
being, such as God is presupposed to be. Hence the theological study of 
God needs to focus on the evidences that God has placed of himself in 
“monuments and documents” (i.e. Nature and Scripture; cf. op. cit.: 442-
443).12 Such evidences, being finite, do permit the thinking subject to 
come to a (partial and provisional) conceptual understanding, but never 
apart from acknowledging God’s infinite being. In short, at this point 
there is nothing for Vollenhoven to regret or retract.
 The second point, about ‘theism’ being too vague to discriminate 
between different understandings of divinity, is closer to home. 
Vollenhoven was aware from the start in 1918 (as we saw) of the dangers 
of deism and pantheism in the pursuit of the theistic ideal. In 1926, when 
he characterizes theism as a “wavering glimmer”, he has more to look 
back on and reflect upon. For theism, as ‘ideal epistemic system’, had in 
the meantime shifted. The Logos, as understood in 1918, is the warrant 
of knowledge, for it activates the disposition for subject and object to 
come together. Now, in the dissertation, the prime examples or basic 
forms of synthesis are the synthetic a priori’s of arithmetic and geometry. 
These are founded in the human being, namely in the mind and the 
psycho-physical body respectively. The importance attributed to the 
concrete intuition (or inner awareness) ‘pulls’ the analytical intuition—
and with it the Logos’ synthesis disposition—towards the human 
subject.13 But when Vollenhoven formulates the metalogical variant of 

12   Vollenhoven refers to and quotes from Kuyper 1909, II: 165, 168. (The same 
quote recurs later, in a similar critical context, in Vollenhoven 1938p: 5.) We note that 
the emphasis upon the confessional context does not restrain Kuyper in his speaking 
ontologically of God (JHWH) as “eternal Essence” (eeuwige Wezen). Basing himself on 
Ex. 3: 14—where God’s name is said to be “I am who I am”—the description ‘eternal Es-
sence’ is even a preferred expression in Kuyper. God’s is, was and will be are unchanging, 
while all creatures miss this constancy and are subject to becoming and change. Between 
God and his creatures there is “a gap, a separation, a boundary line”. Cf. Kuyper 1892, 
I: 150. Vollenhoven too (still) used the word “Essence” [Wezen] in reference to God in 
his 1926a: 28; cf. also Vollenhoven 1918a: 134. And around 1930 he spoke of God as 
“substance/ hypostasis”; cf. footnote 33, in section III.A.1 below. We add that the term 
‘essence/being’ also occurs in the “Belgic Confession” (cf. Article 8) and the “Heidelberg 
Catechism” (cf. Question 25). 
13   In this connection the adequate concept and the metaphysical intuition are more 
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his thought, the metalogical intuition of sighting the adequate concept 
comes to play a more central role. In the critical realist understanding, 
the metalogical intuition presupposes the idea, as principle of being. In 
the acknowledgement of the idea (by the metaphysical intuition), the 
adequate concept is divided into various ‘regions’, each of which has, as its 
modality, a highest factual unity of content. In the light of these unities, 
one discerns ‘essential connections’ that are characteristic of the regions’ 
content in question. Thus the principle of synthesis, as predisposed by 
the Logos, now leans towards the World instead of the human Self.14 
Considered together, the Logos’ role of warrant of knowledge synthesis 
has ‘wavered’ between a subjective and an objective fulfilment.
 Admittedly, the above interpretation picks up on the trend in 
Vollenhoven’s early work, not on a direct statement in his text. But the 
‘wavering’ in his pursuit of the ‘ideal epistemic system’ is evident. Telling 
in this regard is the new step Vollenhoven takes in his work of 1925-1926. 
Synthesis, as somehow answering to the Logos’ disposition for subject 
and object to come together, is entirely reinterpreted. In its new meaning 
synthesis (to anticipate this briefly here) is taken to be either a psychological 
feature of knowledge—which feature is now said to lack direct epistemic 
relevance—or as subsidiary to a more ‘structured togetherness’, one that 
Vollenhoven calls ‘systasis’.15 Knowing is then interpreted to be a state 
of mind and not an act of synthesis (cf. Vollenhoven 1926a: 11). This 
entails an overhaul of Vollenhoven’s former position, in favour of a more 
externalist-realist stance. For he now postulates, metalogically, a ‘region of 
truth’, of truth in itself (cf. op. cit.: 22, 29). Knowledge entails ‘possessing’ 
truth, and is no longer seen as ‘forming’ truth through synthesis. Thus 
the divine Logos no longer has the role of ‘disposing’ synthesis. Clearly, 
this puts an end to any ‘wavering’ as to which way the synthesis might go.
 Whether Vollenhoven’s earlier wavering attests to a prior pantheistic 
tendency followed by a deistic influence, is, I believe, secondary. There 
directly relevant to—over against the immediate certitude of the concrete intuition—the 
progressive acquisition of knowledge (by acquaintance), the content of which is subse-
quently secured by Gegenstände. The latter are formed by the concrete and analytical 
intuitions in compliance with the principle of identity. Cf. chapter 2, VI.A. 
14   The most insistent attempt to express this alternative is in Dooyeweerd, “Cosmos 
and Logos” (Dooyeweerd 1923a2 and 1923a3; cf. our discussion in chapter 3, section 
III.E). There the ‘Divine noèsis’ (= Logos) is the principle of ‘meaning-giving for con-
sciousness’, and it enables the human being to know the world through its being put, via 
the (metalogical) intuition, in a direct rapport with it. 
15   This term is not new. It also occurs in Vollenhoven 1921c, when Vollenhoven 
came to place more weight on metalogical features in response, among other things, to 
H. Rickert’s work. 
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was, of course, never an expressed partiality to either. Yet Vollenhoven did 
feel that there was something to confront in line with Kuyper’s remark. 
For the term ‘theism’, he claims, is not decisive enough over against deism 
and pantheism.

B. ‘Theos’ and ‘kosmos’
Vollenhoven felt challenged to clarify the vagueness of ‘theism’ in 
a definitive way, with an appeal to fundamentals. The relevance to 
himself—or perhaps we should say to his former ‘critical realism’—
becomes more evident if we include the features of divine immanence 
and transcendence. His own initial tandem of the concrete and analytical 
intuitions may not have been pantheistic, but it did emphasize ‘immanent 
validity’ of divine norms; also the subsequent weight put on the duality 
of metalogical intuition (viewing) and the idea is not typically of deistic 
design, but there is something here of a dogmatic antenna that pretends to 
gain ‘transcendent insight’ regarding God’s Counsel. These are tendencies 
to which critical realism was prone. In each of these cases (of immanence 
and transcendence respectively) there is a ‘boundary problem’ between 
divinity and the creature. For, when duly considered, divine immanence 
is what conditions in a transcendental-like way; it is not a presence 
within human control. Similarly divine transcendence calls for the most 
primordial sense in which reality deserves respect; it is not a means for a 
human being towards acquiring a higher or privileged knowledge.
 Vollenhoven continued to honour the distinction between the 
divine transcendence and immanence as such. It is the relevance to the 
human condition that needs to be carefully reassessed. Vollenhoven’s 
continued commitment is evident from the following quote of later 
years. In 1942 he emphasized:

The highness of the Lord involves two things: He stands, far exalted above 
the world, [but also] in continual contact with it, so that on the one hand 
every creature is in Him and can neither turn nor move outside of Him, 
and on the other hand He operates in the world and lives in His people. 
Thus Scripture teaches both: the transcendence and the immanence of 
God.16 

16   Vollenhoven 1942m: 1 (emphases added). The article is unsigned, but tell-tale 
signs—terms and turns of phrases—point to Vollenhoven as the author. Vollenhoven’s 
reason for (re)emphasizing the topic of the title lay in the misunderstanding that had 
arisen in consequence of Vollenhoven’s and Dooyeweerd’s work. Their criticism directed 
against “immanence philosophy”, meant as a criticism of the principle of the autonomy 
of thought, was taken as suggesting a denial of God’s immanence (ibid.). Vollenhoven 
had probably agreed to write also on behalf of Dooyeweerd—is that why the article is 
unsigned?—for he alternates the use of “Calvinistic thought” and “Philosophy of the 
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We see how close this statement is to Augustine’s expression of God’s 
“Excellency of an ever-present eternity”, quoted earlier (cf. Vollenhoven 
1918a: 134; also chapter 2, section VIII.B. above), an “Excellency” that 
does not forfeit but bears upon the more specific forms of transcendence 
and immanence with respect to the creation. When ‘theism’ is understood 
as acknowledging deity, in the sense quoted (which I take to be more in 
line with common usage),17 then obviously Vollenhoven is and remained 
an ardent theist. It is the meaning of theism as “ideal epistemic system” 
that is up for critical discussion. It is in this connection that deism and 
pantheism need to be reviewed.

1. A boundary problem
The way Vollenhoven chose to make headway was to clarify the situation 
of the use of “deism” and “pantheism” in terms of fundamentals. 
Accordingly (now back to the 1920s), Vollenhoven takes the basic 
problem to be that of “the boundary is between God and that which is 
created”.18 He considers this to be the question that “dominates all other 
questions”. I believe that in light of our account of critical realism, one 
can see why this question is put in the centre of attention, in any case as 
calling for a fundamental overhaul of critical realism. But Vollenhoven 
hoped to achieve more. The stimulus from reading Kuyper’s E Voto 
Dordraceno got Vollenhoven to think about “rubricating the basic themes 
of opponents, considered from one’s own standpoint” (ibid.). He devised 
a terminology that, he says, served him well “the last few years” (ibid.). 
(This last remark puts the development of this point in the second half 
of the 1920s, hence in the timeframe of Vollenhoven’s initial definitive 
platform.)
 Vollenhoven himself favours a position in which there is a clear 
boundary between God and the creature. In section III of this chapter we 
will see what this standpoint involves. The general thesis of a boundary 
also serves to characterize positions Vollenhoven criticizes. We shall first 
mention the rubrics he chooses to characterize the positions he opposes. 
These are chosen in such a way as to include ‘theism’ in an ideal epistemic 
context, hence making the latter term no longer serviceable in reference 
to his own position. So here we shall come across his philosophical 
rejection of this term.

Law-idea”. 
17   Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary offers, under “theism”: “Belief in the exis-
tence of one God, transcending, yet immanent in, the universe”. 
18   Vollenhoven 1931a: 194 [= 1931g1: 400]. 
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 To avoid confusing the censurable use of ‘theism’ with the more 
latitudinarian (common sense) use, meaning ‘belief in God’, both in 
his transcendence and immanence, let us state Vollenhoven’s boundary 
problem. The boundary problem is that of determining the line between 
‘theos’ and ‘kosmos’. In resorting to Greek terms we can emphasize that 
neither the existence of God (theos) nor that of the world (kosmos) is in 
question here for Vollenhoven. What the boundary problem is about is 
how the features of divinity and of the cosmos are mutually apportioned, 
in the sense of what may properly be attributed to what, in the light of 
their primary meaning.
 The boundary problem can ‘swing’ two ways. On the one hand, 
there is the possibility of attributing to kosmos what properly belongs to 
theos. There is then (so to speak) ‘too much divinity’ (or too much taken as 
divine-like). This is said to be ‘theistic’ and to engender theism. Similarly, 
on the other hand, one may attribute to theos what properly belongs to 
kosmos, in which case there is ‘too much world’ (or too much taken to 
be world-like). This, in turn, is said to be ‘cosmistic’ (kosmistisch) and to 
engender cosmism. So, in both cases, Vollenhoven takes the suffix ‘-ism’ 
as suggesting excess or exaggeration. The word ‘cosmism’ in itself suggests 
this, but the word ‘theism’ would not normally be taken in this way. Yet 
that is how Vollenhoven now uses this term in the present context.

2. Monism and dualism
So far the discussion is formal. What, now, are the actual positions of 
opponents that Vollenhoven distinguishes?19 There is, to start with, 
the preliminary question about the boundary itself. Is its presence (or 
relevance) denied or is it acknowledged? The first alternative leads to 
monism, the second to dualism. Let us look at monism first.
 Monism’s denial of the boundary may be based on either negation 
or subsumption. The boundary is negated when either the existence of 
God or that of the cosmos is denied, giving rise to a-theism and a-cosmism 
respectively. Accordingly, this negation of the boundary takes place by 
default. Also, the term ‘monism’, as here used, denotes a whole in which 
nothing basic is set off from anything else basic. But of course, ‘atheism’ 
and ‘acosmism’, as negative rubrics, disclose nothing about the actual 
prime features of the positions in question, i.e. they don’t indicate how 
the whole is characterized. Hence Vollenhoven does not consider these to 
19   The following discussion is based on Vollenhoven 1931a: 194-195 [= 1931g1: 
400-401]. It recurs in more expanded form in Vollenhoven 1933a and also in Isagôgè 
Philosophiae of 1932. The latter two versions are taken up in Appendix IIb of Vollenhoven 
2010. 
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be genuine rubrics in their own right. He leaves these forms of negating 
monism aside from further discussion.20 
 ‘Subsuming monism’ (the second form of monism) denies the 
boundary between theos and kosmos, not through denying the existence 
of what either term refers to, but in subsuming one entirely under the 
other, whereby their effects mutually interfere. This also gives rise to 
two possibilities. When the cosmos is subsumed under God, we have 
pantheism; when God is subsumed under the cosmos, pankosmism. The 
pantheism Vollenhoven has in mind here is the view that everything in 
or of the cosmos displays the trait of deity. What comes to mind is, say, 
Nietzsche’s ‘will to power’, where all life-activity is a striving for self-
sovereignty by the continual overcoming of obstacles in the environment. 
Pancosmism, on the other hand, is the view (as here meant) of the ‘block 
universe’ (as, say, in Parmenides) in which everything is determined, 
and even divinity is subject to the necessitating conditions of the cosmic 
whole to which it belongs.21

 Vollenhoven did not give these positions of pantheism and 
pancosmism much specific attention in his published work. For the 
denial of any boundary between God and the cosmos removes them 
from the direct line of his interest, which is the boundary acknowledged. 
Accordingly, Vollenhoven is more interested in dualism and the 
alternatives it offers. Dualism as such comes closer to home, for he thinks 
of the Calvinistic position as being properly dualistic, a ‘biblical dualism’. 
The improper (or ‘non-scriptural’) dualisms call for attention first.22 
 Dualism, as understood by Vollenhoven at the time, is the view 
that the acknowledged existence of theos and kosmos entails a boundary 
that is effective by virtue of their difference. Vollenhoven takes the chief 
characteristics of these existences to be sovereignty and subservience 

20   Vollenhoven 1933a: 55; also Vollenhoven 2010, Appendix IIb, 150*. 
21   A case in point is the view defended by Alvin Plantinga in his Aquinas Lecture 
of 1980, Does God have a Nature, in which God is taken to be “the first being of the uni-
verse” (Plantinga 1980: 1, 9); reprinted in Plantinga 1998: 225, 228.
22   Vollenhoven seldom uses the term “biblical/scriptural dualism”, but the meaning 
is clearly implied when speaking of dualism as “accepting a boundary between God and 
cosmos” and that “non-scriptural dualism . . . assumes the boundary to be other than as 
the Holy Scripture directs” (Vollenhoven 2010, Appendix IIb, §150). We add that this 
use of ‘dualism’ focuses on the correlation of God and world and does not as such include 
an anthropological dualism of, say, immortal soul and mortal body—Vollenhoven had 
expressed his agreement with Janse’s criticism of this anthropological view in his letter to 
him, dated 19 February 1924. Also it does not entail an antithesis of good and evil (as 
in Gnosticism, Catharism, etc.). John Kok referred me to one use of “scriptural dualism” 
that is in print, namely in Vollenhoven 1934a, instalment VI (27-11-1934).
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respectively. The boundary problem is how these characteristics are 
implemented when appealing to theos and kosmos. If something of kosmos 
is thought to be intrinsically sovereign, though without taking this to hold 
for the whole cosmos, then there is not a full pantheism. But there is 
still too much taken as sharing in sovereignty. Vollenhoven refers to this 
as ‘partial theism’. Examples are: a spiritual kernel in the human being, 
taken to be holy, autonomous, etc.; Caesar worship; the starry heavens 
taken to be divine; etc. On the other hand, if something of theos is taken 
to be subservient—something of divinity is taken to be creaturely-like—
but without this being a full pancosmism, then we still have too much 
that is subservient. This is ‘partial cosmism’; e.g. the position of the Holy 
Spirit as subservient to the other Persons; the denial of the divinity of 
Christ, etc.
 These forms of ‘improper dualism’ are not just ‘metaphysical’. 
They can inform and are reflected in worldviews. When anything of 
the cosmos is given privileged status, such as fideism in honouring an 
unfettered belief function, or spiritualism, that attributes autonomous 
authority to matters ethical or juridical, or aesthetic modernism, with its 
ideal of an ever-continual creativity, etc., then such ‘partial theistic’ views 
give prominence in particular to humanistic views of life and the world. 
They ‘divide the world’ in a way that can lead to forms of totalitarianism 
and forced submission within the contours of human life (the church 
not excluded). Such divisions of the world threaten freedom.23 On the 
other hand, ‘partial cosmistic’ views have an element of fatalism. In the 
heart of the matter, life cannot be redeemed; it lacks meaning or purpose 
over which divine sovereignty has no control. Such worldviews tend to 
be ineluctably tragic, though not always without poignancy, as when the 
divine is touchingly described as “the fellow-sufferer who understands” 
(Whitehead).24 Vollenhoven however does not himself expand on these 
worldview features, so we limit our remark here to an indication of their 
presence. 
 All told, Vollenhoven reduced the fundamental positions of 
‘opponents’ to four. There are two forms of (subsuming) monism, namely 
pantheism and pancosmism, and there are two forms of (improper) 
dualism: partial theism and partial cosmism. In this phraseology, the 
positions indicated, if set to work in philosophy towards delineating 
an ‘ideal epistemic system’, would bring about a distorted general 
understanding, evidenced (as we will see) by antinomies. Both ‘cosmism’ 

23   Cf. Vollenhoven 1933a: 26. 
24   Whitehead 1978: 351. 
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and ‘theism’, in whatever shade of meaning, are found to be, formally at 
least, wanting and in that light unsuitable for ‘Calvinistic’ use. They are 
indicative of the required ‘reformation’ of philosophy.25 
 Of the four positions of ‘opponents’, as here distinguished, only 
partial theism was significantly ventilated. In the important work of 1933, 
Het Calvinisme en de Reformatie van de Wijsbegeerte, the second main part 
is devoted to an historical study of the influence of partial theism in the 
West from the time of early Greek culture and philosophy up to and 
including the time of the Reformation and John Calvin (1509-1564).26 
The choice for the discussion of partial theism, in its historical relevance, 
is motivated by its importance towards critically understanding the partial 
theistic nature of humanism and the autonomy of thought in modern 
times, in particular in Vollenhoven’s own day. The current terminology 
of philosophers, he says, is so drenched with humanism as to make the 
attempt to sift this out futile (cf. op. cit.: 16). Thus philosophy that strives 
to reckon with the Christian faith, through advancing a properly dualistic 
position, must take a stand against any accommodation with (this kind 
of ) “prevailing philosophy” (gangbare wijsbegeerte).
 Vollenhoven’s critical use of the terms ‘theism’ and ‘cosmism’, and 
their derivatives, was actually short-lived. In a note published in 1941, 
Vollenhoven explains that, though the distinctions of the two forms of 
monism and dualism were clarifying, their application led to difficulties, 
particularly when an author is not explicit about “the most encompassing 
relation” between God and the world, on the basis of which a ‘position’, 
as here meant, can be ascertained. Hence he comes to a reassessment, 
already begun in 1938,27 as to what the chief characteristic of “prevailing 
philosophy” is. He turns to characterizing this in light of the conflict 
between realism and nominalism/antirealism.28

25   When ‘theism’ is taken to mean ‘too much deity’, then ‘atheism’ could (‘for-
mally’, so I note) be taken to imply “the rejection of too much deity”. This could be 
looked upon, by a ‘Calvinist’, as a positive recommendation! Because Vollenhoven simply 
bypasses atheism, this suggestion nowhere surfaces. The same holds for ‘acosmism’. We 
also note that Vollenhoven takes ‘deism’, somewhat surprisingly, to be a form of ‘pan-
cosmism’, for it looks upon God, he says, as a machine designer (machinebouwkundige), 
which implies that God is part of the cosmos. However, there is something to say for 
deism being ‘partial cosmistic’, in that God is reduced to the role of ‘first cause’ of the 
cosmos, without the follow-up of revelation and guidance. Cf. Vollenhoven 1933a: 52, 
note 47; Vollenhoven 2010, Appendix IIb, §150, note 10. 
26   Vollenhoven 1933a: 69-301. 
27   Vollenhoven 1938v. 
28   Vollenhoven 1941k: 65-66, note 2 (first instalment); cf. also Tol 2010a. The 
approach in terms of realism and nominalism was, in turn, replaced in the early 1940s 
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 This shift in his approach to prevailing philosophy in fact reflects 
a new change in his own understanding of the encompassing relation 
between God and the cosmos. It is time we turn to the discussion of what 
that position is and why it was itself, in time, superseded.

III. boundary and law

The problem of the boundary had Vollenhoven’s attention throughout 
his career. In this section we will discuss Vollenhoven’s approach and 
formulation of it. The very concept of a boundary, this being crucial 
when speaking of God and the world, was for him nonnegotiable. The 
world or cosmos, being a creation, calls for determining or delimiting 
conditions; it is intrinsically not self-sufficient; it is subservient. These 
conditions, which hold for the world, have their source in God. This 
source, however conceived, has a determining and sustaining efficacy; it 
is intrinsically sovereign. God and world, being mutually different, when 
taken together delineate a boundary, as called up by their different natures. 
‘Formally’ a boundary exists by default, being called up by the necessary 
difference between God and cosmos; ‘materially’ the boundary serves to 
mark off the difference between sovereignty and subservience. Hence it 
has the character of law. In introducing this notion, Vollenhoven used 
the (not so fortunate) monarchical metaphor of the ‘absolute prince’. 
The metaphor was chosen also to emphasize an important measure of 
voluntarism involved here, and that the chief connotation of law is that it 
is ordinance-like.29 Law, of course, may be cognitively contemplated. But 
contemplation should bring to the fore the source of law in God’s will, 
hence that law is something to be followed up and not primarily studied 
and admired. The first and foremost effect of law is its being a dynamic 
factor in life practice. In this regard, the basics presuppose a context of 
activity, whereby cognition is checked by the law-constrained will. So the 
theme of ‘boundary and law’ calls for careful discussion. 
 For the duration of his career, marked by the inaugural lecture (26 
October 1926) and the valedictory lecture (26 October 1963), there is 
by the development of the ‘problem-historical method’. In the context of that method 
the terms monism and dualism acquire their definitive meanings for Vollenhoven. They 
then denote a basic feature of the cosmos as such (no longer the God-world correla-
tion): monism, when a unitary feature presides, dualism when two (or more) principles are 
postulated. Vollenhoven’s own understanding of the correlation of law and cosmos now 
precludes his own position (from the early 1940s on) from being either monistic or dual-
istic; cf. section III.V.C. below. Of course, Vollenhoven did continue to point to types of 
thought, in the context of his problem-historical work, that proceed from the God-world 
correlation. 
29   Vollenhoven acknowledged this specifically in his 1933a: 23-24. 
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explicit continuity regarding the law as boundary. In the former lecture, 
discussing the question as to where the principal boundary (hoofdgrens) 
is to be drawn, Vollenhoven opts for “the pure dualism, namely that 
between God, who institutes his ordinances and the cosmos which stands 
under these laws” (Vollenhoven 1926a: 7, also 18, 20-21). In his farewell 
address, in which he discusses Plato’s realism, he states: “Hence Calvinistic 
philosophy—contrary to Greek-Hellenistic thought and the synthesis 
thought dependent on it—sees the law as the boundary between God 
and the cosmos.”30 However, a telling difference appears in the very next 
sentence. “Whereby at the same time the dualism that is unacceptable for 
a Christian, but still finding acceptance, of God and world is replaced by 
the view that is neither dualistic nor monistic, of a law posed by God that 
is correlate with a world created by him.” So the initial “pure dualism” of 
the correlation of God and the world has been replaced by the correlation 
of law and the world, itself included in a complex of God-law-cosmos 
that is neither dualistic nor monistic.31

 In order to make headway in the ensuing discussion we shall first 
carefully toe the line of ‘pure dualism’. 

A. The boundary properly determined
Continuing the discussion of monism and dualism, as initially defined by 
Vollenhoven, the main points of contention of the positions Vollenhoven 
opposes concern, formally, (i) there being a boundary between God and 
the world—monism failing to acknowledge such, but dualism ceding—
as well as (ii) when ceded, where the boundary runs. The criterion 
for determining the properly situated boundary is a ‘Christian’ or 
‘Scriptural’ criterion. The God of the Scriptures cannot, part or whole, 
30   Vollenhoven 1963a: 128; also in Tol and Bril: 155-156.
31   In chapter three we made mention of the fact that Dooyeweerd was the first to 
put the theme of ‘law as boundary’ (as ‘sphere sovereignty’) in writing (cf. Dooyeweerd 
1923d) and to publish forceful defences of it (cf. work of 1924 and later). Little is known 
of his contact with Vollenhoven at the time, who, in late 1923, was in the advanced 
stage of convalescence. How this topic arose in their contact remains in the dark. For 
Dooyeweerd ‘law as boundary’ was integral to what he called the ‘law-idea’, which posed 
boundaries to the use of reason and expressions of the will, but not to the role of faith, 
later replaced by the spiritual selfhood. For Vollenhoven, law as boundary holds across 
the board. As our discussion will indicate, Vollenhoven never accepted the context, and 
also rejected the notion, of a ‘law-idea’. In their later careers, the ‘law as boundary’ theme 
appeared to be more characteristic of Vollenhoven than of Dooyeweerd. Dooyeweerd’s 
relinquishing realism (in the late 1920s) was no doubt a factor. This is in step with his 
formulation, particularly when the ontology of meaning is presupposed, of the boundary 
problem as ‘sides’ (“law-side and subject-side”) of “the structure of reality in the diversity 
of meaning”; Dooyeweerd (1935-1936), vol. 2: 3. 



399

Embarking Within Bounds of Law: The Initial Definite Platform

share features with the cosmos, which is his creation. Thus Vollenhoven 
takes the ‘Scriptural position’ to be formally dualistic, as involving the 
acknowledged existence of God and of the cosmos, as well as their 
complete difference. The existence of the cosmos being dependent on 
that of God, the distinction of their prime characteristics of sovereignty 
and subservience is itself predicated on this difference. The alternative 
forms of dualism are objectionable, ‘by definition’ as it were, merely in 
applying the prime characteristics in a way that is not congruent with the 
difference between God and cosmos.
 If this were the whole account, it would be very unsatisfactory. 
Theists and cosmists (as defined by Vollenhoven) could complain that 
the ‘biblical criterion’ simply does not agree with their view of reality. 
Also, as we mentioned, there are worldviews that inform life in ways that 
reflect versions of ‘theism’ and ‘cosmism’ (as defined). So alternatives to 
‘biblical dualism’ are not just speculative construals, to be waved away on 
account of their being speculative. One needs to argue more pointedly if 
conclusions proper to philosophy are to be drawn in favour or disfavour 
of any of these positions.
 This, in fact, is as Vollenhoven would have it. His choice of doing 
philosophy in a way that reckons with Scripture is motivated and 
conditioned from out of the (Protestant) Christian religion. But this 
is not to replace or side-step philosophy. It orientates one with respect 
to the questions asked, questions that then need to be responded to—
formulated and critically discussed—within the possibilities of philosophy. 
A statement of Vollenhoven from 1942 is apposite and is characteristic of 
Vollenhoven in general.

Truly, Calvinistic thought does not take the view of Holy Scripture being 
a work of philosophy, from which one simply reads a philosophy. If one is 
to do philosophy, then one ought to instigate a serious and fundamental 
inquiry into the structure of the whole cosmos. Don’t think that the Scrip-
ture exists to spare us the difficulty that will come our way when conduct-
ing such research.32

 But in Vollenhoven’s initial definitive work, he was apt to 
reformulate the complex of God and the cosmos almost directly into the 
mode of critical philosophy. This was done not to call special attention 
to God—that could initiate an ‘inquiry’ into God’s existence, the sort 
Vollenhoven, citing Kuyper (as we saw), had explicitly rejected as being 
speculative—but to draw out the main implication about the nature of 
the law, as based on the difference between God and the cosmos. Thought 

32   Vollenhoven 1942m: 1.
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cannot start from nowhere with no means. It is what the acceptance of 
the existence of God and the cosmos entails that calls for consideration. 
Two terms in particular are favoured: substance and infinity.

1. Substance and antinomy
When the existence of God and the cosmos is spoken of in a religious 
context, the focus is more on the meaning of that existence than on the 
bare acceptance of existence. The religious confession of God’s relation 
to the cosmos expresses the conviction that God, in being the source 
(archè) of the cosmos, is also its essential support, its “firm ground”. 
Vollenhoven did not hesitate to use the term ‘substance’ or ‘hypostasis’ in 
this connection.33 (This use however ceases after 1932). In this capacity 
as ‘firm ground’ God is the bearer or maintainer of the cosmos that is 
itself dependent, non-self-sufficient.34 This characterization, which is 
itself religious, takes on critical meaning when considering the situation 
in which the import of this confession is not honoured. Such a situation 
occurs when the ‘firm ground’ of the cosmos is sought within the cosmos 
itself. But then the cosmos has to provide its own foundation. This, now, 
results ineluctably in antinomies; for in that case the substance of the 
cosmos, which in bearing the cosmos also conditions it, is sought within 
that which is conditioned. In this way the former discussion concerning 
the ‘boundary’ between God and the cosmos has an immediate relevance 
for the problem of such antinomies. 
 This ‘Kantian’ theme of antinomies in fact becomes integral to 
Calvinistic philosophy in its critical sense. For antinomies—prima facie 
‘clashes’ of boundaries—cannot be tolerated in the world that the human 
being seeks to know and to live in. Thus the principle that antinomies 
are to be excluded—the ‘principium exclusae antinomiae’—is written 
across the face of Calvinistic philosophy, for, as Vollenhoven states: “this 
principle . . . is none other than the corollary or effect of the confession 
of God’s sovereignty over all things, on whatever terrain.”35 
33   Vollenhoven 1932d: 397-398; also Vollenhoven 2010, Appendix IIb, §151. This 
ontological characterization was not taken over into the (reworked) parallel text of Vol-
lenhoven 1933a. This temporary use at the time may simply reflect the use within the 
Reformed tradition—until thinking better of it—as also in Kuyper, where God is spoken 
of as ‘(eternal) Essence’ (cf. footnote 12 above). 
34   The confessional statement given philosophical attention here is: “God has cre-
ated everything and still carries this by the word of his power”, which echoes Heb. 1:3; cf. 
Vollenhoven 1926d: 190. In Hebrews 11:1 the term ‘hypostasis’ occurs in the sense that 
Vollenhoven wished to advance: “Now faith is the hypostasis of things hoped for . . .”, 
presuming that it is the import of faith that is taken as ‘hypostasis’, not the act. 
35   Vollenhoven 1931a: 190 [= 1931g: 396]; also in Vollenhoven 1933a: 29. 
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 We need to review this theme of antinomies more closely. In 
Kant, antinomies signal a conflict of reason in conjunction with the 
understanding, namely when ‘concepts of reason’ (ideas) are treated 
as objects of the understanding. For Kant, too, the problem arises in 
a misuse of ‘condition and the conditioned’, in particular the way the 
understanding is conditioned or determined by conditions of reason.36 
Vollenhoven formulates this more directly as a conflict of boundary 
arrangement, in particular in connection with what is determined by 
boundaries in terms of what they regulate. 
 To state this formally and generally, the context of boundaries will 
be free from antinomies only if (i) that which conditions is not itself 
conditioned, at least is not dependent on a higher condition for itself 
to be a condition, for that would introduce an infinite regress, and (ii) 
that which is conditioned, is such not by virtue of something that is self-
imposed, for then it would be in itself self-determined. In other words, 
the first alternative says that there must be a principal boundary, the 
second says that that boundary cannot itself be part of what it bounds. 
The first is needed in connection with the cosmos, the second can only 
be rightly attributed to God.
 Perhaps unexpectedly, Vollenhoven is reluctant to say much about 
the principal boundary. For, to delve into it could invite an ‘inquiry’ into 
the Counsel of God, and that would be speculative. But an effect of that 
boundary is its delineating the unity or the whole of the cosmos. On that 
point Vollenhoven says: 

We should proceed from the creation by God. Hence the cosmos stands 
under the law of God. Here there is no objection to acknowledging unity: 
on the contrary, one who draws the principal boundary accurately has no 
alternative but to take all that is ‘not-God’ together. This [gathered] unity 
has more than just a negative logical meaning. For in the Scriptures the 
creation is called ‘cosmos’ = ‘elegantly ordered whole’. Thus the unity is 
that of God’s work of art.37

36   In Kant, an antinomy results when a concept of reason is used in a way that 
assumes that it is capable of illustration in a ‘possible experience’, as is fitting for or a cri-
terion of the understanding. However, reason and its ideas condition the understanding, 
for they answer to the desire for completeness of insight with regard to the Self, the World 
and God. These being ‘totalities’, they cannot themselves be thought via the categories 
of the understanding, and the attempt to do so yields (among other things) antinomies. 
As Kant states it, the difficulty arises when “reason, rather, in continuous progression of 
the empirical synthesis has been led to [ideas] necessarily when it tries to liberate from 
every condition, and to grasp in its unconditioned totality, that which can always be de-
termined only conditionally in accordance with rules of experience.” Kant 1998, A462/
B490.
37   Vollenhoven 1926msA, section 19, also section 1. 
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The unity of the cosmos is taken to be of an aesthetic nature. This provides 
little opportunity to get a firm grip on antinomies. At best an antinomy 
could be signalled by the ‘disharmony’ it engenders. Vollenhoven retains 
this aesthetic characterization of the whole only in the period of his 
initial definitive thought.38 It drops out of sight in the early 1930s when 
Vollenhoven’s anthropology becomes more pronounced and, with it, a 
new emphasis on the antithesis of good and evil. We return to this below.
 For Vollenhoven, antinomies are especially evident in connection 
with what is bounded, i.e. what is subject to law. When the principal 
boundary is not drawn right, the resulting disharmony entails conditions 
being entangled. The principle of the exclusion of antinomies, as corollary 
to the confession of God’s sovereignty, has an important distinguishing 
effect that is of direct philosophical relevance, as the following passage 
clarifies.

When, in a strict sense, we maintain ‘subject’ to mean ‘subject to law’ then 
that excludes the acceptance of any anti-nomic subject. The discovery of 
an anti-nomic subject demands that we differentiate it into as many sub-
jects and, parallel to this, accept as many laws as is found to be necessary 
to resolve the antinomy. It would be the simplest to call this principle: 
‘principium exclusae antinomiae’ (or better: ‘principium exclusi subjecti anti-
nomici’), the principle that states: the sustained acceptance of an antinomy 
is excluded. And when its application leads to the discovery of more than 
one law-sphere, then that plurality of law-spheres is now secured, namely 
in the correlation: law-subject.39

 An ‘anti-nomic subject’ is a subject that lets itself be determined 
by different, i.e. mutually exclusive laws or ordinances in terms of which 
its own activity is deemed warranted or ‘lawful’. It is essential not to 
confuse ‘subject’ in ‘subject to law’ with ‘subject’ as ‘determining subject’. 
(In Dutch this is “subjèct” as over against “súbject”, respectively.) The 
latter—a humanistic alternative—merges the individual agent and its role 
of subjecting. In that case, an “anti-nomic” subject involves the trait of 
a person stubbornly attempting to harmonize different perspectives, in 
an attitude that maintains that the error is chiefly one of not properly 
using intrinsic determining capacities, such as reason and understanding. 
But the former alternative—‘subject’ as ‘subject to law’—distinguishes the 

38   In Vollenhoven 1930b: 13, Vollenhoven continued to speak of “God the ar-
chitect and artist of the cosmos” (p. 13). The phrase is deleted in later reprints. In this 
same work there is mention of ‘good and evil’, but, characteristic of Vollenhoven’s initial 
platform, this is treated in a wholly religious context. In 1932 the ‘antithesis of good 
and evil’ is re-interpreted and introduced as a more distinct determination of the human 
condition. Cf. the discussion in section V.B. below, or Tol 2010a. 
39   Vollenhoven 1927ms, section 64. 
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individual from its qualities of ‘standing in subjection’. When standing in 
subjection, the individual agent is aware not only of his/her own attitude 
but also of the context of activity and the kind of regulation it requires 
to make sense of that activity. E.g. at a cocktail party the context is social, 
at the market it is economic, in court it is juridical, etc. (Recognition of 
context and characteristic is of course more than just personal belief or 
merely subjective assessment.) Now, if one can agree that justice should 
not be bought (doing such is to subject matters juridical to economic 
norms) nor ought the market to privilege social contacts (which invites 
societal corruption) etc., then one acknowledges, and accepts on point 
of principle, that different contexts of activity call for different kinds of 
regulation to which one ought to submit in kind. This is how Vollenhoven 
avoids the subject’s becoming ‘anti-nomic’: the person is called on to 
answer only to such norms as are suited to the situation. This is to 
acknowledge a diversity of ‘qualities of subjection’. The radius in which 
such a quality is exercised may (provisionally) be called a ‘law-sphere’.
 So the principle that antinomies be excluded has the effect of calling 
attention to and requiring a pluralism of laws, or rather, a diversity of 
(general) situations—law-spheres—calling for regulation in terms of 
relevant ordinances or laws. Nothing is said about the extent of this 
diversity, nor does Vollenhoven offer the possibility of a ‘derivation’ from 
out of a unity of law. Again, his explicit wording is quite clear.

This absolute unity [of the aesthetic whole of the cosmos] can only be 
reconciled with a multiplicity if this multiplicity is ranked under it, hence 
despite all the difference of the many, nothing of this many falls beyond 
the boundary of the unity, i.e. outside of the boundary of being creaturely 
and hence subject to God’s will. That is why, if this multiplicity exists, we 
have to speak of law-spheres.40

 Hence, Vollenhoven holds that however much the avoidance 
of antinomies calls for the acknowledgement of a diversity of law-
spheres “under” the unity of the principal boundary (of God’s will)—in 
other words, the distinct law of a law-sphere is a case of the principal 
boundary—this does not prove that there is such a plurality. The last 
quotation continues with the statement:

That there is a multiplicity of law-spheres, in other words that there is 
more than one law-sphere, is here presupposed. It can only be proven in 
connection with the law by way of knowledge, proven by way of the logic 
that knowledge presupposes. (ibid) 

This statement appears to say that one needs to appeal to a ‘law of logic’—

40   Op. cit. , section 19. 
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in connection with a ‘logical law-sphere’?—to prove that there is more 
than one law-sphere. Wouldn’t the one ‘law-sphere’—wouldn’t that be 
the cosmos as a whole under the principal boundary?—from which the 
‘proof ’ proceeds then be of a logical character? That would constitute a 
fundamental denial of the cosmic character of created reality, in favour of 
a ‘logical’ or cognitive characterization. This cannot be a correct reading.
 When Vollenhoven speaks of the logic that knowledge presupposes, 
he is appealing to a metalogical situation of the order of knowledge, its logic 
being the ‘order’ found to hold in that situation. Relevant epistemological 
remarks will be made in an ensuing section. At this point we can appeal 
to Dooyeweerd’s prior work for clarification, at least in its broad outline, 
to which Vollenhoven concurred (if not being its initiator).
 The metalogical situation, as documented in the early 1920s, is that 
of critical realism, in which rationality and scientific research is channelled 
in a multiplicity of ‘region categories’. These ‘regions’ differ as to modality, 
which is to say that they differ in the unity of the highest material 
characterization of each region. Within a distinct modal region ‘essential 
connections’ are found in conjunction with the ‘logic’ or rationality that 
is fitting for that region. So the “logic that knowledge presupposes” is 
a logic that proceeds from a multiplicity of regions, mutually distinct 
as to the characterizing modality of each, which together delineate the 
metalogical situation of a pluralist rationality, not reducible to a unity. 
The regions are distinguished by means of the metalogical intuition. The 
intuition’s viewing focuses on the ‘adequate concept’ of a region by which 
the rational operations of knowledge acquisition in a region is guided, 
while at the same time the viewing, as executed by the viewing subject, is 
itself of the appropriate kind of modality for the region involved.
 If, for the moment, we may take ‘region category’ to be the ancestor 
of ‘law-sphere’—Vollenhoven’s understanding of a law-sphere is certainly 
very much like a ‘region’ category, but we can’t clinch the correlation 
just yet—then the ‘proof ’ of a multiplicity of law-spheres appeals to the 
current methodological situation in scientific practice and to the need 
of acknowledging a diversity of (kinds of ) science, requiring a diversity 
of methods. A dominant unity of method, such as maintained by the 
Marburg neo-Kantians, was definitely passé for Vollenhoven as of 1921, 
this being inconsistent with the prime role performed by the metalogical 
intuition in discerning Gegenstand regions of different modality. In 
later work Vollenhoven retained this close link between philosophy as 
general science and the special or the fundamental sciences, through 
the correlation of the fields of investigation (of the primary sciences) 
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with the law-spheres. The theme of modality, of the highest material 
characterization as discerned by intuition, plays a decisive role here. 
 We can now see how the critical realist background is fit into the 
current ‘law as boundary’ discussion. The principle of antinomies (that 
antinomies be excluded) not only holds for the subject in its qualities 
of subjection; it is also relevant for the ‘regions’ in which the qualities 
of subjection are implemented. Such regions constitute the domains of 
inquiry of a science, each of which is the context of a specific method. 
Should a domain of inquiry be ‘worked over’ with an unsuited method, or 
a combination of methods, then that would make it liable to harbouring 
antinomies.41 So the principle that antinomies be excluded is relevant for 
the methodology of science as well, in the role of a ‘metalogical’ principle 
in the ‘order of knowledge’. At this metalogical level, antinomies are 
avoided by the recognition of an adequate diversity of domains, whereby 
each domain has a method that is suitable to working its content. This was 
acknowledged in critical realism as well. But at that time the metalogical 
intuition’s viewing had to suffice in making and securing the adequate 
distinctions. (At the same time, there is the metaphysical intuition in the 
background, but up to that point in time the ‘presence of reality’ and its 
ideas had not been made explicit.) Now, however, with the diversity of 
‘qualities of subjection’ worked into the methodological context, each 
such quality requires a ‘sphere’ of implementation, a proper ‘law-sphere’. 
The regulation of this implementation is attributed to a ‘law’ (norm or 
ordinance) suitable for a specific sphere. Thus the ‘order of knowledge’ 
offers an argument for requiring a diversity of law-spheres, in line with the 
diversity of methods that are ‘materially’ in operation in the fundamental 
sciences.
 This ‘order of knowledge’—whose pedigree is Gegenstand theory 
and the metalogical intuition—is a permanent element of Vollenhoven’s 
thought. Later he refers to it as ‘the noetic’ (het gnotische), meaning 
knowing and learning to know as part of and belonging to cosmic life (cf. 
Vollenhoven 1948p: 16; this should not be confused with Gnosticism 
nor the autonomous inner ‘spark of knowing’). Because knowing resorts 
under being, this order of knowledge does not have an autonomous 
status. (As we will see, this also affects the distinction between the 
metalogical and the metaphysical intuition.) ‘The noetic’ is the reality of 
our knowing life, involving the acquisition of everyday knowledge and 

41   An antinomy is not a logical mistake within an argument, but a clash between 
lines of arguments, each of which is logically valid. This gives the principle of antinomy 
methodological relevance. 
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scientific knowledge.42

 Having an argument that calls for a diversity of law-spheres, we 
now need to properly assess its status in reality. To that end we need to 
pursue the topic of the ‘cosmic order’.

2. The Infinite and cosmic being
The link to the order of reality is prepared by way of the distinction 
between the infinite and the finite. This distinction is worked into 
the boundary problem on the basis of God’s being infinite and the 
cosmos finite. This is not a sudden, novel element. In Vollenhoven’s 
earlier work he had worked with the same characteristics.43 The finite 
cannot encompass the infinite. The finite is delimited in a way that 
the infinite is not. Finitude is a characteristic that calls for a superior 
or supporting principle. To be finite is to be vulnerable in a way that 
the infinite seems to supersede. So when God is said to be infinite and 
the cosmos finite, these traits of infinitude and finitude are attributed 
to the cosmos as well. God is superior, and the cosmos, being finite, 
requires the support of God as superior principle. Hence, with respect to 
the cosmos, one needs to presuppose an upholding principle, as coming 
from God, for the cosmos’ own existence. In other words, God’s being 
infinite is an ontological characterization on a par with the confession 
of God’s sovereignty, and the cosmos’ being finite is on a par with its 
status of subservience. Vollenhoven finds this in Calvin, though without 
any suggestion that the characterization derives from him. In Logos en 
Ratio (1926a) Vollenhoven paraphrases Calvin as holding that God is of 
everything the creator according to his will and can treat it as he wants.44 
In that way “the Infinite seizes the finite and the reverse is never the case: 
finitum non est capax infiniti [the finite is not able to grasp the infinite]” 
(op. cit.: 31). He adds (significantly, as we will see) that this thesis (stelling) 
dominates Calvin’s Christology and his doctrine of the sacraments and of 
grace (i.e. the understanding of the work of the Spirit) as well.

42   Cf. Vollenhoven 1948p: 16. 
43   Cf. chapter 2, section VIII.A. In the dissertation (1918a) Vollenhoven accepted 
both God and the world, as given, to be actually infinite. It seems he changed his mind 
about the world in this regard soon after; cf. also footnote 3 above.
44   Vollenhoven subscribes to Calvin’s voluntarism. “For Calvin’s way of thinking 
[over against Luther’s anthropological point of departure], God stands at the beginning. 
He is the creator of everything through his will. That is why the cosmos is merely his 
artefact. He can do with it as he favours, reveal himself in a special way” (Vollenhoven 
1926a: 31). We see how the ‘aesthetic’ characterization of the cosmos itself evidences 
divine voluntarism. 
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 The pair ‘infinite-finite’ throws light on the boundary problem, 
for it calls attention to God’s transcendence and immanence. One needs 
to avoid confusing an ontological and a cosmological interpretation. 
The duality induced by the boundary (as described) seems to put God 
‘above’ the cosmos and the cosmos simply ‘below’ this boundary. Hence 
the boundary could be thought to act as a separator between God and 
cosmos. Vollenhoven is often interpreted that way. Yet his own wording 
in Het Calvinisme en de Reformatie van de Wijsbegeerte (1933a) is explicit 
in countering such a reading: “Whoever is of the opinion that God 
stood outside of the cosmos, does not do justice to the confession of His 
immanence”.45 God’s infinitude includes his presence in the world, and it 
is through that inclusion that his presence warrants the cases of the law’s 
obtaining for the world. At the same time one must also acknowledge 
God’s transcendence. Thus Vollenhoven states:

This limit [i.e. law as boundary; A.T.] marks off that which is created from 
God, but not God from that which is created. To accept the latter position 
would be incompatible with the acknowledgement of the infinity of God, 
who is always and everywhere acting in and upon—and certainly not only 
from within—the cosmos.46

So when speaking of the dualism between God and the cosmos, 
Vollenhoven does not mean to assert God’s separation from the cosmos. 
This is what a primarily cosmological reading suggests. But this makes 
havoc with God’s immanence. God’s infinity is a warrant for both his 
transcendence and his immanence. To put it simply, God’s being infinite 
entails his presence everywhere (omnipresence). It is when coming to the 
chief characteristics of God and the cosmos that the ‘dualism’ makes itself 
felt. It is primarily the pair ‘sovereignty and subservience’, in the guise of 
infinite and finite, that calls for an apportioning of terms above and below 

45   Op. cit. : 24. Vollenhoven here argues against taking the ‘boundary’ terminology, 
with its spatial connotation, as having actual spatial import. 
46   Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 13, comment 2; emphases added. The addition in dashes 
appears to suggest that at this point for Vollenhoven it is the transcendence, rather than 
the immanence, that needs the reminding! A recent reaffirmation of the misunderstand-
ing is in Friesen 2005; Friesen states: “Vollenhoven’s basic idea is the triad God-law-
cosmos. God is not in the cosmos. Nor is God’s law in the cosmos; law stands outside, 
and governs and structures the cosmos. Law is the boundary between God and cosmos” 
(p. 110). The first and last sentences are correct, those in between are not. Not only does 
Vollenhoven take God to be immanent in the cosmos, but he also holds that the cosmos 
has an immanent structure as well (with the two cases of immanence taken in different 
senses), a structure that needs to be duly distinguished from ordinance-like laws that 
impinge upon the cosmos. This misunderstanding, being at a fundamental level, sends 
confusing reverberations throughout his discussion.
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the law as boundary. But this is not meant as a cosmological separation. It 
is an ontological matter, a characteristic of being, a difference in being. In 
his lecture notes of 1927-1928 Vollenhoven states explicitly:

And also one who speaks of the being of God, without being conscious 
that this being is a being above the law and hence has nothing in common 
with being under the law [uses language lacking in meaning]. The one is 
the archè [= controlling principle] of the other, and whoever wants to sub-
sume them under a common denominator will transgress, consciously or 
unconsciously, the boundary that God has posited upon him as creature.47  

 We need to keep in mind that Vollenhoven does not mean to conduct 
inquiry into God, otherwise his stricture on taking the stated problem 
as inviting a (monistic) search for a being that is common to God and 
cosmos is difficult to follow. It may also help to read the word “being” as 
an infinitive “to be”. The voluntaristic context of Vollenhoven’s thought 
emphasizes the reality of activity. God’s being is a “to be sovereign”, and 
that of the cosmos a “to be subservient”. In any case the existence of God 
and cosmos are never in question. (We may add that when existence 
is taken without the recognition of sovereignty and subservience, one 
overlooks the very reality that makes it dynamic.) It is how their prime 
features are mutually apportioned. What the pair infinite-finite adds is 
the understanding that the infinite ‘includes’ the finite, but at the same 
time the infinite is ‘other’ than the finite. The infinite has a priority over 
the finite, not just in being transcendent, elevated ‘above’ it, but in also 
having an immanent governing and regulating effect upon it.
 The ‘duality’ we came across earlier, of speaking on the one hand of 
the principal boundary in the correlation of God and the cosmos and on 
the other hand of the diversity of law-spheres within (the aesthetic unity 
of ) the cosmos, can now be understood better. It evidences the distinction 
between God in his transcendence and God in his immanence. So, while 
we confess the principal boundary to be the law, as the expressed will of 
God, the law that we can know, in becoming aware of it, needs to take 
into account our human condition or cosmic situation, which is that of 
obtaining law in the context of law-spheres. The latter is no less a matter 
of ‘divine imperative’, but tailored to human possibilities, guided by the 
avoidance of antinomies. Were one to ignore the confession here, one 
would not be motivated to acknowledge the laws that hold within the 
unity of the cosmos to be of divine or ‘external’ origin, i.e. expressive 
of the divine will. The option for the humanistic variant of claiming 
validity to originate in the human Self or some spiritual-mental feature 

47   Vollenhoven 1927ms, section *8; translation mine. 
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of it would be more enticing. But in Vollenhoven the confession of God’s 
sovereignty/infinity is consonant with the philosophical acceptance of 
a strong externalist-realist perspective regarding the law. The following 
quote brings it together.

Whoever honours the [law-]boundary between God and cosmos, aban-
dons the humanistic concept of subject (= active substance) and accepts 
the Calvinistic concept of subject (= being subject to the law), thereby 
[also accepting] a difference in different qualities of subjection, in cor-
relation with the difference of the law-spheres, [that person] is more and 
more cured of the illusion as if from one or other classification of the 
old psychology [= consciousness as substance with well-defined or distinct 
qualities/faculties] a criterion to distinguish law-spheres could be adopted. 
And all these law-spheres belong—together with the matching qualities of 
subjection—to being [behoren . . . tot het zijn].48

 So we now see that the metalogical exclusion of antinomies is 
not the last word. The threat of antinomies calls for the acceptance of 
different ‘qualities of subjection’, whereby to each quality a ‘region’ or 
‘law-sphere’ belongs to operate within. The last step is to accept that 
a law-sphere, as region of a quality of subjection, is controlled by an 
externalist-realist factor of law. Law (as injunction), law-sphere and qual-
ity of subjection pertain to ‘cosmic being’. Law in general—in terms of 
its transcendent source—is the defining or delimiting condition of the 
cosmos in its unity, but its immanent effect as injunction within the 
cosmic and its finite unity is the law’s obtaining in cases of law-spheres. 
Therefore the qualities of subjection that match the law-spheres are de-
termined, not by criteria of consciousness—that appeals to a humanistic 
priority of consciousness—but by the reality of the law’s holding, which 
also ‘guards’ the chief features of a law-sphere.
 The metalogical intuition of discerning the modality of a ‘region 
category’, in correlation with the ‘form of viewing’ of the viewing 
subject—this was the ‘principal’ feature within ‘critical realism’, as written 
up by Dooyeweerd (cf. “Cosmos and Logos”, 1923a)—we now see to 
be superseded. There is too much of a ‘subjectivist’ criterion operative 
here, so long as the modality as form of viewing is decisive.49 True, region 
categories were also grounded in the cosmos, but at that point all that can 
be known of the cosmos is what is ‘given for consciousness’ as recognized 
48   Vollenhoven 1926msA, section 18; emphasis added.
49   This is a feature taken over from Ch. Sigwart, from whom Dooyeweerd and 
Vollenhoven first borrowed the term ‘modal’, in ‘modal relation’, which is ‘intra-mental 
content in an evaluative relation to the Self ’; cf. chapter 3, footnote 110, also in chapter 
3, section III.C.4.b. The term ‘modality’ is also used as synonym for E. Lask’s ‘region 
category’. 



Philosophy in the Making

410

by the viewing subject. Hence the focus remained metalogical. Now that 
the quality of subjection is linked to the awareness of regulation of a law-
sphere, as context of subjection, one can understand that the awareness 
itself is an intuitive discerning of the appropriate regulation, fitting for 
the law-sphere (region and its modality) in question. This is now said 
to be at the level of being, hence the intuitive discerning is not merely a 
metalogical matter, but more importantly a realist acknowledgement of 
being as requiring concurrence. The modality of the region category/law-
sphere and the intuitive acknowledgement of its character, are secured 
in the realist validity of what holds here, which is a law regulative for a 
sphere of law, a case of ‘law as boundary’ for the cosmos.
 Another way to put this is to say that consciousness is ‘affected’ 
in the sense that the presence (being) of a law-sphere and of its law is 
itself determinative for the awareness that takes place in the attendant 
quality of subjection. The latter too is being, namely the being of the 
quality that the Self takes on when standing in subjection to a sphere’s 
law. This awareness of standing in subjection is intuitive, and it is primal 
as regards consciousness. It yields “judgments of discernment”, whereby 
the law-spheres are discerned in their typical differences as pertaining to 
terrains of reality.50 This is in step with the discussion of antinomies. An 
‘anti-nomic subject’ is a person (Self ) who is confused in the judgments 
of discerning, one who does not properly discern the modality relevant 
to a quality of subjection as regulated by its law. It is the awareness of 
law and its proper discerning that marks the quality of subjection; it is 
this awareness of being that is presupposed when coming to know it. 
Knowing resorts under being. This was already stated by Dooyeweerd in 
his “Cosmos and Logos” (1923a). But now it has been secured more 
firmly in connection with the laws of appropriate modality, laws of being, 
proper to the cosmos itself. Only by virtue of that resorting is human 
acquisition of knowledge regarding the cosmos possible.
 So the (former) role of the ‘metalogical intuition’ is now taken over 
by a more fundamental intuition that discerns the being in terms of law-
reality. Here too, the term intuition retains its former quality of ‘viewing 
or seeing’, though this is now a discerning of cosmic presence, resulting in 
“judgments of existence or of discerning” (existentie- of ontwaringsoordeel) 
(Vollenhoven 1926a: 8). A judgment of existence is also said to be a 
“judgment of the intuition concerning modality” (op. cit.: 28, 63). There 
50   Judgments of discerning arise entirely through the intuition. It is not a form of 
perception (Vollenhoven 1926a: 10, 14) for the latter yields representations. The judg-
ment of discerning is preparatory for “possessing truth”, i.e. coming to know; cf. further 
discussion below. 
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is no resuscitation of the initial ‘concrete intuition’ of 1918, which is an 
inner certitude of being affected—‘that I am affected’—when affected. To 
the extent that such an effect takes place, it is psychological and subsidiary 
to knowledge. The heart of the intuitive discerning of existence or of 
presence is that it presents to the mind the cognitive challenge of truth, 
that is to say, it presents reality in the guise of its ability to be cognitively 
known in predicates, concepts and judgments.
 Once Vollenhoven brought about this change in his realism in 
the mid-1920s, he never relinquished the realism of creaturely being, 
as warranted by law and knowable by virtue of intuitive discernment. 
However Dooyeweerd, in time (probably from about 1928), did 
relinquish it in favour of an ontology of meaning, when the Self, in its 
supra-temporal position, is turned away from “the diversity of meaning 
of the cosmos” and towards the (divine) totality of meaning and its 
source. This is to favour a supra-temporal condition of the Self (with 
metaphysical overtones), that secures the metalogical level of discourse in 
an ontology of meaning.51 
 This divergence between Vollenhoven and Dooyeweerd should not 
be reduced to a matter of interpretation. From the side of Dooyeweerd 
there is clear evidence as to his position. The ontology of meaning is central 
to his De Wijsbegeerte der Wetsidee of 1935-1936. In 1931 he speaks of 
his “theory of knowledge and cosmology” as “extensively discussed in my 
De Wijsbegeerte der Wetsidee, which has not yet appeared”.52 This suggests 
that a significant portion of this text was in existence in 1931 (at least in 
a draft version). Because 1928 appears to be the year of “the discovery 
of the religious root of thought itself ” (Dooyeweerd 1935-1936, I: v), 
Dooyeweerd must have begun writing it shortly after this discovery in 
1928. De Crisis itself advances the ontology of meaning: “but the whole 
of reality, high to low, is meaning, which has its origin in the religious 
fullness of meaning” (Dooyeweerd 1931: 94). The following passage has 
more than just an ‘anti-realist’ ring to it:

Our thesis: ‘There does not exist any religiously neutral experience of real-
ity’ asserts a truth that everyone will admit to who mutually compares the 

51   Cf. chapter 3, section III.G.4 where the effect of the ‘ontology of meaning’ in 
Dooyeweerd is discussed. Dooyeweerd introduced a ‘second way’ of transcendental criti-
cism when acknowledging that the ‘first way’ depended too much on the transcendent 
character of the Self. In the second way Dooyeweerd attempts to make do with transcen-
dental subjectivity. Cf. Dooyeweerd 1953-1958, I: 34 ff. 
52   “Voorwoord” to Dooyeweerd 1931: 3. For other anticipating references to “De 
wijsbegeerte der wetsidee” in De Crisis, cf. p. 99, note 1, and p. 125, note 1 (with thanks 
to K.A. Bril). 
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pre-theoretical experience of reality of a simple Christian and that of a 
simple citizen. One may also express it as follows: In an apostate attitude of 
self-consciousness one does not penetrate to one’s true transcendent Self-
hood. That self-consciousness adheres in idolatrous fashion to the tempo-
ral, it is dispersed in the diversity of meaning of the cosmos, and it lacks the 
true concentration in the focus of existence: the service of God! (Dooyeweerd 
1931: 86, note; translation mine)

Philosophy is here made to undergird confession in formulating an ‘upward 
trend’ counteracting diversity. Vollenhoven, however, cherished diversity, 
as being indicative of the richness of creation, the acknowledgement of 
which entails ‘praising God’.53

 At some point near the end of the initial definitive period 
Vollenhoven refers to the quality of subjection as the ‘function of 
subjection’ (subjèctsfunctie). I believe that the main motive for the switch 
in terminology is the more favourable connotation of the latter phrase. 
The phrase “quality of subjection” reminds one (too much) of the former 
“quality of being a subject” in critical realism, in which the Self takes on 
a quality by choice. The phrase “function of subjection” more fittingly 
suggests the Self ’s stance in existence as always already being a ‘tasked 
subject’, that conditions the Self ’s functioning. The functioning evinces 
the subjection, calling for validity of law as its warrant. As trait of being, 
a function of subjection as such cannot be subject to choice. What is 
subject to choice is the attitude of response—willing or unwilling—and 
the nature and degree of actual response. On that understanding, the two 
phrases can be taken as synonymous. The limited degree to which there is 
choice in this connection is important in distinguishing laws and norms, 
which also calls for a discussion of the ‘cosmic order’, to which we now 
turn.

3. The cosmic order
A quality of subjection/function of subjection is delimited by a distinct 
law of relevant modality. The laws that govern the law-spheres are cases 
of the ‘law as boundary’ between God and the cosmos, and their ‘holding 
for’ the cosmos attests to God’s immanence.54 So a law-sphere is the region 

53   I believe that it is historically accurate to say that, if ‘reformed philosophy’ 
began in 1923—Vollenhoven accepting ‘tasked subject’ and rejecting realism of ideas; 
Dooyeweerd working with ‘law-idea’ but in the context of the realism of ideas—then 
Dooyeweerd re-founded it in 1928, in light of his ‘ontology of meaning’. In other words, 
with the ‘philosophy of the law-idea’ of 1928 and thereafter, Dooyeweerd ‘cofounded’ 
reformed philosophy ‘in his own way’. 
54   In the context of religion and worldview, God’s immanence will be referred to 
in a different idiom, involving “inspiration”, “salvation”, “renewal”, etc. Cf. Vollenhoven 
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of a modally distinct quality of subjection as governed by an appropriate 
law (as ordinance). 
 The need for a plurality of law-spheres, as argued for metalogically 
(as we saw) in order to avoid antinomies, raises the question as to their 
arrangement. The question arises in accordance with Vollenhoven 
methodological maxim (freely stated): where there is a difference one 
can ask about a relevant relationship (cf. Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 10). The 
diversity of the law-spheres is warranted by the difference in the laws that 
hold for them. The expectation of a relationship between the law-spheres 
points to an assumption of a ‘cosmic order’,55 an order that delineates 
cosmic being and is grounded in an inner complexity of cosmic being 
(of the functions of subjection, as we will see). The assumption—indeed, 
it is an assumption, an ontological assumption—is that the plurality of 
law-spheres is not a haphazard collection but an organized arrangement. 
For Vollenhoven the law-spheres form a linear order, an order he portrays 
as a vertical order of being. The vertical order is due to a certain necessity 
that holds between law-spheres mutually: of any two, one is necessarily 
presupposed by the other. The law-sphere that is presupposed by the other 
law-sphere is portrayed as lying ‘under’ the latter. (The ‘metaphysics’ of 
this cosmic order is discussed later.)
 Examples of this ‘underlying’ are the following. The physical sphere 
of energy interactions presupposes the sphere of motion, which in turn 
presupposes space and number; psychical sensitivity, in turn, cannot take 
place without an organic basis, which itself presupposes energy relays, 
etc.; juridical functioning of right and wrong presupposes the economics 
of property and ownership, which presupposes social interaction, and 
this in turn linguistic interaction and logical analysis and discernment, 
etc.
 The number of law-spheres presupposed by any one law-sphere 
is a measure of the complexity of being of that law-sphere. So in the 

1942m. In 1918a Vollenhoven stated that the norms of logic call for God’s immanence 
to account for their being “maintained for our knowing” (1918a: 438). I cannot see any 
reason why Vollenhoven might have changed his mind about this in the overhaul of his 
thought in the mid 1920s. If the law as boundary does not separate God off from the 
cosmos (Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 13), then it makes sense to expect God’s immanence to 
be relevant in connection with the law as boundary. 
55   The term ‘cosmic order’, though not its meaning, was short lived. It occurs prom-
inently in the work of 1926: in Logos en Ratio as “cosmic order of the distinct spheres” 
(1926a: 11; cf. also pp. 36, 46, 49, 63); also in “Contours of the theory of knowledge” 
(1926b: 392, 393, 397, 399); and “Epistemology and Natural science” (1926d: 153). In 
the first version of Isagôgè Philosophiae (1930d, §42) Vollenhoven simply speaks of “natu-
ral order”, an expression that is retained in later editions; cf. Vollenhoven 2010, 54 ff. 
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vertical arrangement there is an increase in complexity of being as one 
passes from the bottom to the top. During Vollenhoven’s initial definitive 
period, the portrayal of this cosmic order was still subject to discussion 
and experimentation. But the assumption that there is a cosmic order to 
the modes of being subject itself became a fixed element of Vollenhoven’s 
thought, as ‘natural order’, the main feature of cosmic (earthly) being. He 
put it to work in the context of the ‘intersection principle’ of his cosmology 
(cf. the next main section). The cosmic order, as ontological order, is the 
‘backbone’ of his thought. But as assumption, its being an hypothesis, it 
is of course not a validated truth but an operating platform (though its 
etymology might entice one to treat a particularly useful hypothesis as a 
true ‘underlying thesis’). The assumption of the cosmic order of being is 
so vital to Vollenhoven that, practically speaking, he treats it as a cosmic 
truth. (In the section on truth below this point is given more proper 
attention; cf. III.B.3.d.-e.) Confessionally, Vollenhoven thought of the 
cosmic order as a reality by virtue of creation, but this does not change 
its status in philosophy as an assumption. It is, of course, also the main 
guard against the pitfall of antinomies. 
 In the early work of Dooyeweerd (cf. his 1922d1, 1923a2), we came 
across a ‘proto-version’ of distinguished region categories or modalities, 
namely quantity, space, (physical) being, so-being, (logical) validity, 
etc. (cf. chapter 3, section III.C.4.c). By the mid-1920s the listing had 
become nuanced and more definitive. In 1926 Vollenhoven listed the 
lower law-spheres as: the logical, number, space, time, motion, energy, 
the biotic and the psychic; of the higher spheres mention is made of the 
economic, the aesthetic, the juridical/legality and the ethical, but not yet 
in a definitive order.56 In the lecture notes of a course on epistemology 
given in 1926-1927 the position of ‘the logical’ is moved from the lowest 
rank to an approximate middle position, next above the psychical. In 
1930(b: 17), in “The first questions of psychology”, the partial listing 
is: “arithmetical, spatial, mechanical, physical or energetic, organic, 
psychical, analytical, social, etc.” and subsequently continued (on p. 18): 
“analytical, social, historical, linguistic, economic, juridical, ethical, and 
pistical.” (The ‘aesthetic’, about which there was still uncertainty, is left 
out.) The order in the first version of Isagôgè Philosophiae (1930d, §23) is: 
arithmetical, spatial, mechanical, physical, organic, psychical, analytical, 
historical, linguistic, social, economic, aesthetic, juridical, ethical and 

56   Vollenhoven 1926d: 154; in Vollenhoven 1926a: 55; also “legality and economic 
life are law-spheres” (1926a: 57); ‘ethics’ i.e. “moral life” (1926a: 46, 54, 57); “aesthetics 
region” (1926a: 54). 
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pistical, which (later) became the ‘standard’ listing.57

 The assumption of this order gives rise in Vollenhoven to a 
rather recondite discourse, that is intelligible only when keeping the 
assumption of the cosmic order firmly in mind. The one or more law-
spheres presupposed by a law-sphere—hence those ‘below’ it, of less 
complex being—constitute its ‘substrate spheres’ (or just its ‘substrate’); 
the one or more law-spheres not presupposed by a law-sphere—hence 
those ‘above’ it, being more complex—are its ‘superstrate spheres’ (or 
just ‘superstrate’). Two prefixes are introduced to denote what, from a 
chosen law-sphere, belongs either to its substrate—indicated with ‘sub-’—
or to its superstrate—indicated with ‘supra-’. E.g. the arithmetical law-
sphere being the first in the cosmic order, every other sphere belongs to 
its superstrate and is ‘supra-arithmetical’. (This is not to say that they 
embody some kind of recondite arithmetic. It would be better to speak 
of the numerical law-sphere throughout.) Or in the case of the pistical 
law-sphere, which is the highest and last in the order, the other spheres 
all belong to its substrate and are ‘sub-pistical’ (which is not meant to 
suggest unworthiness of belief ). The law-spheres that are neither lowest 
nor highest may have either prefix; e.g. at the physical level, its substrate 
spheres are ‘sub-physical’ and its superstrate spheres are ‘supra-physical’; 
at the lingual level, every sphere of its substrate is ‘sub-lingual’, those 
of its superstrate ‘supra-lingual’; etc. In use, this terminology allows 
for very trimmed expressions; e.g. Vollenhoven recommends that “the 
term cause . . . be reserved for certain supra-spatial relationships” (Is.Ph. 
sec. 68). What this says is: (i) in the cosmic order being assumed here, 

57   The most noteworthy shifts in these listings are: the logical (to be referred to 
below, cf. footnote 103 below); time as law-sphere, that soon is simply deleted; the social, 
which indicates an early view of the distinction between individual (up to and including 
the analytical) and community (above the individual, hence beginning with the social 
law-sphere), and the position of the aesthetic. In a ‘provisional listing’ in lecture notes 
of 1928-1929 (Vollenhoven 1928ms; section 38) the position of the aesthetic is said to 
be uncertain. Perhaps the uncertainty relates to the viewing of the unity of the cosmos 
as being aesthetic, making it difficult to consider it a law-sphere. In the same provisional 
listing there is no mention of the physical, probably an oversight or a typing error, for 
the distinction of the mechanical and the physical is an important point of discussion in 
Vollenhoven 1929d. However, in 1931 and later, this distinction is annulled, with the 
mechanical and the energetic both merged into ‘the physical’. (This is standard in Isagôgè 
Philosophiae from 1931 on.) Dooyeweerd reintroduced the distinction between the me-
chanical and the physical/energetic in the early 1950s, with which Vollenhoven then 
agreed. Naturally, in connection with these shifts, one expects to find discussions that 
focus on threatening antinomies that necessitate the making of these distinctions. But 
this is, disappointingly, hardly ever the case; the intuition’s role of discerning difference of 
modality is usually taken to be sufficient as a telling indication. 
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the term ‘cause’ is limited to an (intra-  ) cosmic use (this excludes the 
use, say, of treating God as the ‘first cause’ of the cosmos); (ii) ‘cause’ is 
furthermore meaningful in each of the superstrate spheres of the spatial 
sphere, meaning it is deemed to be relevant in all the law-spheres from the 
physical upwards (hence not just in the physical); (iii) the spatial and the 
arithmetical spheres, in being excluded from the superstrate in question, 
are not deemed relevant contexts of causality; finally, (iv) in being 
called a ‘relationship’, causality is among the ‘horizontal connections’ of 
the supra-spatial law-spheres, not the ‘analogies of being’ (cf., for this 
distinction, the discussion of cosmology below). 

4. Laws of being
There are, in Vollenhoven’s thought, some peculiar features regarding 
law and function of subjection. First, as to laws, it should be clear that 
they are taken as being the most general determinators, in the sense of 
regulators, of cosmic life. They are themselves of distinct modality. Their 
effects are intuited by the human being in the most general ‘spheres’ of 
cosmic life. Despite the importance of this intuition, Vollenhoven was 
very hesitant, throughout his career, to actually hazard a formulation of 
the law for a law-sphere. There are two exceptions. One is the pistical 
law-sphere, the law for which is simply said to be the Word of God (“as 
to its faith aspect”)58 as regulator of pistical life; the other is the analytical 
law-sphere, where the formulation of the law focuses on distinction and 
identity.59

 Vollenhoven’s reticence probably reflects his wanting to avoid 
the pretension of being able to read God’s mind. We are better off in 
describing what the main traits of such laws are. First of all, they are 
injunctions, formulated as prescriptions or ordinances (cf. the last 
footnote above, where the formulation of the law of the analytical law-
sphere begins with ‘distinguish’), and they have a regulating effect. Then, 
in holding for or regulating ‘cosmic life’, they hold for the creatures that 
populate the cosmos or universe. Here the realist character of these laws is 
important, for it says that the creaturely condition of being is to be subject 
to (a multiplicity of ) law(s), without a choice in so standing, within the 
cosmic order of law-spheres. Thus the creaturely condition includes the 

58   Vollenhoven 1950d: 74. 
59   In his Hoofdlijnen der Logica (Vollenhoven 1948p: 30), Vollenhoven formu-
lates this as follows: “distinguish what is distinguishable, whatever that be, well”, or, in a 
broader formulation: “distinguish what is distinguishable, A, whatever that be, as analys-
able A from everything else that is analysable, the latter being non-A, for only in what is 
analysable is A A.”  
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impulse to answer/respond to injunctions. But the creaturely response to 
laws (see the next point) can never be identified with those laws: there 
is an ontological difference between impinging injunction (as condition) 
and the function of subjection as context of response. “Law and function 
[of subjection] are correlate. This can only be the case when they differ 
mutually.”60 It is by virtue of this (ontological) difference that the actual 
response to the impingement of law can be submissive or dismissive, with 
many shades of variation between these extremes. For law, in the sense 
here meant, is essentially norm-like.
 Lastly, law as injunction should not be confused with patterns, 
plans, templates, structures, regularities, trends, etc., namely all that can 
be described within cosmic parameters, rather than (in a fundamental 
sense) prescribed. All such ‘described structures’ fall within the compass of 
the law-spheres and do not dictate to the law-spheres. For the laws which 
hold for cosmic life—injunctions—are cases of the ‘law as boundary’; 
structures, patterns, regularities, and the like, that are discernable within 
cosmic life, are descriptions of that life in its functioning. A possible 
confusion might be felt in that both injunctions and descriptions are in a 
sense ‘universal’, and both may be said to ‘hold’. But this does not negate 
the radical difference between them. Injunctions enjoin and address the 
functions of subjection (the factor of willing, impulse, tendency, etc. 
being relevant here); descriptions denote and pertain to states of affairs that 
are met with within the conscious experience of standing in subjection 
(calling for intra-cosmic recognition). Thus the former pertains to the 
law as boundary, the latter to what is under or within the scope of 
the law as boundary, i.e. within law-spheres. Cosmology concerns the 
reality within the law boundaries, and in that context Vollenhoven fully 
recognizes, indeed proceeds from, the fundamental distinction between 
(cosmic) individuality and (cosmic) universality of describable states in 
the order of the law-spheres (cf. the discussion of cosmology below). In 
1950(e: 40) he summarized this succinctly as: “(1) All that is subject to 
the law . . . is both universal and individual. (2) The mutual relation of 
the universal and the individual in the creation is this, that both are of 
equal value and always and everywhere occur together.” But cosmology/
creation as such presupposes the order of being that is set by the order of 
law.61

60   Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f, §115 [= 2010, Appendix I, §115]; cf. also Vollen-
hoven 1950d: 73. 
61   This has particular relevance for so-called ‘abstract objects’: sets, states of affairs, 
propositions, etc. Vollenhoven takes these as falling within the scope of the (created) cos-
mos and its law-spheres. Within the cosmic order there are, besides individual creatures, 
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 On first hearing, one might be willing to grant the relevance of 
injunctions as regulating human life. After all, life without norms (“Thou 
shalt . . .”; “Do not . . .”; “So act that the maxim . . .”) would leave life 
in chaos. But is this relevant for the spheres the human being shares 
with other creatures? Here too Vollenhoven never specified the ‘laws’ that 
might be relevant, though he certainly maintained that there are such laws 
for the lower law-spheres. On the basis of the general features that such 
laws should have (and leaving wide margins for further consideration), 
one expects such formulations to (i) be injunction-like, (ii) be distinct 
as to modality, (iii) be broad enough to impinge upon all the relevant 
functioning, and (iv) act as boundaries within which detailed functioning 
takes place. 
 A very tentative attempt to address the ‘sub-analytical’ law-spheres 
in the interest of a first indication might (Vollenhoven-wise) go as 
follows. The psychical law, mindful of the sensibility and sensitivity 
that is relevant not only to human beings but also (the higher species 
of ) animals, might be: “abstain from harming and denigrating psychic 
creatures, promote rather their happiness and wellbeing”. For the organic 
law-sphere there is the drive of life to sustain itself and to multiply, 
as if in response to: “live and multiply”. At the physical level there is 
the peculiar character of the second laws of thermodynamics and the 
conservation laws. The former says that, for the whole physical universe, 
entropy (the measure of randomness) increases. The conservation laws 
say that basic physical quantities are conserved in all physical processes: 
the conservation of energy, of (linear and angular) momentum, of charge, 
of baryon number, and of leptons.62 As for space and number, considered 
in disjunction from the physical world, there would appear to be the 
‘control’ over mathematical infinity: the inward spatial continuity of 
position or situation, and the unending series of the natural numbers.

also universal features, the most prominent of which are ‘analogies of being’ (whereby one 
law-sphere is partially reflected in another) and ‘relations between beings’ (connections 
between creatures). When these abstract objects are said to hold or to obtain, this is more 
of a fixed ‘keeping together’ of denoted form (‘5+7=12’ holds eternally) than an injunc-
tion to abide by. So, for Vollenhoven, this ‘holding’ of abstract objects is also by virtue of 
creation. 
62   The second law of thermodynamics is time–asymmetrical, meaning that the 
time-parameter cannot be reversed (from +t to –t), whereas the usual laws of physics 
(Newton’s laws, Maxwell’s laws, Hamilton’s equations, Einstein’s general relativity, etc.) 
are symmetrical in time and are of a structural nature. Cf. Penrose 1989: 392; also Pen-
rose 2005: 696-697. The conservation laws hold irrespective of the type of processes and 
of time and space location. The renown physicist, Richard P. Feynman, states: “In the last 
analysis, we do not understand the conservation laws deeply”, Feynman 1998: 84. 
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 The cosmic order is by virtue of creation. In the above we have not 
touched on its ‘metaphysical’ status. We do so at the appropriate place 
below.

5. Qualities of subjection / functions of subjection
We also wish to note a peculiarity of the cosmic order in connection 
with human beings. All beings—‘creatures’—participate in law-spheres. 
Every creature is an individual being—Vollenhoven initially spoke of a 
“cosmic unity”, a term he soon dropped in favour of “individual”. Each 
acts as a “substance, the bearer of different qualities of subjection”.63 As 
discussed earlier, the distinction between individual thing/person and 
qualities of subjection, enables the one thing/person to ‘have’ (or be 
the bearer of ) a multiplicity of such qualities of subjection—later called 
“functions of (standing in) subjection”,64 as traits of its being. Creatures 
(cosmic unities) display differences of being in that not all participate 
in the same law-spheres. All participate in the lowest spheres. In fact, 
the natural numbers, these being the ‘simplest’ of beings, have only the 
numerical function of subjection. Spatial figures have both the numerical 
and spatial functions. Then minerals, chemicals, inorganic material, 
physical objects, etc. reach (in the cosmic order) up to and include the 
physical law-sphere/quality of subjection. Plants reach higher to include 
the organic, and animals include the psychical. Only the human being 
participates in the entire cosmic order, in the sense of having/bearing all 
the functions/qualities of subjection.
 Now, given that ‘knowing resorts under being’, the possibility of 
knowing relates to the human being’s participation in the (full) cosmic 
order. Each quality of subjection involves a subjection to law, for there 
is always the ontological difference between law and the function of 
subjection. The human being, Vollenhoven now maintains, is aware of 
this difference, and this is clearly so at the point in the cosmic order 
where the consciousness of difference and connection becomes explicit. 
This occurs at the level of participation in the analytical law-sphere, 
the injunction of which is (to paraphrase somewhat) “to distinguish 
what there is to distinguish as different” (cf. footnote 59 above). “For 
that matter, it lies in the nature of the analytical function that also this 
difference [of law and function] is [given the cosmic order] first discerned 
63   Vollenhoven 1926msA, section 12. 
64   It may be that the phrase “quality of subjection”, which reflects Vollenhoven’s 
early use of “quality of being a subject” (when the Self complies to norms), is too limited 
in Vollenhoven revised context in which every creature “stands in subjection to laws”. The 
phrase “function of subjection” is broader and gained preferential use in Vollenhoven. 
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here.”65 Because the analytical law-sphere lies in the substrate of every 
‘supra-analytical’ law-sphere, this consciousness of law and function is 
relevant in all the supra-analytical spheres as well.
 Intrinsic to this consciousness of the difference between law and 
function is the awareness of the law’s ‘holding for’ the function. Now the 
difference of law and function brings with it the possibility of functional 
compliance or non-compliance to the respective law, at least at the level 
(from the analytical function and higher) where one is aware of this 
difference. This is not to say that the person, who is functioning at that 
level, is capable of annulling the standing in subjection. There is only the 
‘measure of freedom’ for a person to comply either in a positive sense or 
a negative sense to the relevant law. (E.g. ‘anti-social’ is still to be social, 
but in a negative sense, while ‘non-social’ is to lack the social function; a 
rebellious youth is anti-social, never non-social, as animals are.) In this 
way, the laws of the analytical law-sphere and of the ‘supra-analytical’ 
spheres take on the role of norms, in light of which a human being can 
realize different directions of response, depending on his/her meeting or 
flouting the laws as norms.
 It may seem that the introduction of norms induces a difference in 
the order of the laws themselves, between those that hold ‘as laws’ and 
those (at the typically human level) that hold ‘as norms’. But Vollenhoven 
does not mean to ‘split’ the cosmic order in a (higher) part, governed 
by norms, and a (lower) part, governed by laws. (That might serve as 
incentive to deny or at least overlook the difference between law and 
function in the law-function correlation in that lower part.) It is the 
kind and degree of complexity of the functioning, in correlation with laws, 
that motivates the distinction. What remains constant is that law and 
function nowhere coalesce, and that the cosmic order is governed by one 
order of laws (injunctions).
 But the awareness of the difference between law and function of 
subjection is not ‘suddenly’ felt at the analytical level. At this level it is 
clear and marked. (When attentive we soon spot a contradiction, i.e. 
realize a logical norm is not being respected.) In the ‘sub-analytical’ 
regions, from the psychical law-sphere and down, something of this 
difference is ‘felt’, though with progressively diminishing consciousness, 
including the contrast that reflects the difference of direction of response. 
One can, through wanton living—a misplaced exercise of ‘personal 
freedom’—overburden one’s psychical life (through instinctual disrespect 
of oneself?), resulting in shame, guilt or mental disturbance, and the like; 

65   Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f, §115 [= 2010, Appendix I, §115]. 
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on the positive side one can ‘feel good’ when sensitivities are in balance. 
Similarly for organic health: abnormal attention to or neglect of organic 
well-being can lead to illness, while a more relaxed and subconscious 
‘listening to one’s body’ would be wiser. Then, at a more physical level, 
there is a vague fluctuating physical awareness/non-awareness, such as 
fatigue in bearing one’s weight, or in behaving so as not to occasion the 
reprimand “you don’t know your own strength”. As to space, there is the 
‘field awareness’ of requiring space and the effect of having too little or 
too much of it (claustrophobia, agoraphobia, etc.). Finally, there is a sense 
of personal unity—as assumed in “one man one vote”—and its damaged 
form in schizophrenia.66 In all these cases, it is not the awareness, vague 
or clear, that constitutes the standing in subjection; the awareness is an 
effect of so standing.
 We add the remark that consciousness for Vollenhoven is intrinsic 
to the functioning human being, i.e. awareness as correlated to functions 
of subjection. Hence this awareness is modally diverse. Once, late in 
his career, he stated: “consciousness is in the body”.67 (This is not ‘body’ 
as soma, but as ‘unity of subjection’; cf. section IV below.) There is no 
longer the independent concrete intuition, as formulated in his earliest 
work. As to animals and plants, the former are admitted to be sensitive 
creatures, having awareness, but indications of the ontological difference 
of law and function is limited to variations within instinctual boundaries. 
Individually, plants are even more limited in their variability (response 
to the environment). Contrary to his position in his earliest work, 
Vollenhoven is no longer a proponent of a ‘plant psychology’.68 In the 
course of time Vollenhoven raised the possibility of distinguishing more 

66   In mentioning these ‘sub-analytical’ cases I go beyond Vollenhoven’s own dis-
cussion. In Vollenhoven 1930b: 20. Vollenhoven speaks of “law-spheres whose laws are 
norms”—cf. also Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f, §81 (= 2010, Appendix I, §81)—and then 
proceeds to mention that there is relevance for the law-spheres beneath the analytical law-
sphere. “Here too lies the difference [in direction of response] in [organic] health and ill-
ness, [psychical] guilty and innocent, etc.” Surprisingly, this discussion of ‘laws as norms’ 
was suppressed in the versions of Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1932 and later, although the 
topic remained fully valid for Vollenhoven. The topic is central in “Norm en natuurwet” 
(Norm and natural law) (Vollenhoven 1951h), and explicitly discussed in “Problemen 
rondom de tijd” (Problems in connection with time) (Vollenhoven 1963c: 188). The dis-
tinction of law and norm is first discussed in lecture notes of 1926-1927; cf. Vollenhoven 
1926msA, section 11. 
67   Vollenhoven 1963c: 191. 
68   Cf. Vollenhoven 1930b: 24; in this connection he speaks of “confused premises” 
that don’t lead to “dependable conclusions”. On ‘plant psychology’ in the early Vollen-
hoven, cf. chapter 3, footnotes 21 and 31.
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functions of subjection in living creatures than the traditional organic 
and psychical functions.69

B. The boundary threefold
So far the boundary concept has found an application as a concept of law, 
where law is taken in the sense of principle of governance, formulated 
prescriptively as injunction. This is consonant with the religious 
interpretation of the principal boundary as law, this being the expressed 
will of God. We will return to this interpretation below. But first a further 
point about the boundary is in order concerning its application. The 
application of the boundary is in fact broader than was discussed so far, 
namely in connection with law, though this remains the dominant (or 
most explicit) application. 
 The boundary, in Vollenhoven, has a full Trinitarian scope. Above 
we quoted Vollenhoven as saying, about Calvin’s use of the distinction 
between the Infinite (God) and the finite (creature), that this holds not 
only in a cosmological sense, but that it is also relevant for Christology 
and towards understanding the work of the Spirit (Vollenhoven 1926a: 
31). This clearly suggests a relevance, religiously, of the boundary as 
holding in connection with the three Persons of the Trinity. Otherwise 
he would not have followed this up immediately with the comment: “this 
clear seeing of the boundary between Him who poses laws and those who 
are subject to them” (ibid.). Vollenhoven made this explicit in the first 
format of Isagôgè Philosophiae (1930-1931). But we should add at once 
that Vollenhoven maintained a low profile in this matter. The relevant 
passages were reworked in the next version of 1932, with the Trinitarian 
understanding now being more suggested implicitly than stated 
explicitly; as a result, this topic is not common knowledge.70 Nevertheless 
it is a central feature of Vollenhoven’s thought, so much so that one may 
continue to qualify Vollenhoven’s position as being Trinitarian theistic.

69   Vollenhoven proposed a ‘biotic function’ relevant for unicellular creatures, a ‘sen-
sory function’ of creatures (plants) that respond to stimuli, a ‘vital function’ of creatures 
with urge and impulse, and a ‘feeling function’ of creatures that feel pleasure and pain. 
Cf. Vollenhoven 1963c: 183-184. J. Klapwijk, in his recent Purpose in the Living World? 
Creation and Emergent Evolution (2008) explores new avenues in this regard against the 
background of the Reformed tradition. 
70   One of the first (if not the first) to discuss the Trinitarian framework in the 
early Vollenhoven was Albert M. Wolters, in “Vollenhoven on ‘Word of God’” (Wolters 
1979b). His prime reference is to Isagôgè Philosophiae of January 1931, which (for the 
topic in question) is slightly revised as compared to the first version of October 1930; cf. 
Vollenhoven 2010. 
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1. The Trinitarian theistic position
In the 1930-1931 text,71 mentioned above, Vollenhoven, when speaking of 
the connection between the sovereign God and the creature, provisionally 
calls this “the religious” (op. cit., §71), which is a vague term (as he himself 
admits; ibid.), but it allows for a broad account of divine activities. He 
then refers to the three basic activities of God, activities in which each 
of the three Persons has a distinct or at least leading role. There is first 
the creating of God the Father, then the revealing of God the Son/Logos, 
and finally the guiding of God the Holy Spirit (op. cit., §§72, 73). There 
is a sequence here, in that the Logos-revelation presupposes the creating 
work of the Father, and the guidance of the Spirit presupposes the work 
of both the Father and the Son/Logos. This reflects their positions within 
the (transcendent) Godhead of the Trinity. Furthermore, each Person 
also effectuates its own characteristic conditioning in connection with 
the cosmos. From the Father there is the imposition of law, the Son/Logos 
effectuates ‘word-revelation’ in that he commands by way of indicating 
direction (op. cit., §75), and the Spirit, in turn, guides in the light of 
determined direction (op. cit., §76).
 These effects of divine immanence also accord with the sequential 
character of the Persons in their transcendent roles. For laws, being laws 
for being, maintain and sustain creaturely life in the most basic sense of 
its dynamism. But, given the difference between law and subject/creature, 
this maintaining and sustaining of law does not preclude the possibility 
of different directions of activity. Hence in Scripture one finds many 
instances in which God ‘speaks’ by way of commanding that this or that 
take place, from the “let there be light” (in the Genesis 1 creation account) 
to the “thou shalt love . . .”, of the ‘love command’ directed specifically 
to human beings. In connection with this speaking God is said to be 
the Logos (op. cit., §74). This ‘speaking’ of the Logos presupposes the 
work of the Father. Thus “every command—the result of commanding—
presupposes a law, and a command of the Logos presupposes a law of the 
Creator.” Also “every command entails a law, while not every law entails a 
command” (op. cit., §75). The commanding of the Logos has a relevance 
that is additional to the imposing of law in connection with the creation.
 Then there is also God’s relation to the creature in which he is the 
guiding Spirit. This is specifically relevant in connection with genesis 
and development. This too is an ‘additional’ feature not accountable in 
terms of the (prior) work of the Father and the Logos. In the Genesis 1 
account there is the “Spirit of God brooding over the waters” (Gen. 1: 

71   Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f; also Vollenhoven 2010. 
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2) and the subsequent guiding of the Spirit in “the unfolding of specific 
creatures that are mutually diverse from out of the earth as pre-different 
[praedifferente aarde] to this diversity” (op. cit., §76).72 This topic of genesis 
and development, as guided by the Spirit, remained a prominent feature 
of Isagôgè Philosophiae (cf. Vollenhoven 2010, 22). Vollenhoven sees the 
earth as initially enveloping or enclosing a motley diversity, and takes 
development to be the evolving out or disclosing of this enveloped state 
into an openness and a sustaining of mutual connections. The Spirit’s 
guiding determines direction—I read this as being goal guiding—while 
the presupposed command (only) points in a direction (Vollenhoven 
1930d/1931f, §77).
 The above account of the three divine Persons, relevant at the time 
of Vollenhoven’s initial platform, is I believe sufficient to warrant the 
conclusion that Vollenhoven retained a ‘theistic position’. In using this 
term, which Vollenhoven himself did not use for himself apart from 
his earliest work, we must hasten to add two qualifications. First, this 
theist position is typically Trinitarian. The distinct relevance of each of 
the Persons of the Trinity not only allows for separate reference to each 
but also requires this. Creaturely cosmic life is never without the relation 
to the triune God. In his immanence God ‘goes along’ with creaturely 
life, sustaining, directing and guiding it. But, also in connection with 
this immanence, there is always the ontological difference between God’s 
sovereignty and the cosmic life’s subservience, a difference by virtue of 
which cosmic life is meaningful and challenging, centring on direction. 
Vollenhoven’s retaining this position is most clearly evidenced by a 
lecture he gave in 1955, entitled “Life-unity” (Vollenhoven 1955i). Here 
he again speaks of “threefold law” and “threefold standing in subjection” 
(ibid, p. 122), in direct correlation with the three Persons of the Trinity. 
(We note though that the term ‘law’ here is itself used in a threefold 
sense, but the meanings agree with the uses denoted by the earlier ‘law’, 
‘command’ and ‘guidance’.)73

72   Evidently, with “pre-different earth”, Vollenhoven means to indicate an early 
stage of created reality. Mindful of his use of “earth”, as synonym for “universe”, he would 
appear to have an early stage of the universe in mind. In this connection he also refers to 
Psalm 104, a hymn to the Creator in the form of a meditation on the creation.
73   Vollenhoven re-emphasizes ‘threefold law’ from 1953 on, as creation law, law of 
love and positive law (cf. my discussion of its first re-appearance in Tol and Bril 1992: 
107-111). However Vollenhoven’s explicit Trinitarian statements are in work he left un-
published. In published statements he mentioned the threefold law without making the 
correlation with the Persons of the Trinity explicit; cf. his 1953l, 1959d and 1963a, re-
printed in Tol and Bril 1992: 104, 138 and 155-156 respectively. Then, in his lectures 
on time, i.e. 1963c, he states that over the years, “there was a gradual consolidation of 
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 Secondly, Vollenhoven’s critique of ‘theism’, when that term is used 
in connection with an ‘ideal epistemic system’, in the sense of attributing, 
partially or completely, sovereignty to the cosmos, remains in full effect. 
The cosmos is bounded by, thus dependent upon, sustaining laws, 
direction determining commands and guidance towards goals. Broadly 
speaking, Vollenhoven’s position is teleological. Not that the teleology is 
‘built-in’, as in Aristotle or in Hans Driesch.74 For Vollenhoven, cosmic 
life does indeed tend towards ‘last things’ on account of God’s immanent 
‘goading’. But this is meant to include the human being, who, when 
responding to God in a positive sense, hastens the Coming, but when 
responding negatively, thwarts it. There is no predicting the wayward 
course of actual life in reaching the eschaton. This implies that life is neither 
rigidly set nor unboundedly free. Response, and thus responsibility, are 
vital.
 At this point we may look back to see what is changed in connection 
with Vollenhoven’s former ‘theism’ and his ‘critical realist’ position in 
philosophy. At the same time, his initial definitive position was not 
the last word on many a topic, though it is the platform for all later 
changes. In our discussion we will be particularly interested in surmising 
‘what happens’ to the scholastic problem of the harmony of subjective 
and objective rationality. That problem is interwoven quite typically 
with theistic themes. When that is clarified we will give an outline of 
Vollenhoven’s cosmology, and then touch on how he overcame the 
‘dualism’ of his initial definitive position.
 Changes with respect to Vollenhoven’s former early position are 
perhaps easiest to gauge by taking the formulations of the roles of the 
Persons of the Trinity as guiding thread. We begin with that of the Spirit.

2. The work of the Spirit reviewed
There is a major shift in the way Vollenhoven formulates the relevance 
of the work of the Spirit. In critical realism the Spirit’s work is taken to 
include that of warranting norms, not only the norms of thought (logical 
norms) but also norms of aesthetics, ethics, religion etc. These norms are 
distinct from laws, as the term was then used in the usual sense of ‘laws of 

[my] own view of years ago in the Isagoge”, and he then lists the “threefold law requiring a 
threefold being subject”; cf. Tol and Bril 1992: 171-172. The only versions of Isagôgè Phi-
losophiae that fit the bill in this regard are those of the first setup of 1930-1931. Cf. also in 
my “Algemene inleiding” to the text-critical edition of Isagôgè Philosophiae, in particular 
the discussion of the first setup of this text (Tol 2010a). 
74   Vollenhoven had criticised the latter on this score in his 1920a; cf. chapter 3, 
note 21 above. 
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nature’. A characteristic feature of the early view is that the human being, 
as a Self, has the independence of submitting or not submitting to these 
norms as based on its own prior intuition of self-certainties. Only when 
submitting does the Self gain the ‘quality of being a subject’, this being 
a ‘distinguishing subject’ in light of the norm of identity, a ‘thinking 
subject’ in light of the principle (as norm) of contradiction, an aesthetic 
or ethical subject, etc. in the face of aesthetic or ethical norms, etc. In 
that sense the ‘normative effect’ of norms is dependent on the voluntary 
submissive attitude of the Self. (In the background we have the ‘objective 
values’ of neo-Kantianism, whereby values have an evaluating effect only 
when taken in [the modal] relation to the valuing subject; though from 
the start Vollenhoven clearly distinguished the Self and its qualities of 
being a subject, something that is lacking in neo-Kantianism). But the 
independence of the Self ’s intuition, relevant to the ‘concrete intuition’, 
Vollenhoven comes to see—Janse’s criticisms had a role here—as being 
subjective, with humanistic implications.
 In the revision, Vollenhoven retains the distinction between Self 
and ‘quality of being a subject’, but he re-interprets the context in which 
this is implemented. The intuitive self-certainties are now taken to be 
merely psychological, so that these self-certainties no longer attest to the 
independence of the Self. Related to this is Vollenhoven’s rejection of the 
soul being an immortal substance, which takes away any firm basis in the 
Self. Then there is also the undercutting of the thought-being polarity, 
whereby the pole of thought had been firmly planted in the Self. All this, 
taken together, in effect removes the basis from which knowledge can be 
formed with the authority of subjective rationality. Knowing now resorts 
under being.
 The Self is brought into a much closer rapport with the World 
(cosmos), expressed as the Self being ‘tasked’ or always already ‘standing 
in subjection’. Vollenhoven retains the view that the Self, in its qualities 
of subjection (or ‘functions of subjection’), is subject to norms. But he 
now re-interprets norms as ‘laws of injunction’ and takes the latter to be 
of a cosmic character. The usual cosmic ‘laws of nature’ thereby become 
subsidiary to the ‘cosmic’ laws of injunction. 
 This last step, which involves taking norms to be a species of laws 
(of injunction) and interpreting the latter as ‘laws for cosmic life’, seems 
a big and perhaps arbitrary step. To Vollenhoven it was probably less 
so. From the start he spoke of the Holy Spirit as ‘law-giver’, as when 
speaking of truth as a “norm, posited by God the Holy Spirit as law-
giver . . .” (Vollenhoven 1918a: 391). In critical realism the Self is 
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spoken of as “cosmic Self ”—even as “microcosm” (Vollenhoven 1918a: 
442)—which perhaps explains Vollenhoven’s terminology at this point. 
When ‘norm’ and ‘law-giving’ are themselves put in a cosmic context, 
in that of the cosmos as world-in-the-large—this is the chief shift that 
takes place here!—then that consolidates the cancellation of the relative 
independence of the Self vis-à-vis the World. This is in agreement with 
Vollenhoven’s initial definitive platform.
 Given the stated change, with the Spirit no longer seen as functioning 
as the warrant for the norm’s holding capacity, the Spirit’s role now calls 
for reconsideration. From the time of Vollenhoven’s initial definitive 
platform, the emphasis falls on guidance. Regretfully, Vollenhoven never 
gave an explicit account of this guidance. What complicates and to some 
extent confuses matters is the status of the ‘spiritual world’ (heaven) 
that Vollenhoven brings into the picture. (The latter goes virtually 
unmentioned in Vollenhoven’s earlier work.) Janse’s emphasis on the 
presence of the spiritual world has a follow-up in Vollenhoven.75 There 
are heavenly creatures, said to influence the lives of earthly creatures 
(Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 138; also 2010, 138),76 though Vollenhoven 
never elaborated on this influence. In any case the influence is for good 
or evil, for there are ‘upright’ and ‘fallen’ spirits (angels and demons).77 
But the work of the (Holy) Spirit cannot be identified with these forms 
of spiritual influence, for the latter are an influence of (heavenly) creature 
upon (earthly) creature, in other words, this influence is ‘inter-creaturely’.
 The Spirit, as divine Person, transcends the creaturely, though there 
is also the effect of the Spirit’s immanence as well. A prominent effect 
of the Spirit is, as we saw, that of guiding development and disclosing 
the potential of earthly life. This is a role in the context of creation. In 
later work Vollenhoven also emphasizes the effect upon office-holders in 

75   One finds a clear reminder of Janse in Vollenhoven’s understanding of ‘spirit’. 
On the one hand spirits are “powers” under God’s command, on the other hand spirit is 
like “wind, which controls the creatures in their growth and movement and, correlate to 
this, [it is] the capacity of animal and human being—contrary to plants—to move about 
on the earth” Vollenhoven 1930b: 13. In Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 139 and 2010, 139 
(from 1932 on), the biblical meaning of ‘spirit’ is, according to Vollenhoven, ‘principle of 
direction’. 
76   Vollenhoven 1930b: 13, heaven and earth are said to be “in continual connec-
tion with each other . . .”. 
77   In 2005d/e, also 2010, Part III on the connection between heaven and earth, 
Vollenhoven comments: “As far as angelic influence ‘for worse’ [is concerned], being ‘pos-
sessed’ is its most abnormal form” (section 138). Heaven (the spiritual world) and earth 
(the universe) are the two main realities that make up the cosmos, both of which are 
characterised as ‘being subject’ or ‘standing in subjection’ (section 19). 
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societal spheres of responsibility. The sense of responsibility, relevant to 
the societal tasks of the office in question, attests to the presence of the 
Spirit.78 Societal office, as such, is not ‘man-made’. In light of the Trinity’s 
sequential arrangement, the offices of societal spheres presuppose norms 
(perhaps now concentrated in norm-principles) and directing commands. 
But when considering the actual human response on the part of office-
holders we must (I take it) also allow for the influence of the spiritual 
world, for good or evil, which influence might be noted empirically as 
‘strength of character’ or ‘bending to corruption’, respectively. But even 
Vollenhoven’s later notes were incomplete in this respect.79

3. The work of the Logos and role of the human logos reconsidered 
The understanding of the work of the second person, the Son or the 
Logos, also undergoes change. The initial, predominantly metalogical 
role of warranting the harmony of subjective and objective rationality 
makes way for a fuller but also thoroughly transformed account. The 
former ‘harmony’ was taken to be an agreement between on the one hand 
the adequate concept, which directs the subjective discovery and growth 
of knowledge, and on the other hand cosmic reality, as acknowledged 
in the idea, itself the warrant for the rational structure of the cosmos. 
The scholastic harmony is undercut (or at least seriously thwarted) when 
either the pole of the Self or that of the World is sufficiently refashioned. 
The revision (as described above) of the understanding of the Self, and 
with it that of the Spirit, has removed the basis for an autonomous 
acceptance of subjective rationality supporting an adequate concept. We 
have seen that the idea (of objective rationality) also goes by the board. 
But that still leaves the Logos’ role of ‘disposing the synthesis of subject 
and object’ to consider in its own right.

a. Why an intuition?
Vollenhoven, we found, when defending the scholastic harmony, held 
that the harmony, though necessary, is not itself a sufficient cognitive 
basis for knowledge. The harmony is necessary, for the subjective and the 
object must agree in the end. But this can only be deemed sufficient in 
light of a means that includes essential features of the subjective and the 
objective. In his dissertation Vollenhoven saw subjective rationality as 

78   Vollenhoven 1950n, in Tol and Bril 1992, esp. p. 44. 
79   The clearest statement is in “Levenseenheid” (Life-unity), Vollenhoven 1955i. 
Vollenhoven’s lectures on time, Vollenhoven 1963c: 194-195, announced, but did not 
actually treat, the topic of societal offices. 
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contingent and factual; objective rationality as necessary but formal. The 
‘synthetic a priori’ is able to bridge this divide; it has content but at the 
same time is necessary.80

 Vollenhoven’s prime reason for appealing to intuition in his earliest 
work was to justify the synthetic a priori. The intuition must offer 
immediate certainty, not derived, but it still needs to be understood as 
properly situated so as to be justified. The analytical intuition, which is the 
immediate grasp of similarity and difference of data (Vollenhoven 1918a: 
350), has a decisive role here. In Vollenhoven’s earliest work it is brought 
into rapport with the cosmic reality of the Self (as ‘microcosm’), whereby 
the mind and the body provide the focus for the primary synthetic a 
priori’s, namely that of arithmetic (in connection with the mind and the 
concrete intuition) and of spatial localization (as concerns the body and 
the forms of sensibility). Then (as confirmed in 1921) there is the shift 
towards the World (cosmos, the idea, and the metaphysical intuition), 
which is now itself seen as basis for distinguishing distinct regions of 
scientific endeavour, each of which has a distinct modal character and 
is the context of ‘essential connections’. The analytical (= metalogical) 
intuition picks up these essential connections (as synthetic a priori’s, 
of which the mathematical are now some among others) as means of 
adjudicating between on the one hand the pluralist subjective discovery 
and growth of knowledge and on the other hand the ideal of systematic 
complete knowledge of a region, grounded in the idea, as represented 
by the adequate concept of a region. Whether the analytical intuition 
operates in league with the Self or with the World, it is as a (human) 
‘small-l logos’ that it complements, in the sense of making sufficient, 
what the (divine) ‘large-L Logos’ disposes as ground pattern of harmony. 
An awareness of the logos’ standing with the Logos, would appear to be 
assumed here, for the Logos’ role of disposing subject and object to come 
together needs to be answered to if the harmony of subject and object 
is to become an accomplished fact. This awareness no doubt is, or at 
least involves, a moment of faith. But it is a faith that complements and 
completes reason’s aim of achieving an (objectively) true and (subjectively) 
adequate understanding. Now what happens to this scholastic cognitive 
schema in Vollenhoven’s revision? We find that he gives a much more 
careful account of that which falls under the aegis of the Logos.

b. The ‘Logos-logos’ difference
In Vollenhoven’s reconsideration, he retains the use of the ‘Logos-

80   Vollenhoven 1918a: 9; cf. also chapter 2, section IV.A. 
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logos’ pair, in the primary meaning of the second Person of divinity 
and the human context of rationality, respectively. So prima facie the 
reconsideration does not seem to be radical. But the human context of 
rationality is now said to involve “the created logos”,81 situated in the 
cosmic order. This created logos is the logical or analytical law-sphere. 
This says that rationality is now contextualized. Furthermore, the latter is 
subjected to a notion of “truth in itself ”.82 This realist indication of truth 
takes the place of the former disposed harmony of subject and object. 
The ‘disposing’, formerly a divine effect, is now of cosmic alloy. All this is 
quite new. Thus the meaning of the ‘Logos-logos’ pair needs to be looked 
at more carefully in the context of the new discussion that replaces the 
former use.
 In the revised context of the mid-1920s, the meaning of the 
term ‘Logos’ is, before anything else, fixed in its primary biblical use 
in portraying God’s ‘speaking’ or his ‘revelation’ to the creature, as 
second Person of the Trinity. Thus ‘Son’ denotes the second Person in 
its transcendence, while ‘Logos’ refers more to its immanence—“the 
light . . . coming into the world” (John 1:9; cf. also Vollenhoven 1926a: 
18). This divine speaking usually takes the form of commanding (as we 
saw; cf. Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f, §75; also 2010, Appendix I, §75). 
The commanding is such that, as regards knowledge, it directs by way 
of promoting relevant knowledge acquisition and warning against error, 
i.e. avoiding “going astray” (dwalen). (Vollenhoven often uses the pair 
“kennen en dwalen”, “knowing and straying”, as being on a par.)83 The 
commanding directs in that it aims at a judicious ‘handling’ or assessing 
of the epistemic situation, which is more than just being in the know. 
A prime example of a command of the Logos is the (biblical) central 
love command, which is (in essence) ‘to love God above all and one’s 
neighbour as oneself ’ (cf. Mark 12: 30-31). This enjoins piety and 
righteousness, and when applied to the epistemic situation, advances a 
‘good or loving’ handling of rationality and truth. “The logical function 
needs to be controlled by love.”84 Knowledge acquired and used calls for 

81   This term is used almost exclusively in Vollenhoven 1926b and 1926d; in Vol-
lenhoven 1926a it is gradually replaced by logical law-sphere as the text proceeds. 
82   Vollenhoven 1926b: 385. It is completely indifferent to truth whether it be 
known. It is only when known that it has ‘validity’ (op. cit. : 384). Vollenhoven finds a 
rapprochement with Bernard Bolzano, who also spoke of “Wahrheiten an sich”; cf. 1926a: 
51-52. 
83   Vollenhoven 2010, 11, 13. 
84   Vollenhoven 1963c: 189. The love command does not make the logical norms, 
to which the logical function is subject in a direct sense, redundant. It directs only on 
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a context of wisdom.
 We see at once that the understanding of the primary role of the 
Logos is now quite removed from any ‘disposing of subject and object to 
come together’. The main role of the Logos is to provide aim. It orientates 
cognition, i.e. the operating of the analytical function, in such a way as 
to warrant a satisfactory outcome of the knowledge endeavour. At its 
own level the divine Logos is ‘above’ knowledge synthesis. To acquire a 
satisfactory outcome of the knowledge endeavour, the human exercise 
of rationality (= the logical function in use) needs not only to submit 
to norms—this is what was required in Vollenhoven’s former view as 
well—but also to practise rationality in a way that edifies. This is not a 
‘(subjective) reason + faith’ construction, but the ‘right/proper rational 
use of a function’. The analytical function is (1) itself the basis for the 
possibility of understanding through distinguishing differences and 
establishing connections; (2) this possibility becomes rationally actual in 
compliance to logical norms; (3) the function’s rational actuality is right, 
proper or justified when exercised in light of contributing to advancing 
life ‘for good’, which ‘light’ is provided by the Logos. Of course, ‘beliefs’ 
as moments of awareness are present throughout, but this is not ‘faith’ as 
meant in a scholastic context, namely as superadded truth. 
 In Vollenhoven’s former view, the knowledge situation itself was one 
in which the merging of subject and object was taken to be the primary 
feature, in what was described as ‘knowledge by acquaintance’ (cf. chapter 
2, section V.D.). In that situation the knowledge synthesis is one in which 
the Self, in its quality of being a knowing subject, assimilates, processes or 
works over (the Dutch verb is ‘verwerken’) the object, making it answer 
to or serve human ends. In other words, the former model of knowledge 
is one in which control is central, being a model of subject dominating 
object, as end in itself. The new view calls for an orientation of the entire 
knowledge endeavour, so that, whatever possibility of control knowledge 
provides, this is itself situated to serve towards enhancing life in which it 
is had and put to use.

c. Values and assessment
Now how is the knowledge endeavour described that stands subject to the 
orienting (commanding) aim of the Logos? It seems that Vollenhoven 
initially (in the late 1920s) wished to emphasize the contextualization of 

the assumption that the logical function is used validly. Love is no warrant to cover up 
mistakes! Cf. also, Vollenhoven 1948p: 25, i.e. “section 10: The meaning of this law [for 
the analytical function] qua modal law [/norm].” 
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knowledge in terms of values. In somewhat neo-Kantian, Freiburg-like 
fashion, he held values to be objective and “ubiquitous in the cosmos”. 
When the epistemic situation is “assessed”—he distinguishes ‘assessment’ 
(beoordelen) and ‘judgment’ (oordelen) in this connection—that involves 
the recognition of value. On the other hand, the value that knowledge has 
“for us” “can only be properly assessed when acknowledged as anchored in 
the Logos.”85 Thus there is an intriguing connection suggested as holding 
between the Logos and the knowledge situation (within the cosmos), as 
relevant to the topic of values. The text that discusses this is a section in 
the first version of Isagôgè Philosophiae (1930-1931; sec. 124). However, 
the whole context is reworked in the next version of 1932 and the topic 
of values appears simply to drop out of sight, apart from an isolated 
memory of it.86 But the topic itself fits the ‘aesthetic’ characterization of 
the cosmos we find to be prevalent till the early 1930s, when it too simply 
falls away, and appears to be replaced (as of Vollenhoven 1932e) by a 
more ‘moral’ qualification (about which more later).
 I believe we should interpret Vollenhoven’s view of values at the 
time to be the most encompassing metalogical feature of the cosmos. 
Values appear to delineate (what might be called) ‘objects of attention’; 
they are such as to serve to make human awareness take notice. If we 
may assume this to be correct—textual support is very limited—then 
“value” appears to be a synonym for what Dooyeweerd, in “Cosmos 
and Logos” (1923a2), referred to as “objective meaning”, understanding 
this to be: “meaning as ‘given for consciousness’.”87 The way objective 
meaning (in Dooyeweerd at the time) involves awareness of reality as 
given for consciousness, in a similar way value (here in Vollenhoven) 
appears to invite awareness of reality in its being given for discernment. 
Basically there is the same thought expressed in two different idioms. 

85   Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f, §124; also 2010, Appendix I, §124. A work that 
discusses these matters is N. Maxwell, From Knowledge to Wisdom. A revolution in the 
aims and methods of science (1984). The author wished to go beyond the ‘philosophy of 
knowledge’ towards a more inclusive ‘philosophy of wisdom’. The view proposed is based 
on “an objectivist, realist view of value” (p. 248).
86   In Vollenhoven 1932e and later versions, there is a classification of judgments, 
arranged according to the way that the structure of the cosmos is presented. Between the 
class of religious judgments and that of the kingdoms, there is the class of judgments 
about values, and the example given is: “It is good to speak truth.” Strangely enough, 
there is no longer any direct textual support about values in the main body of the text. 
But the ‘position’ of this class of judgments (between that of religion and cosmic king-
doms) matches the ‘high ranking’ that is attributed to values in the earlier version. Note 
also that the example of the value given here is itself ‘moral’, namely ‘good’.
87   Cf. the discussion in chapter 3, section III.E. 
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Each supports the thesis of ‘knowing resorting under being’.
 But the current discussion is post-1923, hence the assumption of 
the presence of cosmic being, as law-spheres and their laws, is relevant. 
Value brings the relevance of being ‘to light’ (as it were). The awareness 
of cosmic being takes place as the intuitive valuing of what is given, 
an awareness yielding “judgments of discerning or of existence”. These 
judgments—in 1930, as we stated, they are referred to as “assessments”—
affirm a presence (existence) of distinct modality (discerned).88 We see 
immediately that this intuition of the value of being combines in one 
what was formerly distributed over the metaphysical intuition (identity 
of distinctive being) and the metalogical intuition (of the adequate 
understanding of being). Combined, they allow one to transform a given 
of being into a presupposition for knowledge. Because the discerned 
pertains fundamentally to law-spheres and their modal characterization, 
this ‘assessment’ turns the law-sphere as assessed into a “gezichtsveld”, a 
“field of vision” or “region”,89 which serves to meet the ends of knowledge. 
These fields are fundamental towards delineating the epistemic situation: 
on the one hand the valued presence is now attended to as something 
knowable (object of attention or of discerning) in a context that is subject 
to law, on the other hand the focus of the valuing embodies the interest 
in knowing in the acknowledgment of value (hence: striving to know, 
reflecting a ‘prepared’ situation that the knowing agent finds him-/herself 
in). Thus the order of the law-spheres supports an ‘order of associated fields 
of vision’, which is the order of the cosmos as knowable.90 So the former 
‘metalogical intuition’ loses its distinct sense, at least it cannot be used 
to denote an involvement in a ‘Gegenstand sphere’ that is separate from 
an acknowledged order of reality, as in critical realism. Knowing resorts 
under being, thus ‘the metalogical’ has an ineluctable ‘metaphysical’ facet 
as well. Later (as we said) Vollenhoven calls this order of knowledge, 
or general epistemic situation, ‘the noetic’ (het gnotische), this being the 

88   The ‘judgments of existence or of discerning’, these being based in the intuition 
of modality (Vollenhoven 1926a: 9, 28) and themselves the basis of concept formation 
(op. cit. : 25, 28, 63), do not have a subject-predicate form. Vollenhoven represents an ex-
istence judgment as ‘A is’; hence a subject-predicate judgment, having the form ‘S is P’, is 
built up from ‘S is’ and ‘P is’ (op. cit. : 14, 60). Vollenhoven would appear to be following 
Brentano in this analysis of a complex judgment (op. cit. : 60). For a study of Brentano’s 
logic, cf. “Chapter 3. Brentano’s reform of logic” of Simons 1992: 41-69. 
89   On this terminology, cf. chapter 3, section III.E.3, especially footnote 173. 
90   In Vollenhoven’s epistemological writings of 1926, the notion of ‘field of vision’ 
is sometimes used as a synonym for ‘law-sphere’. But officially there is the difference 
brought on by the intuitive discerning or “assessing” of value. 
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reality of our everyday and scientific knowing.91

 On consideration, the interplay of value and being seems problematic. 
All being is subject to law, but discerned value is dependent upon given 
attention, which might be haphazard and flighty or concentrated and 
serious. The ‘meeting’ of being and value seems difficult to grasp. But 
when considering that the being, which is subject to law, needs to be a 
knowable something, and that the attention given it is to yield something 
that is discerned about it, then the context of values gives a foothold 
for the distinction of the basic components of a judgment: ‘subject’ (as 
the object of attention) and ‘predicate’ (what is discerned). It would 
appear that the interplay between value and being is the concern of, and 
controlled by, truth.

d. Truth ‘in itself ’
The weight Vollenhoven places on truth in his writings of 1926 appears 
almost overdone. It is over-illuminated, making it difficult to grasp his 
meaning. Truth is taken to be ‘in itself ’ (Vollenhoven 1926b: 385; 1926a: 
51). It is irrelevant to the essence of truth that it is known; validity is an 
effect of truth when subjectively grasped (1926b: 384). But the main 
feature of truth is that it is the kernel of knowledge. Because knowledge 
calls for an agent and an object known, the knowledge situation is, in 
general, that of ‘an agent possessing truth about something’ (1926b: 381; 
1926d: 54). The heart of this ‘(agent) possessing truth about (something)’ 
is that truth signals the state of connection, a ‘systasis’ between agent and 
something; it does not (i.e. no longer) signal(s) a process of synthesis, 
of coming together, involving only agent and object.92 It is a genuine 
‘third factor’, beside agent (subject) and something (object) (1926b: 395; 
1926d: 56). So knowledge, as truth possessed about something, might 
be loosely described as ‘understood cosmic connections’, or ‘cosmic 
connections rightly grasped’. In any case, cognition is threesome, no 
longer assumed to involve only subject (agent) and object.93

 We will not go into a detailed discussion of Vollenhoven’s 
epistemological views at this point, preferring to focus on the broader 

91   Vollenhoven 1948p: 16. 
92   1926a: 11: “But knowing is truth possession: it is systasis, not synthesis, certainly 
a state of affairs, least of all act.” 
93   There is an intriguingly similar analysis of volition in René Girard, in his dis-
tinguishing, besides subject (agent who desires) and object (what is desired), also the 
required presence of a ‘third factor’, namely the model who mediates the desire. Desire is 
analysed as being ‘triangular’; cf. Girard 1965. In Girard’s later work he also emphasizes 
the biblical ‘logos of love’.
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epistemic context and its basic set-up.94 What calls for clarification is 
the distinction between knowing and thinking. Only then do we get 
to see what the ‘small-l logos’ amounts to in the revisions Vollenhoven 
introduces.

e. Truth known
Knowledge’s resorting under being implies, among other things, that the 
knowing agent and the object known are embedded in valued being, 
i.e. they are embedded in discerned law-spheres and as such stand in 
subjection to the laws/norms of law-spheres. Thus the most primitive 
judgments (in the sense of being ‘prime’) are judgments (or assessments, 
as we saw) of discerning the general modal characterization of things 
and of one’s own involvement. The knowing agent knows itself to be 
‘instated’ in reality in such a way as to involve, among other things, 
the ‘task’ (or ‘interest’) of understanding appropriately (Vollenhoven 
1926b: 382). The human agent is not a collector of impressions, though 
impressions are involved at a psychical-perceptual level. Understanding 
does not take place by forming a synthesis of sense-data. This is evident 
when considering our everyday knowledge.
 Much of what we know is conveyed to us, accepted on trust, the 
truth assumed. Knowledge that is conveyed brings us in the know (when 
true) about something of being. One might be told that an earthquake 
has set up a tsunami, that the neighbour broke his arm, that a niece got 
the highest marks in the exams, that this or that political party won the 
elections and will now form the next government, etc., etc. We assume 
without question the relevance of the levels of reality involved in such 
cases: geological, physiological-organic, educational, political-juridical, 
etc. Of course, one can throw doubt on such claims and set about to 
investigate their truth. But not everything can be investigated, certainly 
not all at once, nor even in series. Very many claims are, practically 
speaking, never doubted, relying as we do on the truthfulness of the 
conveyer. Knowledge is embedded in reality as lived, and truth partakes 
of its structure. We apportion knowledge in accordance with the (modal) 
level of subjection (of the ‘field of vision’) that is relevant to the statements 
made.95

94   For a more detailed discussion, cf. “Chapter 7: Logos, states of affairs, and 
knowledge” of Kok 1992: 233-290.
95   From 1932 on, Vollenhoven stated in 2005d/e, 154, that “in the nature of the 
case, coming to know differs modally according to the law-sphere within which it takes 
place”. He restricts (as he states) his discussion of the “knowing connection” to the ana-
lytical law-sphere, but this connection is present and relevant in the ‘supra-analytical’ law-
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f. Truth acquired: thought
Now knowledge may also be acquired, as well as being conveyed. When 
acquired, one proceeds from an absence of the appropriate knowledge 
and sets out to seek the truth.96 One then calls upon thought in a more 
direct or focussed way than is the case when knowledge is conveyed. 
For one must now make the necessary distinctions in light of relevant 
differences and place things in relations that evidently belong together. 
This ‘more focussed way’ of proceeding involves a choice on the part of 
the knowing agent to subject itself to typically logical or analytical norms. 
Here the ‘logical law-sphere’—the ‘created, little-l logos’—is brought to 
bear. The ‘logical function of subjection’ is that of making distinctions 
and connections, subject to logical norms (i.e. the principle of identity, 
the principle of contradiction, etc.). But the ‘thinking agent’ brings this 
analytical functioning to bear on the content that is thought about. 
What we have is a situation in which the knowing subject, by using the 
logical function, focuses on a knowable topic that is now investigated 
as to intrinsic differences and connections. In the attempt to discover 
truth, the knowing agent participates in the search for truth by means of 
the logical functioning, and the known object is treated as represented by 
the differences and connections being searched. For representation to be 
possible, one must assume that the relevant context of the known object 
has ‘an analogy’ of the logical sphere, in being analysable.
 The logical law-sphere itself concerns the business of analysing and 
connecting. This matches the primary functions of distinguishing and 
relating. Hence the “logical essence par excellence” is “the ‘relation’.”97

 In his epistemological work of 1926 this “logical essence” is applied 
in such a way that the logical law-sphere lays bare its two sides: the formal 
or schematic side and a material or content side.98 Relation, in its ‘logical 
essence’, is then described as the ‘logical schema’99 of “a system of a relation 
spheres as well. One needs to keep this broad modal setting in mind, for the context in 
which this is stated is the discussion of ‘everyday knowledge’, not the scientific knowledge 
of the specific sciences. 
96   For the distinction between conveyed and acquired, cf. Vollenhoven 1926b: 
382-383; 1926d: 58. 
97   Vollenhoven 1925c: 393. 
98   Every law-sphere has, as will be pointed out later, a general and a particular ‘side’, 
as relevant for its standing in subjection to the law/norm. The ancestor of this view is the 
‘Gegenstand sphere’, with its two sides of form and content. 
99   Vollenhoven first spoke of “contentless truth” (i.e. formal truth) in 1926b and in 
the first instalment of 1926d; in the second instalment of the latter article he switched to 
using “logical schema”; cf. 1926d: 178, footnote 1; 179, footnote 2, and 188 footnote 1; 
also cf. footnote 6 above. 
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with (in the simplest case) two moments, which moments become relata 
by virtue of the relation”.100 It is the instrument for drawing distinctions 
(by virtue of the difference between moments) and laying connections 
via the relation. But this is formal or general. It needs to be met with 
content that particularizes the logical schema. Vollenhoven draws up the 
following correlations:101

     General logical schema:                           Particular state of affairs:
 - system  (is modulated by)  - the modality
 - the relation (is modulated by) - the essential connection
 - the moments (are modulated by)  - the Gegenstände

 At this particular point, the states of affairs are particularized content 
in the logical law-sphere as representative of what is real or at least of what 
is outside of the logical law-sphere. To illustrate, the logical schema might 
be indicated as ‘a-R-b’, i.e. the simplest case of two moments, a and b, 
that stand in the relation R. Then this can be ‘particularized’ in a host of 
ways, say: psychically as ‘Anne kisses Bob’, arithmetically as ‘5 exceeds 2’, 
in a juridical sense as ‘Judge Jackson convicts criminal Carl’, etc. Each 
case is qualified in a modally distinct sense, but in each there are (two) 
terms (Gegenstände) taken as standing in a relation that fits the modality 
in question. Each of these statements is a much reduced sketch of a 
broader reality, whereby the reduction focuses on the ‘relational facet’ by 
means of which the reality can be represented in the logical law-sphere.
 We add the remark that each law-sphere has a characteristic ‘essential 
connection’, appropriate to the modality in question, which forms 
the basis of a ‘general truth’ for that law-sphere. This puts the concern 
about the synthetic a priori to rest. Also, concepts are forthcoming when 
considering that different Gegenstände can be placed in the position 
of relatum of a relation, yielding cases of ‘the so-being of this or that’ 
(Vollenhoven 1926b: 393). Setting up the represented content in the 
relational schema—encumbering the logical schema (1926d: 58)—is 
an essential part of the logic of inquiry, being the way basic concepts 
and judgments get to be formulated. This is how the truth is gained as 
mediated by the logical law-sphere.

100   Vollenhoven 1926b: 397, cf. also 1926d: 57. In this formulation the relation is 
no longer a factor dependent upon the (particularised) relata, taken as being prior to the 
relation, as is the case in the monadological understanding of a relation in Vollenhoven 
earliest work. As discussed in chapter 2, the basic relations are now taken to be ‘external’; 
cf. chapter 2, V.B. 
101   Vollenhoven 1926b: 397; also 1926d: 57. 
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g. Method
But besides gaining (verwerven) knowledge there is also its “verwerken”, 
its processing. This is a matter of methodology and no longer the direct 
concern of logic (Vollenhoven 1926d: 59-60). Each encumbrance of the 
logical schema that represents a different modality gives rise to different 
concepts and judgments. When intermixing concepts and judgments 
of different modality, a confusion of method arises, which can in turn 
give rise to antinomies. Modally different encumbrances form the basis 
of different sciences. But in each modally distinct science, one can 
investigate its states of affairs in either of two ways, or two ‘directions’: (i) 
one may resolve a term by taking it itself to be a unity of system of terms 
standing in a relation; in this way one proceeds in the way of analysis; (ii) 
one may compose a term by merging given terms via a relation to form a 
new (systematic) unity; in this way one proceeds in the way of synthesis.102

 The fact that matters of non-logical law-spheres can be represented in 
the logical law-sphere as states of affairs is due to a certain ‘connection’—
itself a ‘systasis’, a ‘standing together’, not a synthesis—between the logical 
and the other law-spheres. This is evidenced by each of the non-logical 
law-spheres’ having an analogy of the logical system-of-related-terms. 
This makes it possible to meet the content of the non-logical law-sphere 
in a logical way.103 This connection of analogy (systasis) between law-

102   In 1926d: 158) and in 1926a: 58) Vollenhoven spoke of “simplicerende [sic] 
en complicerende richtingen”, i.e. ‘simplicating [thus] and complicating directions. In 
Isagôgè Philosophiae this became resolution and complication. In the methodology of sci-
ence there are various ways in which the dual method of analysis and synthesis is applied, 
a classical application being that used in geometry by the ancient Greeks; cf. Hintikka 
and Remes 1974. Vollenhoven’s application is ‘dialectical’ in that it moves between unity 
and diversity, not with a view of cancelling either but towards showing complexity in 
unity and connectedness in diversity. I shall refer to the route of “complicering” as that of 
composition. 
103   I make mention of the fact that, in a fuller discussion, the differences in the order 
of the law-spheres would need to be taken into account. In the work of 1926, the logical 
law-sphere is the lowest in the cosmic order. Every non-logical law-sphere has an analogy 
by virtue of the fact that the lowest law-sphere is presupposed by every other law-sphere. 
About early 1927, the logical law-sphere is moved to its position immediately above the 
psychical law-sphere. The law-spheres that are then ‘sub-logical’ no longer contain an 
analogy of the logical sphere. They do have so-called ‘anticipations’ of the logical law-
sphere. But, in Vollenhoven, anticipations are actual only when mediated by creatures 
who function in the anticipated law-sphere. In this case (of the logical law-sphere) only 
human beings can fulfil this mediating role. How we have to see this role in connection 
with the natural sciences remains uncertain (cf. Vollenhoven 1926msA, section 22b). 
There is also, more or less simultaneous with the shift in position of the logical law-
sphere, a change in the view of states of affairs. In the work of 1926, states of affairs are 
representations, in the logical sphere, of the logical analogy in the non-logical spheres. 
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spheres cannot be investigated or derived, for it is presupposed in any 
investigation that involves thought, i.e. that involves the distinguishing 
of difference and the relating of what is connected.

h. Concluding summary
The general conclusion of this (all too brief ) discussion is that the 
former role of the analytical intuition, namely of helping to provide the 
connection between subjective and objective rationality, is completely 
redefined. The divine Logos’ role itself is no longer seen as disposing 
the harmony of subject and object. It is now taken as ‘revealing’ (or 
focussing on) the fundamental difference between knowing and straying, 
in ‘commanding’ that knowledge be pursued in love and error abated. 
This places the ‘problem of the synthesis of subject and object’ entirely 
in the human-creaturely context of that which is subject to the divine 
Logos, whereby this ‘standing in subjection’ is evident in the value that 
being has for knowing. It is first and foremost a matter of the intuition of 
discerning to pick up on this value, which results in an explicit awareness 
of the modal diversity that is grounded in the cosmos.
 Within the awareness of this modal diversity, knowledge and thought 
have their distinct roles. Knowledge is a matter of possessing truth. Truth 
attests to the connection of knowing agent and known object. Truth is 
not itself a confluence of agent and object, but a genuine ‘third factor’. 
Thought, in turn, operates explicitly with the possibility that is provided 
by the ‘created logos’, this being itself a ‘logical law-sphere’ in the cosmic 
order of the law-spheres. This ‘created logos’ contains the logical schema 
with which one explicitly distinguishes and connects. The logical schema 
becomes operational when encumbered with content from another 
law-sphere, as represented in (or through) the logical law-sphere. This 
‘small-l logos’ indeed provides or supports a connection between subject 
and object. But the subject is the thinking agent, i.e. the Self as bearing 
the logical quality of subjection, and the object is the something knowable, 
as represented by means of the logical relevance of content. Both the 
subjective and the objective are contextualized in the cosmic order. Thus 
the model of an order of thought coming into agreement with an order 
of being is entirely superseded.
 So truth, when possessed as knowledge, sits (so to speak) in between 

But this is changed so that each law-sphere is considered to have its own states of affairs in 
a primary way. Cf. Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 173; also 2010, 173, and also the cosmological 
discussion below. In any case, this development at the ‘philosophy of science’ level takes 
notions from the prior context of critical realism and incorporates them in the burgeon-
ing cosmological insights; cf. also chapter 3, section II.C.4.c. 
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thought and intuition; it is presupposed by the former and contextualized 
by the latter. Truth connects, in the cosmic order, the human being’s 
discerning on the one hand with the value of being when known on the 
other. In that sense, truth assumes one’s getting the cosmic connections 
right, if the ordering of one’s concepts are to be dependable. In that 
light, the ‘boundary of the cosmos’, which delineates the latter’s scope, 
is relevant to truth. The following citation of a text of 1932 brings the 
essentials together: 

The principle according to which concepts are ordered, then, is no longer 
that of the genetic order in which they came to the knower at the time but 
another one entirely. The significance of the arenas [i.e. law-spheres/fields 
of view; A.T.] involved depends on the extension they have according to 
the knower. As a result, it is crucial that when ordering these concepts one 
sees their extensions and their mutual relations correctly. For example, if 
you take the area of that which is created too narrowly, you will end up 
deifying that part of the cosmos that, as you see it, falls outside it [i.e. ‘par-
tial theism’; A.T.] and you will begin to ask all kinds of questions about 
the relationship between the parts of the one cosmos, which in this way 
have been thrown asunder, and so on. That makes it clear why whether one 
bows to the Word revelation [Logos] helps to decide about the value [and 
disvalue/non-value; “waarde en onwaarde”] of such an ordering. One who 
obeys God’s Word can certainly still err when it comes to details, but one 
who does not arrives at concepts that are false in their basic structure.104

4. Creator and creation
A subtle but decisive change also occurs in Vollenhoven’s ‘Trinitarian 
theistic’ position in connection with the creation, the world of the 
Father, as governed by the divine Counsel. The basis or ‘metaphysics’ 
of Vollenhoven’s cosmology has so far remained in the background. 
Naturally, this topic was essential to (critical) realism, for cosmology was 
also the main prop in the earlier work. But the attention given it was 
primarily focussed on its supporting role in the metalogical discussions 
of epistemology and philosophy of science. (We found this to be the case 
in the early work of both Vollenhoven and Dooyeweerd, as discussed in 
chapters 2 and 3.) But enough came through to be able to at least discern 
its main outline.

a. The metaphysics of ideas
Vollenhoven initially viewed the cosmos, as we saw, as secured 
metaphysically in ideas, realistically understood. Ideas are the principles 

104   Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 182. The text stems from 1932, with small changes intro-
duced in subsequent editions, for which cf. 2010, 182.
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of distinctive being, of general and particularized essences. As general 
essences they govern the species of creatures. When individuated, 
they serve as the ‘thing-laws’ of individual beings, controlling a thing’s 
appearances and development and the connections to other things. 
Ideas are metaphysically present in the divine predestining Counsel, 
which makes them primarily subject to the will of God the Father or 
Creator. Cosmology studies the whole terrain in which individual things 
play-out their predestined roles, in seeming interaction with each other. 
Vollenhoven referred to this cosmology as a monadology (cf. chapter 2), 
which was apt. The name most famously associated with a monadology 
is that of G.W. Leibniz (1646-1716). He (Leibniz) was himself aware of 
standing in the tradition of an Aristotelian-based theory of substance, 
which combined “a prominent strand of Platonic, Neoplatonic, and 
Augustinian teaching, particularly the thesis (shared in a long line of 
Christian thinkers) that the ideas of things in the mind of God functioned 
as archetypes of God’s creation.”105

 But Vollenhoven did not have to have a special inclination towards 
Leibniz (indeed, he didn’t) when formulating his early view of the cosmos 
and its security in metaphysical ideas. The Reformed tradition itself is no 
stranger to the view in question, it being in essence a scholastic view. The 
principal proponents of the Free University in its early years—Abraham 
Kuyper, Jan Woltjer, Herman Bavinck, etc.—were later targeted by 
Vollenhoven and Dooyeweerd as having been too accommodating 
towards scholasticism.106 Thus, Vollenhoven, who attended the grammar 
school of which Woltjer was also rector, imbibed this influence already 
in his secondary education and through his university training. The Free 
University itself expressed an understanding of the “Reformed principles”, 
referred to in “Article 2” of its statutes, in a way that presupposes the 
distinction of subjective and objective rationality. The Senate of the 
university once explained: “under ‘principles’ is to be understood, not 
those points of departure which lie in the facts and in the essence of 
things, but such principles as control, in consciousness, the world of 
thought.”107 

105   Antognazzi 2009: 52. 
106   Recall Dooyeweerd’s criticism in this regard, as formulated in his “Kuyper’s 
wetenschapsleer” (1939); cf. footnote 140 in chapter 3. 
107   Publicatie van den Senaat der Vrije Universiteit, in zake het onderzoek ter bepaling 
van den weg die tot de kennis der Gereformeerde beginselen leidt (Publication of the senate 
of the Free University regarding the inquiry towards determining the way that leads to 
knowledge of the Reformed principles), J. Woltjer, rector, A. Kuyper, abactis (Woltjer and 
Kuyper 1895: 8). Cf. the discussion of this document in chapter 1. 
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 In terms of immediate influence, the person who was most noticeably 
present in Vollenhoven’s early life was, undoubtedly, the classicist, Jan 
Woltjer (1849-1917).108 Kuyper was no longer teaching at the Free 
University when Vollenhoven entered its halls, and Woltjer had impressed 
Vollenhoven already in his high school years, before Bavinck came into 
the picture. Woltjer became Vollenhoven’s university mentor. His death 
prevented him from guiding Vollenhoven in the actual completion of his 
dissertation, a role which then fell, more or less perfunctorily, to Wilhelm 
Geesink, who did most of the teaching in philosophy at the time.
 In Woltjer we find a strong and explicit defence of the harmony 
between subjective and objective rationality. He speaks of “an agreement 
between our minds and nature”. To paraphrase his wording: He states 
that, because we find that our deducing of concepts and ideas from 
other concepts and ideas in the mind traces the same path as the things 
of nature, we are obliged to conclude (i) that there are ideas in nature, 
which are also realized in nature, and (ii) that because ideas in our minds 
result from a thinking subject, this must also be the case with the ideas in 
nature.109 Ideas play a central role. “The idea, expressed in the things, is 
the unity in the plurality of relations, given with each thing, the whole in 
the parts” (Woltjer, J. 1896: 214). That ideas also serve as ‘thing-laws’ is 
evident from a statement such as: “More real than the perceptible world 
is the world of ideas, of imperceptible things, that control the perceptible 
[things]” (Woltjer, J. 1901: 152). This has full cosmic implications. “But 
the idea also controls the connections and relations of things mutually, 
each time in wider circles climbing up to the idea of the whole of the 
cosmos, which encloses the harmonious whole of all relations in what 
is creaturely. In that way, through ideas, that which is viewed becomes 
knowledge, and the knowledge elevates itself to science and science to 
wisdom” (Woltjer, J. 1896: 214; emphasis added).
 Woltjer summarizes, by way of conclusion, his basic thoughts about 
the ideal and the real in the following way.

The ideal exist, in the first place, as the eternal thoughts of God, His speci-
fications [bestek] and His Counsel [ideas; archetypes], according to which 
He has brought forth all that is created in its being and becoming and in 
their countless relations, both as to being and as to consciousness. — The 
ideal exists, in the second place, objectified, as ectype, in the cosmos and in 
the human being, to the extent that both, in their resemblance as well as in 

108   On J. Woltjer, cf. the book length study of H. van der Laan (Van der Laan 2000); 
also Vollenhoven’s short article under “Woltjer, Jan”, with the addendum by K.A. Bril, in 
Vollenhoven 2005c: 441-442. Cf also footnote 110 below. 
109   Woltjer, J. 1896: 211. All translations of the Woltjer citations are mine.
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their opposition, are the effect of the one plan of creation. This objectifica-
tion or positing can be called—over against the ideas themselves—the real, 
but then from this it immediately follows that the ideal cannot be of less 
value in connection with being than the real, but is the ground on which 
this real exists. [—] Finally, the ideal exists in the mind of the human be-
ing or humankind, for, being created according to God’s image, by virtue 
of this spiritual capacity, he can know, from out of the cosmos, the ideas 
that are objectified in the cosmos, and in that way he carries in himself 
a distinct world of ideas which, to the extent that they are rooted in the 
essence, connection and the order of God’s creation, form his science.” 
(Woltjer, J. 1896: 218) 

 These citations, selected to be sure to indicate their close proximity 
to the early Vollenhoven and Dooyeweerd in their ‘critical realism’, do 
not touch on Woltjer’s defence and argument, on his analysis of thought 
and language, nor on the hermeneutical principles he maintained 
in his orientation to classical antiquity. The more precise similarity 
and difference with Woltjer need not be pursued here.110 However, a 
noticeable difference is Vollenhoven’s appeal to the intuition, which is 
not evident in Woltjer, as the means of acquiring certainty about the 
harmony of the subjective and the objective orders. Thus Vollenhoven 
was creative in working within his mentor’s framework. The influence on 
Vollenhoven was effective through the high respect and admiration he felt 
towards Woltjer, as Christian scholar and thinker. But however sustained 
and positive Vollenhoven’s feelings were in this regard, this attitude did 
not detract from his realizing, in time, that this ‘logos-tradition’ needed 
reforming.111

b. ‘Substance-phenomenon’ philosophy
The criticism that Vollenhoven directs against the metaphysics of the 
logos-tradition is aimed, not at Woltjer in any direct sense, but at essential 

110   For a balanced and exploratory discussion of J. Woltjer’s thought, cf. Kok 2007: 
41-64, in Sweetman 2007a. Dooyeweerd offers a critical discussion of J. Woltjer’s thought 
in Dooyeweerd 1939. The knowledge that Dooyeweerd himself, up to about 1928, held 
to ideas, in the sense that he later criticized in Woltjer, throws a new light on that discus-
sion. 
111   In Vollenhoven 1926d: 191, Vollenhoven responds to a paper, entitled “Over de 
beteekenis der natuurwetten” (On the meaning of laws of nature) by R.H. Woltjer, a son 
of J. Woltjer (Woltjer, R.H. 1925). He refers to “the so highly esteemed father, also by 
me” in the context of which he criticizes Woltjer senior’s “Ideëel en reëel”. He mentions 
in particular J. Woltjer’s acceptance of “the subject-object schema” of knowledge, which 
does not allow for ‘truth’ as distinct factor; “its terrain then has to be spread over subject 
and object, and in semi-idealism is attributed [entirely] to the subject. This results in the 
doctrine of the logos being immanent in the subject.” 
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features of his own implementation of that tradition, as monadology. 
He characterizes this as ‘substance-phenomenon’ philosophy.112 The 
substance of things lies in their ideas, their principle of unity, while 
what we know of a thing comes by way of the interaction with what 
the phenomena reveal. This ‘knowledge by acquaintance’ (cf. chapter 2, 
section V.D.) is supplemented by the metaphysical intuition, through 
which one attains a direct grasp of a being’s identity, despite the change 
of motion and the variety of species among individuals (Vollenhoven 
1918a: 351). In other words, the metaphysical intuition offers a grasp 
of the idea of a thing, as its substance or ‘thing-law’ (inner principle), 
thereby supplementing what is not come by via the outer approach of 
knowledge by acquaintance. Taken together there is knowledge of the 
complete whole of substance and phenomena. What gives critical point 
to this philosophy is its anthropological application. There is body and 
soul, each an ‘incomplete’ substance—incomplete in that each is (only) 
a part of the human being: the psycho-physical body being animal-like, 
and the mental soul, “angelic-like”—that together constitute the whole 
of the human being (the Self ). As ‘complete’ substance, the Self combines 
the two incomplete substances, making a human person to be a unique 
complex being. The soul, in being an immortal substance, is controlled 
by an idea with implications as to its predestination in eternity.113 Isn’t the 
notion of substance just what Christian thought would embrace? 

i. The ‘substance-phenomenon schema’ deconstructed
Vollenhoven has two critical discussions of substance-phenomenon 
philosophy. The first is in Logos en Ratio, in the part where he discusses 
ancient philosophy (cf. 1926a: 8-11). Here he sees the rise of the notion 
of substance as idea. The gist of the matter is that the discovery of 
cognition in ancient philosophy is predicated on a limited, perceptual 
schema. Vollenhoven finds it to be inadequate. The Sophists, Socrates 

112   As described by Vollenhoven, Leibniz’s monads or ‘atoms’ “have a kernel . . . 
called ‘soul’; the body is the visible circumference or appearing, from which two forms, 
space and time, can be abstracted” (Vollenhoven 1926a: 41). Should one fail to notice 
an autobiographical undercurrent here, then the next sentence has added significance. 
“Not the sphere [of sphere sovereignty] with its laws is the point of departure here, but 
the animated [literally: “besouled”] individual substance.” The new point of departure of 
sphere sovereignty is integral to the intersection principle (cf. discussion below).
113   In connection with the human being one should not confuse the concrete and 
the metaphysical intuitions in the early Vollenhoven. The metaphysical intuition is an im-
mediate awareness of being or presence in its identity, while the concrete intuition is the 
awareness of experience, namely of being affected when affected (e.g. when remembering, 
the awareness that I remember). 
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and Plato are influential in its formation.
 The Sophists introduce the subject-object distinction, but they 
implement this in the context of the human being, who seeks to dominate 
the environment by means of logos (thought expressed in speech). This 
striving for control is looked on as an exclusive and privileged form of 
humanism, for the human being is the measure of all things.
 Socrates, in looking for a more objective ground of judgments, 
turns to defining concepts in terms of representations that are more 
‘general’ than those of normal perception, the latter being particular. The 
perceptual context induces the demand that the general and particular 
awareness on the part of the human subject be objectively secured 
in a similar distinction on the part of the (perceived) object in the 
environment. The feature of generality controls something in the object 
that is of ‘greater scope’ than the feature of particularity. Thus the former 
is correlated to a concept, the latter to representations of perception.
 Plato advances on Socrates’ work. He proceeds from a more 
anthropologically secured notion of the human subject. The human 
being has an inner and an outer reality. The outer is bodily, and through 
its sense-organs, perception takes place. The inner being is intellectual, 
where cognition, and hence concept formation, takes place. Now, because 
Plato also accepts the subject-object context of the human subject and its 
environment, with its emphasis on control, a primary difference on the 
side of the human being calls for a corresponding difference on the side 
of the object or environment. “This is then modelled on an anthropology, 
so that, as in a human being, there is an inner and an outer side; the 
outer is the appearing, which addressed the sense-organs, the inner is 
the essence, which is known by means of concepts” (op. cit., p. 10).114 
What Socrates termed ‘general’ is in Plato ‘essential’, and the former’s 
‘particular’ has in Plato become—Vollenhoven says “degraded to the 
rank of”—‘appearance’. We have in fact a glorification of the intelligible. 
Concepts are honoured as being “the key enabling one to unlock the 

114   One recognizes readily that Vollenhoven is referring to the image of the propor-
tions of the divided line in Plato’s Republic VI 509. There is first of all the difference in the 
human knowing and the reality known. In each, Plato draws a line and makes an analo-
gous division between perception and cognition in human knowing and the perceptual 
and the intelligible on the part of reality. For his discussion here, Vollenhoven does not 
need the further division Plato makes in each line segment. On the human side, percep-
tion is divided into imagining (eikasia) and belief (pistis), and cognition into thinking 
(dianoia) and intelligence/knowledge (noesis/episteme); on the side of reality, in analogous 
proportion, Plato has images, visible things, mathematical objects and forms/ideas. Cf. 
Plato 1977: 221-223. 
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secrets hidden behind the appearance”.115 In Platonism cognition “is 
exalted into a magic wand that forced the ‘inner side of nature’ to disclose 
its treasures” (op. cit., p. 11). This inner nature is the essence, which Plato 
calls ‘forms or ideas’.
 However much cognition is venerated in Platonism, it cannot be 
denied that cognition is looked upon as a kind of ‘higher perception’. One 
starts with things in their environment, as phenomena to be explained. 
Essences, as ‘higher objects’, retain a link with the perceived objects in 
that the latter are taken to be exemplifications of the higher objects. This 
enables the higher objects (as forms or ideas) to operate as the controlling 
principle of things, their ‘thing-law’. The mind enables the human being 
to conceive ideas, much as the sense-organs allow the human being to 
perceive the empirical things.
  Vollenhoven now takes distance from this view. He insists that 
perception and knowing/cognition are of different orders.116 Each 
involves the “whole human being” but in different ways, without the 
one being in the extension of the other (Vollenhoven 1926a: 37). When 
perceiving, “the soul is directed by the sense-organs towards the material 
that is within and outside of the body” giving rise to representations 
(data). Representations evidence that something is ‘known about’ the 
perceived object in the human environment. That is of value to science, 
as means of verification. But this is not a knowing that implicates truth; 
it is psychological (op. cit.: 11). In perception the duality of subject 
and object suffices, but for cognition one needs the threesome: subject, 
object and truth.117 We readily see that this separation of perception 

115   Ibid. The (classical, Platonic) low ranking of knowing (as a knowing about, as 
belief ) over against the exalted position of concepts is continued in modern philosophy 
via Descartes. In a letter to Marin Mersenne (27 May 1630), Descartes states that one 
can know without comprehending. “[I]t is possible to know that God is infinite and all-
powerful although our soul, being finite, cannot comprehend or conceive Him. . . . To 
comprehend something is to embrace it in one’s thought; to know something it is suf-
ficient to touch it with one’s thought” (Descartes 1970: 15). This tradition is behind the 
use of ‘adequate concept’, as the aim of progressing towards the complete knowledge 
(comprehension) of the idea.
116   Vollenhoven 1926d: 178: “Knowing is something other than perceiving. On 
both terrains, one deals with at least two subjects [i.e. agent and object] that stand in a 
relationship. The nature of the relationship is determined by the terrain. The relation of 
knowing is a different one from that of perceiving.” Also: “Concept and representation 
differ toto caelo. . . . [T]he human being who perceives [i.e. represents] creates the more or 
less, individually different, free reproduction of a perceived figure; whereas understanding 
[i.e. forming a concept] is bringing together a form [logical schema] and a content [state 
of affairs]. . .” (1926a: 9).
117   The full quotation is: “For indeed the whole human being is active, both when 
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and cognition undercuts Vollenhoven’s former view of knowledge by 
acquaintance. That too is a perceptual procedure. But it was taken as 
involving a synthesis of subject and object, whereby the knowing subject 
processes and works over the data, yielding truth. Such a synthesis, so we 
found, is now rejected by Vollenhoven, and this has direct implications 
for the epistemic status of perception/acquaintance.118 
 The chief criticism levelled at the view of cognition being in the 
‘extension’ of perception is the confusion concerning cognition. As 
Vollenhoven has it, the kind of rapport that the “whole human being” 
has in the cognitive contact with reality has to do with truth. To that 
end one must grasp the being of what is conceived. In cognition, one 
is focussed on what is present to mind, resulting in an ‘assessments of 
existence’, that brings the modality of being to the fore. This is not itself 
any ‘higher object’, but it is a making explicit the basic characterization of 
what is conceived. But when the perceptual schema controls cognition, 
the relevance of discerning the mode of being threatens to be overlooked 
in favour of assuming that one is focussing on an (inner or higher) 
‘object’.119 In fact, such an object is the result of hypostatization. What 
should be taken as the awareness of modality becomes the awareness of 
an essence.
 Thus the substance-phenomenon schema is now unserviceable. The 
substance (essence) is a pseudo-object, while the phenomena are merely 
the appearances of things as perceived. The ‘substance’ that the phenomena 
‘reveal’ is just the concrete thing as bearer of the appearances. When it 
comes to truths about the thing, one needs to focus on its modalities 
of being, the law-spheres relevant to it.120 These are not controlled by 
knowing and when perceiving, but that is not to say that both of these activities lie in 
each other’s extension: when perceiving, the soul is directed by the sense-organs towards 
the material that is within and outside of the body, when knowing, it is directed towards 
truth. . .” (1926a: 37).
118   The representations of perception are said to act as ‘truth-marks’, analogous to 
the way a trademark is relevant for the product it marks. The distinction of perception 
and cognition is also important in connection with concept formation. Concepts do not 
derive from representation, but arise within the application of the relational ‘logical sche-
ma’. However, representations can be organized into a system that provides orientation 
for perception. Aristotle took abstract representations for concepts, which long “hindered 
insight in the essence of concept formation” (Vollenhoven 1926d: 149). 
119   Cf. the quote in footnote 116 above. Cf. also Vollenhoven 1926a: 9. 
120   Consider: “Indeed, in the human being the function[s] of perceiving and know-
ing go hand in hand. To these are correlated objects of perception and truths [respec-
tively]. But these two do not stand to each other as appearance and essence. The essence is 
a cosmic unity [= individual], and some truths, namely the metaphysical ones, are indeed 
truths about them. But there are many truths that don’t deal with essences but concern 
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the thing’s essence, but they are governed by the laws/norms (modal 
injunctions) that hold for the modalities in question. In deconstructing 
this substance-phenomenon schema, Vollenhoven also rejects the subject-
object context it presupposes, as well as rejecting the kind of domination 
or control that is deemed suitable for that context. Ideas that control a 
thing’s appearances and development dominate in a different way from 
the way injunctions govern in connection with functions. Injunctions 
presuppose ‘room’ (the ontological difference) for response, something 
which is not entailed by ideas that control a thing.

ii. Contra the dualist anthropology
The second discussion of substance-phenomenon philosophy is an 
anthropological application in the lecture “The first questions of 
psychology” (Vollenhoven 1930b: 14-15). In this discussion, which is 
not geared to give a careful analysis but is more intent on sketching a 
trend of religious thought, Vollenhoven offers the mind-set, outside of 
the biblical tradition, that supports a dualistic anthropology.
 Vollenhoven proceeds from the assumption that there has always 
been some sense of a cosmic order. Human beings function in more 
complex ways than animals, and these in turn are more complex than 
plants. When placed in one context we have the view of a primal self-
contained unity, a substance, on which everything else depends and is 
thought to be appearance (op. cit.: 14). I believe we can interpret this as 
the common background of views that can subsequently be developed 
in monistic or dualistic ways. It will be pantheistic (monistic) when 
there is no definitive difference between the substantial unity and the 
appearances. But when difference is taken into account, we may have 
either partial theistic or partial cosmistic schemata (cf. section II.B. above 
for discussion of these terms).
 This common background suggests that God and cosmos are 
thought to be arranged in a vertical order. The expression made famous 
by Arthur Lovejoy, in his “The great chain of being”, readily comes to 
mind.121 Plato’s elevation of ideas and intelligence found a classical and 
elaborate application in Neoplatonism’s order of being. Augustine’s 
accommodation of this in a Christian context influenced Christian 
scholars to find this acceptable. The whole medieval period felt the pull of 
this accommodation. A scholastic notion of objective rationality resulted, 

their intersections, namely [truths] about essences to the extent that they lie in a distinct 
law-sphere” (Vollenhoven 1926a: 10).
121   Lovejoy 1960. 
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in which there are in God governing ideas of being that are realized in the 
order of the cosmos.
 Vollenhoven does not object to the acceptance of a (vertical) 
‘cosmic order’. Indeed, ever since 1926 (as we saw) this is the backbone 
of his work.122 What he objects to is taking the relation between God and 
the world as an application of the schema of substance and appearance. 
In that application, God is, as substance, the highest point of security, 
on which the cosmos depends, in the sense of its being phenomena or 
appearances (emanations) of this substance. This gives rise to a ‘centre-
periphery’ effect, inducing a scale of worth: whatever is closest to the 
centre is more ‘worthy’, in its having more intrinsic merit than what is 
farther away and inexorably deficient, “more ephemeral, a thicker cloak, 
more chance contingency, etc.” (1930b: 14). This can be made more 
definitive when an actual division is made, as in partial theism, between 
what is of positive value, as sharing in the (higher) Godhead, and what 
negative, disdained, being ‘lower’ or ‘peripheral’.
 This sort of a worldview finds a most ready application in 
anthropology. The mental-intellectual capacities of the human being, 
taken to be higher than those of the body, are brought in direct conjunction 
with the divine substance. In that way, substantial value is attributed 
to the higher functions of the human being, such as immortality, over 
against the dubious value of the lower functions (mortality).123 It is 
against this sort of a background that a dualist anthropology commends 
itself. “I know that those in our circle, who speak of the metaphysical 
substance in the human being, usually don’t mean to harm. But still this 
use of substantial thought is not so innocent. . . . It isn’t just [innocently] 
‘self-evident’, but it’s what [the apostle] Paul calls a really ‘natural’ [way 
of thought], . . . of not understanding the things that are of the Spirit of 
God. Hence it appears to me to be the first demand of Christian thought 
that we totally break with this substance-phenomenon philosophy” 
(1930b: 15; emphasis added). Vollenhoven concludes that a half-way 
view of ‘substantia incompleta’ does nothing to rectify this context of 

122   Cf. 1926a: 11, 36, 46, 49, 63.
123   Consider: “Religion is then . . . an unio substantialis [substantial union] or unio 
functionalis [functional union]. The way to please God is . . . to retreat from the so-called 
lesser contingencies on the periphery; [e.g.] one fasted—not out of love of neighbour 
nor from sorrow, in shame confessing . . . sins, but—from pride, seeking rest in thought. 
When not letting the sense organs function, and ignoring the consciousness of pain and 
representation, the provisional ideal is reached, for nothing remains to be distinguished 
. . . by the analytical function after having turned inward to the Self ” (Vollenhoven 
1930b: 14-15). 
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thought. It appeals to a higher functional or substantial bond with God. 
 The alternative to all this, according to Vollenhoven, is that of the 
biblical version. It now becomes clear that when he defends the dualism 
of God and cosmos, he does not mean to suggest a vertical arrangement. 
At issue is a difference-in-being. The religious understanding of this is 
religion as a unio foederalis, a federate union, instead of a functional 
or substantial one. God and humanity enter into a covenant in which 
humanity is accorded responsibility in its whole life and interaction with 
the cosmos, a total ‘walk with God’. Here the ‘centre-periphery’ model 
has no place, for there is no ‘part’ of life or of the human being that 
is intrinsically nearer to God over against other ‘parts’ that lie farther 
removed. Here there is no incentive to introduce a higher-lower split 
into the human being’s self-understanding nor in the human being’s life 
in the world. In other words, though there is a ‘vertical’ cosmic order, 
this order is based not on ‘worthiness’ but on a gradated complexity of 
law and function. Higher functions of subjection are more complex than 
lower ones. But each has a boundary, which is an instance of the pervasive 
boundary between God and the World.124 

c. Order and law
What, now, is the order of reality according to Vollenhoven? To start 
with, the basis of order lies in the order of laws. Correlate to this order 
is the analogous order of the law-spheres. Between the order of laws 
and the order of the law-spheres there is an ontological difference: the 
order of laws is grounded in the will of God, the order of the law-spheres 
delineates the cosmos. God’s being is being sovereign, as evidenced by 
the law-order; that of the cosmos is being subservient in the context of 
law-spheres. Vollenhoven denies that this correlated order is a rational 
order, an order that can be viewed as an objective model of rationality by 
the human being. “The difference between these functions [within law-
spheres] is not analytic in nature” (1930b: 17), for the analytical function 
is itself one within the order. Neither can any other function/law-sphere 
be the origin of the whole order.
 The law-order as boundary between God and the cosmos is an 

124   We add two remarks. (i) The difference between laws that are norms and those 
that are not norms does not define a ‘kink’ or ‘break’ in the cosmic order. This difference 
depends (as we saw) on the degree of consciousness that functions involve. (ii) In some 
work around 1930 Vollenhoven did use the term ‘substance’ to indicate the Godhead in 
its religious role of ‘secure ground’. But he did not mean to suggest that he looked on the 
cosmos as ‘appearance’. This use could confuse, thus it is fortunate that it was short-lived. 
Cf. Vollenhoven 1932d: 397-398.
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order by virtue of creation. In taking it to be an order, one assumes that 
differentiation is involved; at the same time it could not be an order 
without unity. We remarked earlier that in the late 1920s Vollenhoven 
took the unity of the cosmos to be aesthetic-like. I believe his motive 
was to avoid referring to some fixed characteristic; hence, the unity there 
is, is by way of the harmony or concord of the diversity involved. He 
does not mean to say that each law-sphere has an aesthetic qualification 
and warns, in any case, against confusing order and law. “For there is an 
order of laws, in the same way that there is an order of the functions [of 
subjection in law-spheres]. If one identifies order and law, then all kinds 
of confusion threatens” (Vollenhoven 1933a: 31). Vollenhoven lists three 
alternatives: either the one order is interpreted as entailing that there is 
only one ‘functional law’ (this would immediately invite antinomies); or 
the multiplicity of functional laws makes one conclude to a multiplicity 
of arrangements or orders, thereby losing sight of the order of laws; or 
one functional law is taken as determining the entire cosmic order, with 
the result that beyond the scope of this functional law there is no order.
 To seek a law for the law-order itself is in fact to deny the ultimate 
boundary character of the law-order. Important to Vollenhoven is what 
we can and cannot know of this order. In 1930 he expressed it as follows. 
Functions of subjection are grounded “in an act of creation of God. And 
because he has created everything and maintains it subject to his will, all 
things stand under his laws, in other words are ‘subject to God’. These 
laws are not hidden: they resort under the revealed part of the will of 
decision [wil des besluits]. Though they are knowable in that which is 
subject to them, they are not identical to our formulations of them and 
therefore are not ‘wavering’. More specifically, these laws are modally 
diverse, analogous to the functions that are subject to them” (Vollenhoven 
1930b: 17) 
 I believe that the long and the short of the problem of the 
‘metaphysics’ of the cosmos is given with the phrase “the revealed part 
of the will of decision”. The reference to the will of decision appeals (so 
I take it) to the divine Counsel that subjects everything to laws. But 
about that Counsel, only a part is revealed, namely that part that can be 
surmised by considering what is subject to these laws. In other words, 
here too the distinction of God, in his transcendence and immanence, is 
in effect. We can know the immanence of God through the maintaining 
effect, via law, to which created things are subject. These laws are modal 
laws, they are not ‘thing-laws’. In fact, maintenance through modal laws 
assumes that there are creatures that are subject to them, sustained in 



Philosophy in the Making

452

their being by them. But creatures themselves come forth through the act 
of creation. This is totally beyond the human ken, for it is grounded in 
God’s transcendence. Creation as such belongs to the ‘hidden’ part of the 
will of decision. This hidden part is precisely that part of God’s Counsel 
in which the (platonic) ideas are thought to reside, the ideas that govern 
the order or set-up of anything creaturely. After 1923 Vollenhoven ceased 
appealing to such ideas.125 It makes no sense to appeal to something 
that is in point of principle hidden from human purview. Obviously, 
Vollenhoven’s very intuitional approach is readjusted. 
 Vollenhoven’s deletion of ideas is not just on account of a theological 
qualm about the degree to which the mind of God can be known. There 
is also the matter of the ‘metaphysical intuition’. In Vollenhoven’s former 
view, this intuition is the means of acquiring an immediate awareness of 
the identity of things. But this presupposed a substance-phenomenon 
schema, in which the principles of distinctive being are thought of in 
terms of an ideal schema governing the appearances of things. Ideas 
are controls of order and organization, i.e. ‘laws of individuality’. But 
Vollenhoven has come to understand the being of the cosmos to be a 
matter of subservience, of being sustained, law-bound, addressed to 
respond. The being of the cosmos is not a deterministic, predestining 
principle that includes all that will happen to the cosmos as a whole and 
to things in particular. The being is its being maintained and sustained by 
modal laws, allowing the future of the cosmos to be open.126 The intuition 
of this being is an awareness of the modal diversity of subjection to law, 
the foundation of the realist correlation to law. It is no longer fitting to 
call this a ‘metaphysical intuition’. The intuition in question involves the 
assessment of distinct modality. This means that the terms ‘(modal) law’ 
and ‘individual’ need to be accepted as primitive (in a cognitive sense). 
This is indeed the case, as our discussion of Vollenhoven’s cosmology will 
show. 
 Terms that are primitive in a systematic sense still call for 
125   The term ‘idea’ remained, in light of its Greek ancestry, metaphysically loaded for 
Vollenhoven in an objectionable sense. In a later context he states, in passing: “in Greek 
thought ideas are said to be true being” (1952k; Tol and Bril 1992: 86), which shows that 
the meaning of “idea” remained objectionable to him. Hence he boycotted the very use 
of the term. 
126   This should not be taken as a denial of predestination, which Vollenhoven cer-
tainly did not deny. But Vollenhoven’s understanding of predestination is predicated on 
‘God’s going along’ with the world and his interaction with it in terms of creation, revela-
tion and fulfilment. This is essential to redemptive history, a discussion of which is a fixed 
topic in Isagôgè Philosophiae from the start (in the versions of 1930 and 1931: §§81-94). 
Cf. the different versions in the text-critical edition, Vollenhoven 2010. 
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motivational discussion. One of the more prominent indicators of 
‘reckoning with Scripture’ is Vollenhoven’s statement: God created 
the cosmos and subjected it to his law.127 One should not overlook the 
duality of being created and standing in subjection. “For a law without 
something for which it holds is as meaningless as a subject without law.”128 
The created cosmos cannot be without law. But that does not mean that 
created things arise or unfold by means of ‘thing-laws’. The ontological 
difference between law(s) and creaturely function(s) prevents the order 
of the functions and, more generally, the order of the law-spheres of 
the cosmos, from being controlled by any ‘law of unfolding’ or ‘law of 
organization’. Were that the case, then one has not really taken distance 
from a metaphysical construction in the order of Platonic (thing-)ideas. 

d. Creationism?
Creation, and with it the cosmic order and the order of (modal) laws, is 
accorded a primary status. Is Vollenhoven then a creationist? Taking this 
in a philosophical sense, the answer is, I believe, “no”. For a creationist, 
the creation is the be-all and end-all of life. The future then has nothing 
new in store. The ‘fall’ (traditionally seen) brought about evil, which called 
for redemption and spirit guidance. In a creationist context, redemption 
and guidance constitute a return to the original intentions of creation.129 
Wouldn’t that introduce a new attempt for human, subjective striving to 
be in harmony with a (God-)given order? 
 Vollenhoven’s Trinitarian theist position opens to another view. 
Naturally (speaking theologically) everything starts with creation, and 
one need not (as indeed Vollenhoven never did) deny that God has a 
‘plan’ with the world. The divine ‘will of decision’ does not annihilate 
the ontological difference between the Creator and the world. It is 
that difference that welcomes further orientation, as offered by divine 
revelation, prior to any fall, so as to be more properly guided towards 
God-intended fulfilment. The appearance of evil intensifies revelation 

127   The wording varies somewhat at different places, but the thought remains con-
stant; cf. Vollenhoven 1926d: 190; 1926a: 7; 1931a: 186 [= 1931g: 392]; 1933a: 23, 24; 
2005d/e, 13B; also in later work, in Tol and Bril 1992: 55, 98, 104-105, 113-114, 123, 
138, 156, etc.
128   Vollenhoven 1953l: 104.
129   This I believe includes “the intuition that grace restores nature” said to be cen-
tral to Herman Bavinck. Cf. Veenhof 2006: 3. In a similar spirit Albert Wolters wrote 
Creation Regained. Biblical Basics for a Reformational Worldview (Wolters 2005). The title 
chosen for the Dutch translation, Schepping zonder grens (Creation without bounds) is 
even more telling.
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and guidance, but the ‘fall’ did not occasion the first appearance of 
redemption and guidance. Beside the ‘will of decision’ there is the ‘will 
of command’. Vollenhoven associates this will with the second Person, 
the most central command being the love command.130 And to clinch 
‘the good life’, there is the Spirit that motivates and calls to responsibility. 
The human being is a ‘tasked subject’. However much this comes to be 
marked by the fall, it is of prelapsarian vintage. Vollenhoven’s discussion 
of good and evil cannot be understood without such a context. 
 When taking the human condition as a whole, Vollenhoven’s 
understanding of ‘covenant religion’, as a ‘walk with God’, does not mean 
a return to creation, let alone a spiritualist kind of attempt to escape from 
creation; it assumes all along a concursus Dei, of God, in his immanence, 
going along with ‘his work’. Being aware of how prone these thoughts are 
to speculation, Vollenhoven kept a low profile. But he did once say, as to 
the present, that among possibilities God continually chooses one to be 
realized.131 Possibility evidences the present’s unpredictable openness to 
the future. To neglect this is to mistake the understanding of the creation 
in its openness of possibility and its aim of fulfilment. “What are the 
demands of a Calvinistic philosophy and a Calvinistic logic other than 
[being] consequences of the confession that the Spirit[!] lives and works 
in the world of his making?”132 
 The world of his making—what are its chief parameters and 
features? Vollenhoven’s cosmology follows up on the conditions that he 
has placed the cosmos under. We review this as a distinct topic. 

IV. the cosmologIcal ‘IntersectIon PrIncIPle’
In light of the rejection of a ‘substance-phenomenon’ metaphysics, it is 
fitting to ask what its alternative might be. What view of the cosmos does 
Vollenhoven now defend? We indicated above that two terms are given 
‘primitive status’: individual, i.e. distinct things, such as Aristotle called 
‘primary substances’, and law-sphere, i.e. a sphere of response to law that is 

130   This is the “wil des bevels” (will of command), which puts the ‘will of decision’ in 
a broader, or at least more practical context. For Christians do not seek rest in a particular 
function “but only in the functioning of everything, to the extent that this takes place 
out of love towards God, according to the will of command” (Vollenhoven 1930b: 18). 
The precise interplay between the love command and the creation order (of modal laws) 
is subject to some subtle shifts in step with Vollenhoven’s placing the moral antithesis of 
good and evil in a more central position, as of 1932; cf. section V.B. below. 
131   In Vollenhoven 1948p: 36, Vollenhoven states: “For the present implies diverse 
possibilities, from which God each time chooses one to become reality.” 
132   Vollenhoven 1942m: 2. 
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of distinct modality. In use, these terms never occur separately from each 
other. “[God] created cosmic unities [= individuals] in such a way that 
they are intersected by diverse law-spheres”.133 This view of intersection, 
often repeated in Logos en Ratio (1926a), is not given a name, but the 
thought of intersection is fundamental. In his Hoofdlijnen der Logica 
(1948p: 83) Vollenhoven repeats: “These fields of inquiry [= law-spheres 
in a scientific context] are modal intersections of reality, extending over 
the whole breadth of the cosmos and they have a universal character.” 
This intersection also plays a central role in Isagôgè Philosophiae, from 
the time of its first version in 1930. There he adds the thought that the 
order in which the topics of individuality and law-spheres are taken is 
“immaterial, for they never occur separately” (Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 29). 
I believe it is legitimate to call this fundamental role of intersection, the 
‘intersection principle’, though Vollenhoven does not call it a principle.
 The intersection principle focuses, as the citation from Hoofdlijnen 
der Logica (1948p) indicates, on the contrast between individuality and 
universality (both taken in a broad sense). This is the main contrast 
within the cosmos, thus it belongs entirely on ‘one side’ of the ontological 
difference between law and what is subject to law, viz. the latter side. The 
order of law is, as ontological given, the backbone for the cosmological 
intersection principle. The order of the law-spheres are correlated to 
its order, and individuals, as things, are governed by the order of law 
through participation—which is what the intersection is—in the order 
of the law-spheres. The fact that Vollenhoven first spoke of “cosmic 
order” in connection with the law order—he intended to emphasize 
the correlation with the law-spheres—in no way cancels the ontological 
difference. But “intersection principle” is used entirely on the ‘cosmos 
side’ of the ontological difference.
 The intersection principle postulates that individuality and 
universality never occur separately. In order to catch the import of this 
“togetherness”, we need to expand on what these basic terms entail. Each 
is said to represent a determinant (bepaaldheid). Now a determinant is 
a configuration (to be specified immediately) that centres on states of 
affairs. Initially (in 1926a, 1926b, 1926d; cf. the earlier discussion in 
section III.B.3.f.) a state of affairs is taken to be logical content that 
answers to (or is organized by) the ‘logical schema’ of the unity of system, 
relation and moments. So long as the logical law-sphere is taken to be the 

133   Vollenhoven 1926a: 43; cf. also pp. 10, 13, 35, 39, 41, 42, 57. The term ‘cosmic 
unity’ occurs in the writings of the second half of the 1920s, but is soon replaced by ‘in-
dividual’. I shall use the latter term in the current discussion. 
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first law-sphere, its analogy occurs in every other law-sphere, by virtue of 
the logical law-sphere being in the substrate of every other sphere. In that 
way all content could be distinguished as to modality (system), essential 
connection (relation) and Gegenstände (moments). In other words, a 
state of affairs is a relational fact of two or more terms standing in some 
relation, itself of distinct modality. But soon Vollenhoven generalized 
this, viz. from a logical setting to a cosmological one. Wherever one is 
confronted with a difference (of terms) calling for a distinction, one can 
also inquire as to their connection (i.e. their relation). This is first stated 
explicitly in Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1931, but without any explanation.134 
When tracing its use, it is clear that this serves as the basic methodological 
stipulation that guides cosmological understanding. Thus, judging from 
Vollenhoven’s practice, a determinant is a configuration involving the 
schema of ‘difference and connection’.
 A determinant need not be limited to a basic cosmological use. 
Wherever there is difference and connection Vollenhoven speaks of a 
determinant. Thus there is the determinant consisting of the difference 
and connection between heaven and earth, and the moral determinant 
of good and evil, etc.135 But the determinants essential for cosmological 
analysis pertain particularly to individuality and universality. This says that 
there is diversity and connection within each category. The determinant 
of individuality concerns all the different individual things there are and 
the relationships in which they stand. The determinant of universality, in 
turn, concerns the diversity of law-spheres and the connections between 
them.136 In depicting these two determinants, Vollenhoven applies a 
spatial metaphor: the relationships between individual things is portrayed 
horizontally, while the connections between the law-spheres are indicated 
using vertical (upward or downward pointing) arrows in a law-sphere. So 
the intersection principle is not just the assumption of universality and 

134   The statement is retained in subsequent versions, but never with an added com-
ment. It reads: “In every case where two things are different, we can ask about the rela-
tionship between the two” (2005d/e, 10; 2010, 10). The term ‘thing’, that occurs here, 
needs to be taken very liberally, for its very first application, in the very next sentence, is 
in connection with the difference between philosophical and non-philosophical knowing: 
what their difference and their connection entail. 
135   2005d/e, 19, 85 respectively; also 2010, 19, 85. 
136   Vollenhoven speaks of individual things as standing in “samenhangen”—liter-
ally: hanging together—and of law-spheres in “onderling verband”—mutual connection. 
I shall use “relationship” to translate “samenhang”, thereby diverging slightly from the 
translation of Isagôgè Philosophiae (2005d/e), where “interrelation” is used. The latter is 
somewhat cumbrous when translating “inter-individuele samenhang” and “intra-indivi-
duele samenhang”. 
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individuality never occurring separately. It has the more complex form of 
their determinants never occurring separately, each with a complexity of 
difference and connection.
 Cosmological inquiry (as in fact any scientific inquiry) needs to 
proceed methodically. When Vollenhoven first applied the relational 
schema in its logical context (the ‘logical schema’ of 1926), he applied 
this schema in either of two directions: resolution or composition. In the 
broader cosmological context, there is a similar application in two possible 
routes. When going in the direction of resolution one attempts to arrive 
at the point where a determinant resists further analysis, a point where 
the determinant is resolved into an abstract framework that is incapable 
of further analysis. The direction of composition “cloths the framework” 
(as it were), showing how the more complex situations are manifold 
complications of, and within, the determinant in question. Mindful of 
the cosmic context or cosmic boundary, and in line with what is said 
about cosmic being’s being knowable, the way of resolution does not lead 
to ideas in the mind of God but rather to the fundamentals (not being 
further analysable) of that which stands in subjection. Their surfacing 
in the way of resolution makes them appear distinctly. On the other 
hand, the way of composition is not an erecting of a human construction 
based on privileged representations. The way of composition makes it 
possible to see how specifications and additions can be introduced to the 
fundamentals, as revealed by analysis, in our coming to understand better 
the complex reality we live in. The links laid in the way of composition 
are not random steps, but laid in the interest of truth.
 For reasons of expediency, Vollenhoven invested much more effort 
in Isagôgè Philosophiae in discussing the way of composition than the way 
of resolution. The way of resolution is only given a scant indication. He 
mentions the cosmos as a whole and then refers to the kingdoms and 
species, ending with individual persons and things and their features.137 
For dearth of material we will have to follow suit in limiting our discussion 
to the way of composition.
 The way of composition begins where the two primary determinants 
are at their most abstract or elementary. (Vollenhoven dubs these the 
‘individual determinant’ and the ‘modal determinant’.) Because the 
intersection principle stipulates that neither can be seen as separate from 
the other, one might expect first a description of each, in the complexity 
of the difference and connection of each, and then a follow-up as to what 
is involved in their intersection. But that is not the sequence Vollenhoven 

137   Cf. 2010, 22. 
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follows. His discussion is much more circuitous. His strategy is (I) first 
to take the feature of difference in each of the two determinants and 
discuss these separately (Ia and Ib), followed by a discussion of their 
combination as differences (Ia+Ib). Then (II) the same is done with the 
feature of connection of the two determinants: first the separate discussion 
of relation (IIa) and modal connection (IIb), and then their occurring 
combined (IIa+IIb). This allows for the step-by-step introduction of 
cosmologically relevant notions.138

 A summary discussion of the notions that Vollenhoven introduces 
will have to suffice. The starting-point is, as we said, the beginning of the 
way of composition, where the ‘materials’ are most abstract or elementary. 
In fact, Vollenhoven lets it begin with the most elementary form of the 
intersection principle itself, in a ‘this-such’ combination. A ‘this’ is some 
distinct, referable feature understood to be (modally or characteristically) 
‘such’. A combination of this kind is a state of affairs. One might think 
of a specific ethical act, or a specific physical event, or a specific uneven 
number, or a specific economic windfall, etc. Each case is a ‘this’ or ‘that’ 
that is such and such. (One can represent this with a ‘+’-sign: the vertical 
bar stands for the ‘this’, the horizontal bar represents the ‘such’.)
 From this elementary beginning the two kinds of differences (I) 
can be introduced. First the ‘individual difference’ (Ia). This is achieved 
by keeping the modal characteristic of a state of affairs constant and 
to group with it other states of affairs of similar modality. E.g. to this 
physical event is grouped other physical events; to this economic windfall 
is placed other economic events, to a specific natural number is grouped 
other numbers. This ‘individual difference’ may be represented as 

                 {. . ., +a,1, +a,2, +a,3, +a,4, . . .}

(whereby the scope is potentially infinite; the ‘a’ represents the chosen 
modality). All the ‘this’s’ of the same modal characteristic form the (scope 
of the) law-sphere of that modality. To warrant such a grouping in a law-
sphere, one needs to secure a law-sphere in what typifies the one modal 
grouping over against another grouping of different modality. This is 
secured by the law for such a law-sphere. The states of affairs of a law-
sphere answer to the modal characteristic for which the corresponding 
law holds.
 But the ‘modal difference’(Ib) can also be grouped. Events of 

138   The ensuing summary discussion is based on the following sections of Isagôgè 
Philosophiae (2005d/e or 2010): I: 30-49; Ia: 36-40; Ib: 30-35; Ia+Ib: 41-49; II: 50-84 ; 
IIa: 50-53; IIb: 54-66; IIa+IIb: 67-84. 
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different modality can also be combined if they ‘lodge’ within or occur 
in the ‘same individual’. The specific economic windfall can be together 
with an ethical act of pledging troth and having a physical accident, etc. 
if this all involves the same person. Not only persons but also animals, 
plants and specific things (mountain, river, chemical element, etc.) can 
be involved in a diversity of modally distinct states of affairs. We may 
represent this as:
 
   
   +g,1

   +f,1

   :
   + a,1

   

(The vertical scope of modal differentiation, is indicated by the two 
triangles and is finite; ‘1’ represents the individual.)

The grouping is a ‘coming together’ of modally different characterizations 
to which one is susceptible only when being that way. (An animal can be 
specifically aware—a dog recognizes his master—a stone cannot.) Thus 
the grouping brings together the features to which something can be 
subject. As a grouping it denotes a unity of subjection, the warrant of 
which is the individual said to bear these ‘qualities of subjection’.
 The two types of differences that are organized in law-spheres and 
unities of subjection can also be combined (Ia+Ib). Individual and law 
are the presupposed realities that warrant the groupings. The existence of 
an individual is, in an ultimate sense, by virtue of creation, and creation 
stands subject to law. In the course of an individual’s conforming to 
law, its specific quality of subjection can pass from one state of affairs to 
another within the law-sphere for which the law holds. Thus a unity of 
subjection always participates in the law-sphere in which its qualities of 
subjection are present. In this way a unity of subjection maintains itself 
in the law-spheres to which its qualities belong. This ‘maintaining itself ’ 
is a functioning, which itself attests to the combined presence of unity of 
subjection and law-sphere. Thus an individual’s subjection to law involves 
functioning within the scope of validity of law, and the individual is said 
to have ‘functions of subjection’.
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+g,3

 {. . ., +f,1, +f,2, +f,3, +f,4, +f,5, . . .}

+e,3

:
+a,3



(A function at modal level ‘f ’ of an individual ‘3’, within the law-sphere 
of modality f.) 

 In this approach, the problem of substance and phenomenon, 
being that of hidden essence and public appearance respectively, has 
been thoroughly transformed. An individual is still a ‘substance’, 
the bearer of qualities. But the substance is not run (as it were) by a 
hidden motor (idea). Its dynamics is by virtue of being law-bound in 
its functioning. Its ‘essence’ is not a schema that holds the appearances 
together; rather, the ‘essence’ is the unity of subjection, which attests to 
the reality of being law-bound. It is the ‘externalism’ of the law-order, in 
its ontological difference with the cosmos, that undercuts the substance’s 
so-called “hidden working” from within and allows its being the bearer 
of properties (proper to it) as over against mere appearances.
 And then there are the features of connection (II) in each of the two 
cosmological determinants. Vollenhoven first mentions the feature of 
connection in the ‘individual determinant’ (IIa). This discussion is, from 
its first formulation in Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1930, very brief. But it 
concerns relations. Individual things, or even modally distinct ‘this’s’ and 
‘that’s’, can, and very often do, ‘hang or cling together’. (Vollenhoven’s 
term is “samenhang”.) If this is not to be a mere coincidence, one 
needs to assume the reality of relations. Relations can be of any modal 
level, for there are relations between numbers, between moving bodies, 
there are relations at a psychical level of influence, ethical relations, etc. 
The relations meant at this point are external relations (cf. chapter 2, 
section V.B.), the reality behind the ‘essential connections’, spoken of in 
the context of critical realism. Typical for these relations is that “terms 
become relata by virtue of the relation”, not the other way around, as in 
the case with relations monadically understood.139 A relationship is a case 

139   Vollenhoven does not state this as explicitly as I do. The quoted phrase is from 
Vollenhoven 1926d: 57, where the logical schema and states of affairs are discussed. Be-
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(a “samenhang”) of terms bound by a relation. Because the relation is 
itself of a distinct modal level, the relationship is too.

   [ +b,1  +b,2 ]

   [ +a,1  +a,2 ] 

(A relation between the individuals ‘1’ and ‘2’ is indicated with a bold 
line, at the modal levels ‘a’ and ‘b’; the relationship is the whole within 
square brackets.) 

 There are also features of connection in the modal determinant 
(IIb). The basic thought is that of connection between ‘modal levels’ (i.e. 
either between law-spheres or between the functions of subjection in an 
individual). What ‘relation’ is to relationships, the ‘natural order’ is to 
the connections to be described here. In an earlier discussion we made 
reference to the distinction between the substrate and the superstrate of 
a law-sphere. This distinction reflects a ‘natural order’ (what Vollenhoven 
called the ‘cosmic order’ in 1926), an order that arises by virtue of a 
primary ‘dependence’ of a law-sphere on one or more other law-spheres, 
whereby this/these other law-sphere(s) are presupposed by the law-sphere 
in question. The presupposed law-spheres are its substrate, those not 
presupposed its superstrate.
 Against the background of this given order, Vollenhoven points 
to evidences of this order in the occurrence of functioning. E.g. 
the life functions in an organism cannot take place without energy 
interaction (metabolism), transport of materials, spatial arrangements 
and quantitative balances. These are ‘retrocipations’ in the organic 
function and controlled by organic law, but they express, not directly but 
analogically, features of the life’s substrate functions. On the other hand, 
one can also make separate study of biochemical processes, as answering 
to physical-chemical laws, or separate study of the transport of materials 
and its complex mechanisms, or study the spatial shapes of proteins and 
the quantitative relations. In these cases, the studies are conducted at 
the physical, mechanical, spatial and numerical levels respectively, as 
belonging to these law-spheres and their respective regularities. But for 
these studies one needs to proceed from the overriding assumption that 

cause the current cosmological discussion proceeds from a generalization of this logical 
schema and states of affairs, the assertion of the externality of these relations is, I believe, 
justified. This is not to say that all relations are external; more monadic-like relations are 
referred to below.
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they ‘anticipate’ the life function or life context in order to be able to 
understand their very existence.
 So in general, when considering the actuality of a function—not 
just its existence as function of subjection, answering to modal law, but 
an effective or ‘subject(ing) function’—its operating can be visualized as 
passing through a series of states of affairs at the relevant modal level. 
Such functioning also depends on the presence of the substrate levels, 
said to be retrocipations. But this functioning will refer to superstrate 
levels, as anticipations, only on condition that what performs the 
functioning itself actually has a function at the anticipated level. E.g. the 
difference between animals and human beings as to the organic material 
each has is of essential importance for performing the more complex 
(higher) functions. In a human being this material is of more complex 
organization than is the case in animals. In human beings this supports 
the higher functions and behaviour a human being evinces (say speech, 
aesthetic appreciation, etc.) as over animal behaviour that lacks the higher 
functions.
        
       c  —  b — a —  +d,1 —
               b — a —  +c,1 — d

                    a —  +b,1 — d — c

                        —  +a,1 — d — c — b

             

(Note. The arrows pointing downward are retrocipations at a specific 
modal level, analogically referring to the modal levels below that level; 
the arrows pointing upward are anticipations at a specific modal level, 
analogically referring to the modal levels above that level. These analogical 
references are predicated on an individual ‘1’, subject to four functional 
levels: a, b, c, and d. The horizontal lines are not relations; they merely 
indicate the function level. Were one to place another individual ‘2’ 
beside individual ‘1’, then the basic relations would apply at the modal 
levels. There are also relations that reckon with the relevant anticipations 
or retrocipations. These relations are more like ‘monadic relations’, in 
being dependent on these anticipations and retrocipations as ‘predicates’ 
or particularizations of the terms.)140 
140   The fact that the anticipations (upward arrows) are on the right side of the indi-
vidual (between the triangles) and the retrocipations on the left side (downward arrows) 
is of no significance. Vollenhoven was in the habit of repeating the anticipations and the 
retrocipations, mirror-image, on both sides. This was to emphasize that these analogies 
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 In the first setup of Isagôgè Philosophiae (1930-1931), the above-
mentioned retrocipations and anticipations are the only indications of 
connection within the modal determinant. From 1931 on, Vollenhoven 
included the account of ‘object functions’ which, in the first setup, was 
discussed in the subsequent topic of the combination of the two kinds 
of connection. The later account puts the emphasis on the ‘inter-modal’ 
meaning of an object function. E.g. gold, being a physical metal, does 
not itself have an ethical function. But it can be made to serve an ethical 
end when, in the shape of a ring, it is used to certify wedding vows. 
The metal ring then has an ethical ‘object function’. Thus, things, plants 
and animals can have relevance at modal levels where they do not of 
themselves have qualities of subjection. 
 In Vollenhoven’s first account of object functions, the emphasis is 
more on the relational facet (e.g. the relationship between wedded pair 
and the ring). This fit the topic of the combination of the two kinds of 
connections of the individual and modal determinants (IIa+IIb). This 
topic was still in flux in the late 1920s and early 1930s, and we need 
not review its development here. The main point of the combination 
of the two kinds of connection is two-pronged. In the first place, the 
introduction of retrocipations and anticipations serves to pull a unity 
of subjection together (as it were). Its qualities of subjection are, 
when actually functioning, interconnected (as analogies of being). In 
other words, a unity of subjection is in fact ‘structured throughout’ 
(doorgestructureerd). This opens the door to the treatment of ‘individuals’, 
now as concrete things and persons, in all their complexity. Secondly, 
the relationships between things and persons can now also be more 
properly respected in their complexity and nuance. In this connection 
Vollenhoven introduces distinctions between inter- and intra-individual 
relationships, between inner and outer relationships, between successive 
and simultaneous relationships, etc. These are all predicated on the basic 
(external) relations, but now, additionally, taking into account qualities 
of the individuals concerned. 
 This completes the review of the intersection principle, which 
governs the intersection of the modal and the individual determinants. 
Taken from its most primitive point, namely the starting point of the way 
of composition, this starting point presupposes the reality indicated by 
four terms: (modal) law, individual, (modal) relation and natural order.141 

concern structure, which remains the same, whether on the right side—indicative of the 
morally good direction—or the left—the morally evil direction. 
141   It is tempting to call these terms ‘transcendentals’, though Vollenhoven does not 
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(i) Law warrants the grouping of states of affairs of similar modality, taken 
together in one law-sphere. (ii) The individual warrants the grouping of 
states of affairs in a unity of subjection, when the qualities of subjection 
involved are borne by a specific individual. A function of subjection attests 
to the combined presence of a law-sphere and a unity of subjection. 
(iii) The reality of relations is the ground for relationships, of whatever 
modal level, between states of affairs and, in their extension, between 
individuals. (iv) The natural order, indicated by substrate and superstrate 
functions of subjection/law-spheres, is the basis for the analogies of being 
(retrocipations and anticipations) between functions of subjection or 
law-spheres. When taking relations and the analogies together, a complex 
relational network results.
 The effect of the intersection principle begins (in the order of 
composition) from its simplest exemplification with the two cosmic 
determinants, namely in states of affairs: (distinct) ‘this’s’ and ‘that’s’ which 
are (modally) thus or so. The full intersection of the two determinants 
(at the opposite end of the simplest exemplification) involves the 
conjunction of functions of subjection operative within a relational network. 
Taken together, the above summary presentation presents Vollenhoven’s 
schematic model of the framework of our complex world, offered to 
enable us to help analyse and understand it better.142 
 A point of detail that is found only in Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1930 
(1930d, §§64-69) is worthy of mention because it helps to explain a 
peculiarity in the theory of knowledge that is retained in all the later 
versions of the text, but without the explanation. It concerns the 
forerunner of the account of object functions. Vollenhoven applies two 
sets of terms: “potential and actual” and “latent and patent”. Two steps 
are required in accounting for an object (e.g. the golden wedding ring, 
mentioned above). First, something must be present that is suitable for 
becoming an object; secondly, someone must actually realize the object 
in question. The first step involves the assessment of suitability, which is 
the step from potential to actual. Gold is found to be suitable for a role 
between married couples by virtue of its lustre, endurance, economic 
value, etc.; but then this actualization of choice (of gold) must be 
transformed into an actual ring (meaningful object). In gold as (chosen) 

do so. As assumed or acknowledged realities, they are instrumental in the acceptance by 
thought of notions that defy analysis, namely “law-sphere’, ‘unity of subjection’, ‘relation-
ship’ and ‘analogy’ respectively. 
142   It is of some interest to compare this schematic model with the one sketched and 
discussed by Hendrik Hart, himself a former student of Vollenhoven, in Hart 1984. A 
certain kinship of approach and in the content is evident. 
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material, the ring is only latent; it becomes patent when made concrete 
(what Vollenhoven calls “the cancellation of latency”). Meaningful 
objects of the sort here meant are not just culture-bound. They occur 
in nature too. A bird selects twigs (actualization), which it uses to build 
a nest (cancellation of latency). A wall gives protection from the north 
wind (actualizing protective surroundings) enabling plants to grow more 
abundantly (op. cit., §67).
 Vollenhoven applies this to memory and perception as well (adding 
expectation in 1932). A human being doesn’t just remember or perceive. 
The attention needs to be triggered or set to focus on a past or present 
event. That means that, of all the events that could, potentially, be 
remembered by an agent, a particular event becomes the actual choice 
(potential to actual). Then, through the actual remembering, one recalls 
what that event involved, i.e. the latency of its content becomes patent 
content. The same holds for perception: a present event that can be 
perceived—this is perceivable—discloses, when actually perceived, its 
content patently. The choice that actualizes the remember-able and the 
perceivable (and later the expectable) places the event in a relation to 
the knowing subject, who subsequently ‘now remembers’, ‘now perceives’ 
and ‘now expects’ what the event involves.143

 The actual event remembered, perceived or expected may be 
dynamic or dull, weighty or of no consequence, etc., but in the relation 
to a knowing agent it is passive, a knowable event. Its being knowable 
is not, as such, the object function. An object function needs the active 
or actualizing initiative of the agent in connection with which anything 
fulfils an object function. Being knowable is prior to anything actual, 
whether as a subject(ing) function or an object function. The knowable 
is “noetically passive” (gnotisch-passief),144 i.e. is epistemically passive, a 
phrase that we found was relevant in connection with the ‘ubiquity of 
value’ in the cosmos (Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f, §124). Despite the 
brevity of the text about values (as mentioned earlier), the reference to 
value would appear to give epistemological relevance to ‘actualization’. 
Something needs to trigger or set the focus on an actual knowable event 
in the context of what is potentially knowable. A candidate could be value, 
realistically conceived. Values could then mediate, as already surmised, 
the difference between reality and content of consciousness, in that value 
is operative in that ‘selection process’ (or ‘assessment’; ibid.) to which 

143   Cf. 2005d/e [or 2010], 160B, 160C, 161D, 164C, 168C. 
144   Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 201; in 1930d/1931f, §140; both references in Vollen-
hoven 2010. 
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consciousness is subject. Value is the warranty for being’s being knowable. 
In that sense it is directly relevant in undergirding the view that knowing 
resorts under being.

V. reVIew of VollenhoVen’s InItIal defInItIVe Platform and new 
deVeloPments

In the early 1930s Vollenhoven ceased speaking openly of values. This 
was simultaneous with his ceasing to characterise the cosmos in aesthetic 
terms and the Creator in the metaphor of an artisan. Also he revised his 
account of knowledge and objectification. More important, there is the 
appearance of the moral antithesis of good and evil coming more into the 
foreground than had been the case so far. This new emphasis on good and 
evil has everything to do with the new discussion of the human being, 
as soul and body, but now in the terminology of “direction determining 
centre” and “direction determined periphery.”145 We shall now attempt to 
give a unifying sketch of Vollenhoven’s initial definitive platform, despite 
the fragmentary character of the sources, and then discuss its two most 
important developments: anthropology and the overcoming of dualism. 

A. Cosmic life and knowing
Vollenhoven once defined ‘cosmos’ as “created reality and hence the 
reality dependent on God’s will” (Vollenhoven 1926d: 56). He then 
immediately mentions a primary distinction within the cosmos. All reality 
is real (realiteit), but only a part of reality is factual as well (werkelijkheid). 
Factual reality is “that part of the cosmos that is spatio-temporal in nature 
and acts upon our organism as environment, in other words [the part 
which constitutes] the humanistic reduction of reality” (ibid.). To non-
factual reality belongs, for example, (any) truth (op. cit.: 57).
 In this reference to factual reality one sees a development of what was 
initially described as the level of the “the psycho-physical organization” 
in Vollenhoven’s dissertation (cf. chapter 2). Sensibility absorbs sense-
data through the spatial and temporal forms of sensibility. The data 
themselves derive from the outer world, localized in the absolute context 
of space and time. This ‘realm of appearances’ has in the meantime made 
way for a view that focuses on the relational network that the human 
being shares with nature. Vollenhoven now also recognizes organic 
functioning as a non-reductive reality.146 In the work of 1926 he speaks of 

145   Vollenhoven 1932e, §64; also in 2010, 93. 
146   Vollenhoven had expressed a tendency towards attributing more independence 
to the biological world, than had been his wont, in the letter to A. Janse, 7 November 
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the environment of an organism, which he refers to as (following Hans 
Driesch) an organism’s ‘absolute medium’,147 a term that evinces the 
transformation of the earlier work.
 This absolute medium is the context of perception. The “whole 
human being” is active in perception, for “the soul is aimed at the 
content within and outside of the body by means of the sense-organs” 
(Vollenhoven 1926a: 37). Perception yields representations of things, 
gleaned in the subject-object relation of organism and environment. To 
the extent that this has epistemic relevance, it is a ‘knowing about’, but it 
does not appeal to an awareness of truth. (The ‘knowing about’ was the 
former knowledge by acquaintance, which was thought to involve truth 
through the synthesis of subject and object. The latter is now rejected.) 
Truth is central when ‘knowing that’. Knowing, in the sense of ‘knowing 
that’ also takes place through the activity of “the whole human being”, 
but now the activity is “aimed at the truth” (ibid.), or “the grasping of 
truth-content” (1926a: 13-14).
 So we see how ‘the whole human being’, active in perception and 
knowing, matches the ‘whole cosmos’, in the reality of its ‘factual part’ 
and its ‘ideal part’. Again, as in Vollenhoven’s earlier position (cf. chapter 
2), there is at least an analogy between the Self and the World, provided 
we can interpret the expression “whole human being” as synonym for 
‘Self ’, and “cosmos” for ‘World’. Depicted schematically, we have: 

                    knowing (cognition)                     real / truth

Whole human             Cosmos 
      being                
                         psychic (perception)     factual / absolute medium

 While this analogy between the human being and the world 
reminds us of the earlier setup of ‘occasionalism’, Vollenhoven is now not 
simply repeating himself. In the human being the main distinction is no 
longer that between psycho-physical body and conscious mind. We had 
noted that the human being (or the Self ) was portrayed as a psychical 
creature: the psyche being a factor of the psycho-physical body, but also 
relevant for the immortal soul and its support of the mind. But in the 

1922; cf. chapter 3, section II.C. In his letter to Janse of 19 February 1924 he states that 
he is working on “the logical foundations of biology”. 
147   Cf. Vollenhoven 1926b: 394; 1926d: 54, 155, 193. It is in 1926a: 13 that he 
indicates that the phrase “the biotic absolute medium” comes from Hans Driesch. The 
term was soon dropped, but the meaning, insofar useable, is preserved in speaking of the 
environment as relational network. 
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current view, knowing is taken as common factor: perception provides 
the representation by which we ‘know about’ inner and outer reality, 
while cognition is focussed on grasping truth, in ‘knowing that’. In both 
cases there is an “activity of the soul”, a dynamic principle common to 
both, but with a difference: the “grasping [on the part of cognition] 
does not arise through perception” (ibid.), and “concept [of knowing] 
and representation [of perception] differ toto caelo” (Vollenhoven 1926a: 
9). If, in Vollenhoven’s earlier work, ‘psychical growth’ was taken to be 
of cardinal importance—you might say “the point of it all”—this now 
seems to be replaced by ‘coming to know’ and the quality of ‘rest’ that 
achieved knowing brings with it. The weight now placed on knowing, 
and the context in which this takes place (as indicated very roughly in 
the schema), gives this view a certain consonance with what Vollenhoven, 
in his later terminology of the problem-historical method, referred to as 
“ennoetism” (literally an ‘in-the-mind-ism’). We will discuss this more 
thoroughly in the addendum to this chapter.
 Now the cosmos too has diversity, but not as separate parts. 
Vollenhoven is clear in his terminology, namely that the entire cosmos 
has the reality (realiteit) of standing in subjection to God. But factual 
reality (werkelijkheid) is a subpart (onderdeel) of reality, being the reality 
that is essentially spatial and temporal. Thus reality is the encompassing 
category, of which factual reality is only a (sub)part (1926d: 56-57). 
An important feature of non-factual reality is truth. It is on a par with 
knowing that, which is important to Vollenhoven, for now “it is possible 
to secure knowing in the real” (op. cit.: 57). And the intersection principle 
ensures that the factual (as individual determinant) and the non-factual 
(as modal determinant) are always taken together.
 One may ask whether this contrast of the factual and the real 
remained in effect. In Vollenhoven theory of knowledge there is the 
peculiar but not properly explained two-step feature of first selecting 
a content for the mind and then asserting or affirming it (cf. the end 
of the section on the intersection principle). The first step is a ‘making 
now knowable’ (perceivable, remember-able, expectable). It is difficult to 
maintain that this is not a moment of perception that yields ‘noetically 
passive’ content for the mind. The mind’s subsequent affirmation 
underscores its truth. This view remained unchanged throughout the 
editions of Isagôgè Philosophiae.
 Now we can take the next step and consider the distinction between 
Self or ‘whole human being’ and World or ‘cosmos’. We portrayed this 
above as it occurs in Vollenhoven’s earlier thought, viz. side-by-side. 
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But then it was secured in what Vollenhoven at the time took to be a 
cardinal difference, i.e. between thought and being. The Self embodies 
the qualities and properties needed for thought, while the World is the 
context of cosmic being. In the meantime any independent status of the 
Self has been annulled in favour of the view of the Self as essentially that 
of a ‘tasked subject’. It stands subject to laws/norms that serve as cases of 
boundaries for the World. This says that the former difference between 
Self and World has essentially collapsed. The Self still has its part to play, 
but this is no longer taken to be executed on the basis of a solipsistic self-
conscious thought, predicated on the individual. The Self is ‘wedded to 
the World’ (as it were), in the sense that it is itself a creature that belongs 
to the cosmos as created. Vollenhoven has shifted in his thought towards 
a ‘holism’ or ‘universalism’. Four independent lines of consideration 
point in this direction.
 In the first place, there is the shift that is indicated by “knowing 
resorting under being”. This would appear to be the advance made about 
mid-1922. It at least says that knowing should not be taken as taking 
place in independence from the World. But it does not directly call for a 
dependent Self.
 Secondly, there is the evidence in connection with the critical 
apparatus that Vollenhoven developed in the second half of the 1920s, 
when he aimed to understand philosophical views as variants of theism 
or of cosmism. God and cosmos are taken in one arrangement, and the 
prime question is where the line of difference is drawn and what that 
difference entails. He expressed his own stance at the time in terms 
of the same question. But he eventually, certainly before 1941, found 
this approach to be dissatisfactory.148 He characterizes this approach as 
implementing a ‘whole-part schema’. In our discussion of this approach 
above (section II.B.2), one observes that there is no (direct) concern for 
a possible fundamental distinction between a ‘cosmos-in-the-small’ and 
a ‘cosmos-in-the-large’, despite the focus on the cosmos. If Vollenhoven’s 
earliest context still held sway, in which the thought-being polarity did 
find cosmic expression in the non-holistic distinction of microcosm and 
macrocosm, then he certainly would have reckoned with it when setting 
up his critical apparatus (of the forms of theism and of cosmism). Now an 
argument from silence is, of course, always somewhat tendentious. But 

148   Vollenhoven expresses his dissatisfaction with this approach in “Richtlijnen ter 
oriëntatie in de gangbare wijsbegeerte” (Orientating directives in connection with cur-
rent philosophy); 1941k: 65-66, footnote 2). The ‘whole-part’ qualification first occurs 
in comment 4, section 13 of Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1941, the revised version of that year. 
Cf. Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 13 or Vollenhoven 2010, 13. 
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his own (later) qualification, of ‘whole and part’ in this regard, breaks the 
silence. His own view of the late 1920s falls under the same qualification, 
which therefore indicates holism or universalism.
 Then thirdly, there is a statement of Vollenhoven in 1926 which, at 
face value, sounds extreme, but which, on consideration, fits the context 
of a universalism. “A human being is not only not an individual that is 
suddenly mature; he is not in any sense (in het geheel niet) an individual, 
but he has a historical place in the whole of humankind, which for many 
centuries is executing—regrettably continually with failures—its task 
viz. exercising the office of being subject” (1926b: 382). The individual 
is nothing outside of humankind, and that humanity as such stands in 
subjection. There is now no separate or distinct status of the individual 
in a cosmic sense.
 Finally, there is the epistemological evidence. The former 
distinction of Self and World served as the poles on which knowledge 
acquisition took place. The Self receives data from the World, which 
it assimilates in terms of its own structures (forms of sensibility and 
Gegenstände). Knowledge is a synthesis, first in the form of judgments, 
then, in a constructive sense, also in the form of concepts. But we found 
that Vollenhoven now clearly rejects this account of knowledge. The 
synthesis there is, involves representations, which are psychical. Hence 
the synthesis of representations is also psychical, put together and lacking 
in truth-value. Genuine knowledge is a systasis, i.e. a structure in which 
truth is grasped, as a ‘knowing that’. In that case, ‘coming to know’ does 
not proceed from an activity of the Self, but it takes place in the context 
of law-spheres, whereby the first concern is the intuitive discerning of 
modal qualification of the relevant truth (1926a: 14) . 
 I believe that the above evidence is sufficient to assert that 
Vollenhoven’s initial definitive position is committed to a universalism. 
Let us attempt to bring this ‘holism’ more sharply into focus. But we 
can state at once that, in its original understanding, it was short-lived. 
In 1932 Vollenhoven brought the human being more explicitly in 
the picture again, when he made the theme of ‘body and soul’ more 
pronounced. This did not eradicate the theme of the whole, but it did put 
it in a different light (as we will see). 
 How is ‘the whole’ initially characterized? The best way to discover 
this is to focus on the situation in which Self and World are together, 
which is the situation of knowledge.
 Vollenhoven’s paradigm of knowledge is indicated as ‘I know 
something’, which, translated into the idiom of a systasis, is ‘I have 
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knowledge about something’. Because ‘having’ knowledge comes down 
to ‘possessing truth’, and ‘I’ being a knowing Self, the paradigm statement 
becomes ‘Self possesses truth about something’. This is a tripartite 
schema of knower, truth and the knowable, with two relations: one of 
possessing—best described as ‘participating’—and one of representation. 
 Now truth is ‘in itself ’, in the sense that it is not dependent on 
the subject or knowing agent, nor is it dependent on language, nor the 
facts.149 (I believe we can say that for Vollenhoven truth, in the present 
context, is based on given connections which, when acknowledged (or 
seized) are true, as seized, of reality.) What calls for consideration are the 
knower and the knowable in connection with truth.
 In the situation of everyday knowledge, truth is conveyed as 
information or as a truth content . For any understanding of information 
to take place, the first prerequisite is that the knower intuits the modal 
characteristic of information conveyed. For the Self this means discerning 
the relevant modal quality of subjection and its modal law. Likewise, the 
something that is knowable—this need not be a simple object, but could 
be an event, or a situation, or itself a state of affairs, etc.—needs also to 
have the relevant qualification. Vollenhoven does not make this explicit, 
though it is clear that there needs to be a modal qualification of the same 
modality as that of the quality of subjection. The link that indicated the 
modal qualification of something of reality is, I believe, value. Here ‘value’ 
needs to be taken in the manner of our earlier discussion, namely the 
value that signals being’s being knowable. The ‘something’ is not merely 
part of a blanket being. Cosmic being displays diversity, so that one 
‘part’—a facet, moment, event, situation, occasion, etc.—can be picked 
out and be known. The take-off point of perception and memory is (as 
was said above) that that which is perceived or remembered is ‘picked 
out’ as being knowable.150

 The Self ‘bears’ its qualities of subjection, it does not freely form 
them from its own activity. In the same way, a ‘something’ ‘bears its 
value’, in the sense that it can be deemed relevant in a multiplicity of 

149   In 1926a: 51-52, Vollenhoven expresses rapport with Bolzano’s distinctions be-
tween independent propositions (Sätze an sich), independent truths (Wahrheiten an sich) 
and independent representations (Vorstellungen an sich). The truths-in-themselves are 
prior to, and independent of, language (propositions) and human thought (representa-
tions); cf. Bar-Hillel 1972.
150   I repeat that linking value to this actualization is not supported explicitly in Vol-
lenhoven’s text. But it helps to make sense of what Vollenhoven’s all too brief text in this 
connection fails to explain, while being in accordance with what he does say; cf. section 
III.B.3.c. above. 
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ways. This calls for a further level of account.
 Vollenhoven now turns to religious categories. The knowledge 
enterprise is taken to be part and parcel of fulfilling (as discussed earlier) 
the prophetic office.151 This ‘office’ is relevant not just for an individual 
knowledge seeker. It includes the knowledge seeker, and, with him or 
her, the cosmos in the sense of that about which knowledge is sought. 
In speaking of office here, Vollenhoven means to point to a ‘post’, with a 
‘task’ or obligation to be met. It is communal in involving all humankind, 
but it is not a ‘community-idea’, as if it guarantees the possibility of 
achieving shared knowledge. It is more like the call that awakes the 
knowledge interest, making one receptive to the ‘noetic’ value of being’s 
being knowable.
 In speaking of office or task, Vollenhoven is at the point where 
the Self stands subject to the law. The Self is at the boundary, and it is 
at the boundary that religious categories hold. Here we find the final 
characterization of ‘the whole’.152 Vollenhoven speaks of “the religious” at 
this point.153 It is where the concreteness of cosmic life becomes definitive, 
over against the abstract framework of where cosmology began. We have 
found that Vollenhoven had spoken of the aesthetic characterization of 
the whole, underlying the use of ‘cosmos’. But that does not go beyond 
a general or abstract characterization. When speaking of office, its 
fulfilment can be none other than concrete. And that fits the knowledge 
enterprise. Human beings come to particular truths, and each individual 
knower invests his or her own measure of interest of acquiring knowledge 
in line with the possibilities offered by the context towards acquiring 
knowledge.
 Religion is not merely about having a belief about God. For 
Vollenhoven, religion is much more encompassing. It is about fundamental 
life-attitudes, about taking a stance in the face of the exigencies of life. 
Here the ‘standing in subjection’ of an office is understood to involve 
a position of responsibility. The category of ‘the religious’ links the 
anthropology of responsibility to the divinity from whom responsibility 

151   There are also the priestly and the kingly offices. The three offices are relevant for 
anthropology, but only the prophetic office is directly relevant for epistemology. 
152   The cosmos, being knowable through the mediation of values, also has religious 
relevance for Vollenhoven. For (as quoted in an earlier context) “value can be adequately 
seen only when taken as anchored in the Logos” (Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f, §124; also 
2010, Appendix I). 
153   Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f, §71; 2010, Appendix I. He admits the expression to 
be vague, which is probably why, or at least part of the reason why, it was written out of 
later versions of Isagôgè Philosophiae. 
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derives. In that sense, concrete existence reflects divinity. Ideally, the 
image of the triune God reflected in the human being is also threesome. 
“The human being, being created with all his functions by the living God 
out of the earth, addressed by him and guided, is in this triune structure 
of created, addressed and guided, the subject on the side of that which is 
subject, the correlate of the triune God.”154 So we find that Vollenhoven 
continues to have a theistic understanding of the characterization of the 
whole of reality. The three cases of God’s immanence, where the divine 
will expresses laws, commands and directives, provide the ‘points of 
contact’ with cosmic life.155 
 But Vollenhoven must have sensed that this formulation was not 
entirely satisfactory. For he speaks of the structure of the human being 
at the very point where the concern is that of direction, i.e. response to 
norms, commands and directives. It does not help to encourage taking 
the right direction by only emphasizing that there is the capacity of 
choice. In the next version of Isagôgè Philosophiae (1932) there is progress 
in terms of a renewed anthropology.

B. Renewed anthropology
Of the numerous changes Vollenhoven introduced into the text of Isagôgè 
Philosophiae in 1932, a significant one was no doubt that concerning 
the human being. With this change came an increased emphasis on the 
theme of the ‘moral’ antithesis of good and evil, a theme that is directly 
relevant to the distinction between structure and direction.
 In the work of 1926 Vollenhoven appears to use the word ‘soul’ as 
synonym for ‘the whole human being’, that is, when the whole human 
being is active, as in perception and in knowing (cf. Vollenhoven 1926a: 
37). In “The first questions of psychology” (1930b), the thought is 
repeated, with emphasis on its biblical use, where ‘soul’ is associated with 
the ‘breathing’ of animals and human beings,156 itself a metaphor for 
being concretely alive. In the Bible there is also a link, says Vollenhoven, 
between the soul and that which influences life, for good or evil (ibid). 
The latter is given more scope in Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1930-1931.

154   Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f, §79; also 2010, Appendix I. 
155   The understanding of the roles of the Persons of divinity is not the same as ini-
tially formulated in Vollenhoven’s dissertation (1918a). The change is discussed in III.B. 
above.
156   Op. cit. : 12-13. The discussion of this topic is in line with work of A. Janse. In 
the renewal that Vollenhoven introduces in 1932, he places more of his own stamp on the 
handling of this theme. For a recent discussion of Vollenhoven’s more considered view, cf. 
Van der Walt 2010a. 
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 The context of the discussion in the first setup of Isagôgè Philosophiae 
is religious (or redemptive) history. The fall of humankind (in Adam and 
Eve) makes good and evil a reality or actual in human life. (Vollenhoven 
follows the text of Genesis explicitly; cf. 1930d/1931f, §§83-84). The 
reality of good and evil invites a systematic discussion of it, which 
Vollenhoven offers in four short sections (§§85-88). In the revised 
versions of 1932 and 1939 these sections are lifted out of the context of 
redemptive history and placed in a position adjacent to the discussion of 
cosmology (the intersection principle). The justification for this move is 
Vollenhoven’s revised view, that the antithesis of good and evil constitutes 
a determinant in its own right, a ‘third determinant’, in addition to 
the modal and the individual determinants. The content of these four 
sections, while undergoing expansion, is not essentially changed. What 
is changed is the anthropological consequence drawn from the change of 
the position of these sections.
 The essential point of the systematic discussion of good and evil is, 
from the start, to demonstrate that this antithetical relation does not fit 
into the cosmos, i.e. cannot be reduced to or is fundamentally different 
than the two primary determinants of the cosmos, individuality and 
modality. While each of these two determinants involves difference—
the ‘this-that’ difference between individuals and the modal differences 
between the law-spheres—nowhere can these differences legitimately 
offer a foothold to secure the difference of good and evil: of anything in 
the cosmos, never can we say that ‘this’ is exclusively good or evil, nor 
is this the case for any one mode of being subject. What also stands in 
the way of any merging of good and evil with these two determinants 
of the cosmos is that any difference with respect to these determinants 
can be ‘relativized’, for wherever there is a difference one can ask about 
the connection (2005d/e, 10). But good and evil cannot, and certainly 
should not, be connected or ‘relativized’. We all know that rationalizing 
our missteps doesn’t get us off the hook—which is why Vollenhoven 
speaks of an antithesis. The concepts of good and evil differ in their own 
right, but there is no connection that overrides this difference, hence in 
reality good and evil are antithetic.
 This means that this ‘third determinant’ cannot be integrated into 
the two cosmic determinants, despite its being listed as third. In other 
words, it does not itself ‘intersect’ with the other two determinants. 
This accords with the biblical evidence that the antithesis of good 
and evil  does not obtain by virtue of creation.157 Whatever its exact 

157   Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 85, or 2010, 85. One should not confuse this with the 
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‘origin’,158 good and evil became evident in human life owing to what is 
termed ‘the fall’. That is why Vollenhoven initially placed its discussion 
in the context of redemptive (covenant) history, and spoke of “religious 
direction”, good and evil being two different directions in human life, 
for or against God.159 But from 1932 on, the antithesis of good and 
evil is listed along with the other two determinants of creation. Why 
is that? I believe the answer is that, by appealing to this antithesis, 
Vollenhoven saw a way of introducing the distinction between body 
and soul, all the while staying clear of the dualistic substantialist view 
of a human being. (The prior religious context of the discussion of 
good and evil did not include this anthropological distinction.) But 
the distinction, as introduced in 1932, did induce a peculiar tension in 
Vollenhoven’s thought.
 One cannot of course merely juxtapose the antithesis of good and 
evil beside the cosmic determinants—this in itself constitutes a difference 
or contrast in its own right—without expecting a connection. The 
connection is not, as we said, an ‘intersecting’ of good and evil with 
the two cosmic determinants, but they need at least in some sense to be 
related. Vollenhoven now has the soul mediate the connection between 
the cosmic determinants and that of good and evil. Take the two cosmic 
determinants in turn. In the modal determinant, law and function (of 
subjection) never coalesce. In the ‘supra-psychical’ law-spheres the human 
being is aware of this ontological difference, which is why law is then 
said to be a norm. At this level the human being is able to consciously 
function or act contrary to the norm. Here a factor of direction, viz., 
that of compliance or defiance with respect to a (supra-psychical) norm, 
presents itself. In each of the law-spheres, from the analytical upwards, 
this possibility is present. But it can’t be that the compliance or defiance is 
itself merely a ‘modal phenomenon’, distinct in each of these law-spheres. 
After all, the same human being participates in all these law-spheres, and 
it is the human being who is held accountable. It is more likely that 

biblical indication of the creation being ‘good’, even ‘very good’, in the opening pericope 
of Genesis. The original Hebrew has ‘tov’, which means ‘in good order, pleasing, satisfy-
ing’. This is closer to ‘good’ as in ‘good versus bad’ than to ‘good’ as in ‘good versus evil’. 
E.A. Speiser, the translator and editor of the Genesis volume in the Anchor Bible series, 
Genesis, translates the divine expressions in chapter 1 (with slight variations) as: “And 
God was pleased with what he saw”; Speiser 1964: 3-5. 
158   Vollenhoven adduces the biblical evidence of a prior ‘fall in heaven’, whereby 
“the most important angels did not remain standing in the truth, that is to say, in the 
constancy, safety and faithfulness of God” (2005d/e, 21, or 2010, 21.) 
159   Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f, §88. 
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an attitude in the person contributes towards inclining either way in the 
context of a law-sphere. This attitude is not peculiar or partial to any 
one particular function, hence it must already lodge in the human being 
‘prior’ to the specific expression of functioning in the face of a modal 
law. (In 1941 Vollenhoven referred to this as ‘pre-functional’, but the 
thought is present in 1932.) The seat of this attitude in the person is 
then the soul or hart.160 It is relevant for functional life, in the law-spheres 
being the channel for compliance or defiance, but it cannot be identified 
with anything in functional life, say, one specific function or a group 
of functions. The latter is contrary to the traditional view of the soul as 
mental/spiritual ‘substance’ controlling higher functional expression.161

 Now this soul is related to the body. This is specified in connection 
with the individual determinant. The soul or heart is localized in the 
individual human being. Now the functions of an individual being form 
a connected unity, which in itself does not encourage privileging one or 
more of these functions to act as seat for the soul. But what about the 
unity of subjection itself? This is ‘the body’ in the full sense of the word. 
(Vollenhoven includes all the supra-psychical functions in what he refers 
to as the body.) The body is structured throughout.162 But this holds for 
animals, plants and even ordinary things, though these have progressively 
less functions than the human being has.163 The unity of subjection is 
warranted by individuality, hence one speaks not only of this person, 
but also of this plant, this animal, etc. The cardinal difference between 
a human being and the non-human creatures is not just the latter’s lack 
of the higher functions—which should not occasion grouping these as 
‘soul’, for then we again ‘break’ the human body’s unity of subjection—

160   Vollenhoven 1932e, §63****; also 2010, 92. Vollenhoven uses synonymously 
the two pairs: “soul and body”, “heart and “function mantle”. The latter pair is suggested 
by the expression used by the apostle Paul, in 2 Corinthians 5: 1, where he speaks of the 
body as an “earthly tent”. 
161   Consider: “When in my work I speak of the dichotomy in an averse sense, then 
this always pertains to the dichotomy in the functionalistic-substantialistic sense as pro-
posed in pagan and humanistic philosophy. But I do myself maintain the dichotomy of 
soul and body. . . .” D.H.Th. Vollenhoven, letter 4 April 1939 to the Curators of the Free 
University. Website J.G. Friesen, www.members.shaw.ca/hermandooyeweerd/Curators.
html.
162   In Isagôgè Philosophiae Vollenhoven uses the term “unbroken unity of subjec-
tion”, in later work he speaks of “doorgestructureerd”, i.e. ‘structured throughout’. Cf. 
1932e, §94***, or 2010, 139. For the second term, cf. the index to Tol and Bril 1992. 
163   Consider: “Although the structure of a human being, if we overlook the heart, 
corresponds, as was seen, with that of things in that it, too, is functional . . .” 2005d/e, 
92, or 2010, 92. 
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but (more importantly) the lack of any evidence that the non-human 
creatures can in any way be held accountable for their behaviour. There is 
no determination of choice in their ‘compliance or defiance’. They are too 
integrated in their surrounding world for that, though there are limited 
‘measures’ of freedom. But human beings are accountable for their doings 
(which is not to deny that there are dispositional factors to take into 
account). Thus the soul, as seat of the direction determining attitude, is 
‘something’ that is distinct from the body (as unity of subjection), but it 
does stand in an intrinsic (intra-individual) relationship to the (whole) 
body. Thus Vollenhoven calls the soul the ‘direction determining centre’ 
of the body,164 the functions of which, in consequence of the soul, are 
inclined in a direction either for good or evil.
 Now what determines the inclinations of the heart or soul in its 
pre-functional significance? We naturally think of a ‘law’ criterion. But 
this cannot be a law in the sense of a norm. Norms control the (higher) 
functions. Also, one may functionally act in accordance with norms, yet 
use this to cover over evil intentions of the heart. (Consider the discussion 
of knowledge and its ‘good or loving’ handling; cf. section III.B.3.b.) 
Commands, as we saw, give more pointed orientation as compared 
to norms. The prime command for Vollenhoven is the (biblical) love 
command. This is what serves as criterion for determining the good 
direction as over against the one evil (2005d/e, 114, or 2010, 114).
 But the status of the soul was never made completely clear. In line 
with A. Janse’s use, Vollenhoven refers to the soul as the ‘inward human 
being’ while the body is the ‘outward human being’.165 Inward and 
outward belong together, and in that sense they are part of the structure 
of the human being. Yet each is attuned to different impositions: the soul 
or inward man is subject to the love command, the body or outward 
man to the laws/norms of the cosmic order. Vollenhoven once called the 
soul our ‘centre of willing’.166 In that sense, the soul is sensitive to good 
164   In 1941 Vollenhoven dropped the terms “centre” and “periphery”, and spoke 
merely of “direction determining” and “in direction determined” (cf. 2010, 93). In 1939 
he also re-introduced the qualification “religious direction” (1939h, §63****; or 2010, 
92). Vollenhoven never favoured the term ‘moral’ (cf. op. cit. , 114). But if one agrees to 
distinguish this term from ‘ethical’, as in ‘ethical function’, and not presuppose an au-
tonomous practical reason, the term is, I believe, useful. After all, the antithesis of good 
and evil is moral, it’s the context and account given to it by Vollenhoven that calls for 
the predicate ‘religious’, as over against Kant’s account that turns it into an autonomous 
feature of practical reason. 
165   Cf. Vollenhoven 1952k: 78 ff., 86. The terms “inward man” and “outward man” 
also occur in the Pauline corpus; cf. Rom.7: 22; Eph. 3: 16; 2 Cor. 4: 16. 
166   He speaks of “centre of willing in the Scriptural sense”; letter to the Curators 
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and evil. But it is not a build-in teleology, for then the moral obligation 
loses its point, in confrontation with the (external) love command. It is 
a case of the correlation of law-as-command and subjection-as-direction-
determining that is sui generis.167 It is at death that the distinction 
between soul and body becomes an evident difference. The soul goes 
through death,168 it is the (functional) body that is annihilated when 
dying. However, this separated state is characteristic of death. When alive 
the soul is the heart from which the issues of (functional) life proceed. 
 Upon comparing Vollenhoven’s original 1918 view with the revised 
view, we find that, whereas formerly there was the Self, as higher synthesis 
of the two incomplete substances of (psycho-physical) body and (mental) 
soul, the term ‘soul’ is now used (as complete human being) in the position 
of the Self. Vollenhoven’s statement about dying calls for reinterpretation. 
In 1918 he stated: “Dying is the dissolution of a complete substance [viz. 
the Self ] on account of the soul’s organ becoming unserviceable” (25th 
statement appended to the dissertation, 1918a). The organ or instrument 
of the soul here is, as John Kok has pointed out, the body (Kok 1992: 
38). In itself this (so-called ‘scholastic’) view is rather remarkable. For 
the Self, which is said to dissolve on account of the body’s corruptibility, 
is (in Vollenhoven 1918a) the invariant principle that regulates the 
connection between body and soul. One might expect this to be the seat 
of personality, or whatever affects both body and mind together, yet this 
is what is said to dissolve when dying. In Vollenhoven’s revised view, 
which never went completely public, it is this seat of the whole human 
being that “goes through death” but is not annihilated. What is now 
taken to be dissolved at death is the coherence of ‘body and mind’, or 
of the Free University, 4 April 1939; cf. website J.G. Friesen: www.members.shaw.ca/
hermandooyeweerd/Curators.html . 
167   Vollenhoven did also illustrate the relation of body and soul as modelled on that 
of modal laws and the love command. E.g. in 1951h: 55-56, he states: “Thus, one readily 
notices, analogous to the difference between soul and body in connection with the hu-
man being—taken in the Scriptural sense of heart and function mantle—the difference 
between the principle intent [hoofdsom] and differentiation in connection with the law. 
The former summarizes the kernel of the law as the demand of love to God and to the 
fellow human being, whom he has placed beside us. However, this one law [of love] is dif-
ferentiated in a diversity of laws for functional life.” The two pairs: body/modal laws and 
soul/love command are clear enough. But it is how the former pair is a ‘differentiation’ of 
the latter pair (respectively) that remains in the dark. 
168   Cf. Vollenhoven 1933a: 44; also consider: “The continued existence of the soul 
after death is not in discussion for Calvinistic philosophy;” first proposition of the list of 
propositions written at the request of the Curators of the Free University (probable date 
19 March 1938; my translation). Website J.G. Friesen: www.members.shaw.ca/herman-
dooyeweerd/Curators.html . 
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what Vollenhoven came to call the entire “bodily structure of functions”, 
which includes ‘mental functions’.169

 Vollenhoven wishes to avoid speculation. And that severely restricts 
any ‘thorough’ treatment of this topic. If we resort to the routes of 
Vollenhoven’s method, then the ‘way of resolution’ (the way of analysis) 
calls for the distinction of soul and body, a distinction of inward centre 
of willing and outward functional-directional effect, a distinction that 
also requires us to recognize a peculiar relational, ‘intra-individual’ 
component. But when retreating on the way of composition (the way 
of synthesis), one does not merely ‘reassemble the parts’; there is also 
the recognition of a more concrete or existential reality that is ‘better 
understood’ as a whole on account of having distinguished the parts. 
In the light of that more concrete reality, the soul (the “inward” person) 
represents the ‘whole person’ (as is to be expected of an intra-individual 
relationship of soul and body), while the body (the “outward person”), 
when taken by itself, is merely an abstraction. For body without soul is 
not a concrete human reality. In that sense an anthropological analysis 
needs to presuppose, and cannot completely account for, the unique 
worth of the human person that each one is.

C. Dualism overcome
In his early years Vollenhoven used the term ‘dualism’ to portray a 
primary or essential contrast. This is how it occurred in his dissertation 
(as we found in chapter 2), where it referred to the duality of norm 
and fact and, in extension, God and the world. In his work of the late 
1920s there is the similar use, to again indicate the primary distinction 
between God and the world. The distinction is called upon in connection 
with the practice of philosophy, as helping to delineate philosophical 
methodology. It does not necessary imply an ontological dualism in the 
strict sense of the word. The methodological distinction could be based 
on a strict ontological dualism, but it can equally be the primary contrasts 
of a unity, as we found is the case in Vollenhoven’s dissertation.
 Now, when speaking of the practice of philosophy one can readily 
distinguish a constructive and a critical part. The constructive part 
concerns, in Vollenhoven’s phraseology, “the complex of statements 
expressive of the knowledge acquired in the human being’s striving to 
know” (Is.Ph.: 1). Vollenhoven restricts this to the cosmos, to what 

169   It is of interest to compare (noting similarities and differences) the above “scho-
lastic” view with Aristotle’s view of the instrumental body of the soul in the (re)interpreta-
tion of A.P. Bos; cf. Bos 1999. 
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is within human reach to inquire into. But the critical part concerns 
the discussion of philosophy’s “place and task” (Is.Ph.: 10, 14-17). If 
the constructive part is philosophy proper, then the critical part is 
meta-philosophical. In meta-philosophy there is the discussion of the 
presuppositions of philosophy, which serves to clarify the conditions 
that hold of the practice of philosophy. Philosophy and meta-philosophy 
should be carefully distinguished. Should this be neglected, two kinds of 
problems may arise. One might be tempted to treat a meta-philosophical 
factor as belonging to philosophy in the constructive sense. In that 
case one induces an element of dogmatism in philosophy. On the other 
hand, a philosophical construal might be deemed to represent reality so 
convincingly as to be raised to a condition of philosophy. This introduces 
speculation in the meta-philosophical understanding of philosophy.
 Nowhere does the problem between the meta-philosophical and 
the philosophical in Vollenhoven become more evident than in the 
first setup of Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1930-1931. Vollenhoven proceeds 
from the correlation—the “dualism”—of God and cosmos. Vollenhoven 
always accepted the existence of God and of the world, not on the basis of 
argument, but from out of his understanding of religion and worldview, 
as informed by biblical religion and the Reformed historical tradition. 
As such this is meta-philosophical, depending as it does on choices made 
within an understanding of the discourses of religion and worldview. 
But how does this meta-philosophical discourse affect philosophy in 
Vollenhoven’s initial definitive position? We need to consider this from 
the point of view of epistemology, ontology and cosmology.
 As to epistemology, an element of dogmatism is, I believe, 
initially evident. Vollenhoven would appear to maintain that the meta-
philosophical discourses justifies taking the existence of God and the 
World (cosmos, nature) as being realities that are knowable. The important 
factor is how the knowable comes to the attention of the knower. There 
are two “sources of knowledge” or “means of knowing”, according to 
Vollenhoven, viz. Scripture and Nature.170 Each source reveals the 
knowable—namely God and the World—in its own way. Therefore 
Vollenhoven organizes his epistemological discussion by first focussing 
on the knowledge of the cosmos, thereby appealing, in sequence to 
Nature (as source) and Scripture (as source). Then he turns to discussing 

170   In the revised version of Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1932 Vollenhoven replaces the 
term “source of knowledge” with “means of knowing”, this being part of a thorough 
overhaul of the whole epistemological discussion; cf. Vollenhoven 1932e, §118; or 2010, 
173. The two means of knowing God are written into the Belgic Confession, Article 2, viz. 
through nature or creation and Scripture; cf. Zwanepol 2004: 168. 
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the knowledge of God, by appealing (in the opposite order) to Scripture 
and Nature. 
 The crosswise treatment of the knowledge of God and the cosmos 
through Nature and Scripture turns this epistemological complex into 
one network. Where the source of Scripture is central, there the discussion 
is surely meta-philosophical; but where nature is central, the discussion 
is philosophical. In theory these are placed entirely on a par. But in the 
actual execution of the discussion there is a difference. The first category 
(knowledge of the cosmos by means of Nature) has priority of place in 
terms of the extent of its treatment (§§104-127). The discussion of the 
other three categories is much briefer (§§128-130; 132-134; 135-136 
respectively),171 to the point of hardly exceeding the format of outlines. 
The imbalance in the treatment might attest to a certain misgiving 
by Vollenhoven from the start. In any case, he thoroughly revised his 
whole epistemological discussion in the edition of 1932 which, apart 
from internal adjustment brought to bear in later versions, remained 
essentially intact. From that point, the discussion of knowledge focuses 
only on human knowledge concerning the cosmos, in both of its variants, 
everyday knowledge and scientific knowledge.172 This at least brings 
greater consistency in the execution of Vollenhoven’s own professed 
intentions.
 Beside the duality in sources of knowledge, there is also the 
dualism of God and cosmos. We found that Vollenhoven secures this 
ontologically in terms of the difference in the natures of each. God is an 
infinite being, who is sovereign; the cosmos is a finite creation that stands 
in subservience. The two are correlated through the ‘law as boundary’. 
This boundary is, as far as ontology is concerned, by default by virtue 
of the difference in their natures: infinite versus finite. This difference 
is law insofar as it expresses sovereign will and delineates creaturely 
subservience. 
 Here too one might wish for a clearer distinction of the philosophical 
and the meta-philosophical. When Vollenhoven maintains that the 
principle of the exclusion of antinomies in philosophy is the correlate 

171   The text, with the indicated sections, is in Vollenhoven 2010, Appendix I. 
172   The account of scientific knowledge—the treatment ought to be compared with 
Vollenhoven 1926d—is brief and incomplete. After 1932 the text underwent only su-
perficial changes. The setup is in two chapters: the first, on the special sciences, is a short 
account of (in the main) scientific method (Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 200-205); or 2010, 
200-205), the second only announces the topic of the general sciences, which would have 
to include philosophy. Vollenhoven deferred the discussion (cf. op. cit. , 206) to which, as 
it turned out, he never returned. 
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of the confession of God’s sovereignty, then we have a clear difference 
between the philosophical and the meta-philosophical. Also, when 
Vollenhoven is more forthright about the cases of ‘law as boundary’ for 
the distinct law-spheres, as over against an assertion about the unity of 
the cosmos, then he respects the limitations of philosophy. But when 
God’s infinity becomes a virtual synonym for God’s sovereignty, it is hard 
to avoid dogmatic and speculative moments, at least if these descriptions 
are taken to be philosophical. Philosophy has good reasons to adduce a 
notion of ‘source’ on which the world depends. But is that source to be 
understood as being sovereign through dominance (imposed will)? And 
its having an infinite essence, isn’t that a speculative suggestion adduced 
from the experience of finitude of our world?
 But Vollenhoven does maintain the difference between the 
philosophical and the meta-philosophical. Is he then at times confused, 
or must the reader apply the distinction more explicitly when interpreting 
Vollenhoven’s text? The latter is relevant when we remind ourselves that 
Vollenhoven introduced the ‘being of God’ in a way that has nothing in 
common with the being of the cosmos (cf. section II.B.1. above). The 
fact that this should not be read as an ontological dualism is attested to 
by the following quote from lecture notes (Vollenhoven 1927ms, section 
35), entitled “The archè as philosophical”:

God is sovereign. Hence he is not to be investigated by us, but [on the 
contrary] he investigates us. . . . That is why philosophy cannot concern 
itself with Him. We stand in connection with Him through religion, and 
only through it; a connection in the prime sense of God being its author 
and we its receivers, who are urged to reciprocate in love.
Does that not make philosophy a-theistic? On the contrary: it will serve 
God so long as it remains within the boundaries set by Him. And whoever 
serves can never negate the one who is served.
But then God and God’s relation to the created world can never become 
an object of philosophical inquiry. 

 In cosmology the same problem recurs. When Vollenhoven 
characterizes his standpoint concerning God and cosmos as ‘properly 
dualistic’, and finds the alternative dualisms maintaining a schema of 
God and the Cosmos in one vertical arrangement but with incorrectly 
placed boundary, then one follows suit by interpreting ‘proper dualism’ 
also vertically. But then the higher that one is in the cosmic order, the 
closer one is to God. But that occasions misunderstanding. Every law-
sphere of the cosmic order involves a case of ‘law as boundary’. There is 
no difference in proximity to God within the cosmos (cf. Vollenhoven 
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1930b: 14). In other words, the vertical schema should not be applied, 
though Vollenhoven’s terminology does not always avoid its connotation. 
 If Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1930-1931 attests to Vollenhoven’s 
“Scriptural dualism” at its boldest and, I might add, its most vulnerable 
and contestable, then the revision of the text did not at once affect the 
dualism, despite the changed conception of knowledge. The 1932 version 
incorporated other changes that are predicated on the same dualism. The 
most prominent change is the discussion of the antithesis of good and 
evil (cf. discussion above), and its anthropological relevance in terms of 
the characterization of the soul. Vollenhoven also brings this to bear in 
his discussion of religion.
 The section on religion has also undergone revision. He no longer 
speaks of “the religious”. He now defines religion as “the connection 
between God and humankind that is inclusive of the whole cosmic 
order” (Vollenhoven 1932e: §72; 2010, Appendix IIa). This expresses the 
covenant understanding of religion. Now the follow-up of this quoted 
passage is remarkable. It continues: (religion is the connection) “that 
not only points over and above the cosmos [boven den kosmos uitwijst], 
but it also enables us to see the cosmos as it is” (ibid; cf. also §18). In 
Het Calvinisme en de Reformatie van de Wijsbegeerte (1933a) there is a 
similar description. There, speaking of the covenant relation as a relation 
between God, who does not belong to the cosmos, and the human being 
who does, it follows, says Vollenhoven, that this relation “does not lie 
within the cosmos, but, because the cosmos is taken up in this relation, it 
refers beyond it” (op. cit., pp. 40-41). This puts the reader in a quandary. 
Is this description meta-philosophical (as one would expect)? But if the 
cosmos refers beyond itself, that trait must be of relevance for philosophy, 
which investigates the cosmos. 
 The systematics of this ‘trans-cosmic’ relation is that it is a 
connection between God and the cosmos, the latter more particularly 
in and through humankind. Humankind belongs to the cosmos, but it 
is through humankind that there is a ‘referring beyond’ to God. On the 
other hand, God places himself in relation to the cosmos/humankind 
via the expression of his will, which is the law. The dualism of God and 
cosmos/humankind is ‘bridged’ (as it were), not through any ‘third 
factor’ that would warrant the link, but through a ‘meeting’ of the two. If 
the ‘referring beyond’ on the part of humankind is to enable the relation 
to be laid, it must be capable of answering in a positive sense to the 
law, as expressed will of God. The description of the human soul (as of 
1932) meets this demand. It being a ‘direction determining centre’, its 
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direction is determined in the face of the law of God. Thus it is through 
the soul that the ‘referring beyond’ takes place. The soul is not merely an 
existential condition, but also an ontological one: the condition of being 
referential.173 Taking into account the distinction of body and soul, one 
will readily see that the law that enters into this relationship between 
God and humankind is not modal law—at least not in a direct sense, 
for modal laws govern the functions of the body—but the central love 
command. 
 One cannot but think of Dooyeweerd in this connection, who 
in the meantime spoke of the supra-temporal heart and its position 
in a privileged Archimedean point. Vollenhoven I believe is trying to 
meet Dooyeweerd ‘half way’ as it were, at least to the extent that his 
own discourse allowed for this. However the characterizations ‘supra-
temporal’ and ‘Archimedean point’ are absent in Vollenhoven here, 
although the privileged viewing—seeing the cosmos “as it is”—on the 
part of the human being/soul, who stands in the covenant relation, does 
come through in Vollenhoven at this point.
 Vollenhoven’s revised view of religion at this point still fits his ‘biblical 
dualism’. But this revision itself turned out to be only provisional. In 
the Isagôgè Philosophiae version of 1939 Vollenhoven introduces, almost 
unawares, a change that will become more explicit through the further 
changes introduced in 1941. In 1939 the law is said to be knowable. The 
significance of this addition is easy to miss if one does not realize that 
this implies attributing to the law its own status of being. In the 1939 
text this is not made explicit, though some implications are drawn in 
connection with concepts and judgments. Also there is some discussion 
about the use of ‘boundary’, when speaking of the law as boundary.174 
173   In Vollenhoven 1963c: 186, Vollenhoven explicitly advises against using the 
term “referring beyond”, though for himself he had long rejected the term, it being “too 
ontological”. He prefers to speak of a Christian’s “reaching out”, which is existential and 
does more justice to the religious context of the term’s use. He explains: “the human being 
is more than all those other creatures, because he can respond to the revelation, and this 
responding on the part of the human being now is the same as the ‘reaching above’ all the 
other creatures.” 
174   This ‘boundary’ discussion is in Vollenhoven 2005d/e, 13; 2010, 13 (the 1939 
edition, 1939h, the section is §12), which is about God, the cosmos and the boundary 
between the two. Vollenhoven now adds three Comments (in 1939h these are numbered 
1, 2 and 3; in the revision of 1941 they are numbered 2, 3 and 5; cf. 2010, 13). These 
three remarks attempt to clarify, without actually addressing the status of the law. The first 
says that God is not separated from the cosmos through the law; he is both within and 
beyond the cosmos. In other words, this reaffirms Gods immanence and transcendence. 
Comment 3 emphasizes that the term ‘boundary’, as spatial metaphor, is not itself meant 
to be a boundary in a spatial sense. This too is not a new element. The last Comment (no. 
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The bigger change comes in the course of 1941. 
 Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1941 has new passages (e.g. on society) and 
revisions, particularly the discussion of religion. The phrase “referring 
beyond” is deleted, nor is there any mention of ‘privileged seeing’. But 
the most important change lies in four additional Comments to section 
13—numbered 1, 4, 6 and 7 (cf. 2005d/e or 2010)—about God, law 
and cosmos. 
 Taking the Comments 6 and 7 together, the first focuses directly on 
the mode of being of the law, which is said to be a “holding for”. The law 
is always distinct from that for which it holds, viz. the cosmos. This is of 
course clear from the start. But the reference to its own mode of being 
emphasizes that the law is now taken to be something distinct from God. 
(It is of course God who is said to posit it, but this is like the cosmos 
which, though said to be created by God, is still distinct from him.) 
God’s being is to ‘be sovereign’, the law’s being is to ‘hold for’, and that of 
the cosmos is to ‘be subject’. Comment 7 says that this ‘holding for’ is not 
a matter of human choice. E.g. normative laws remain valid, also when 
they are transgressed. 
 So law is taken to be a ‘domain’, a realm of being in its own right. 
Does this ‘realist emphasis’ of the law not constitute a regress towards neo-
Kantianism (of the Freiburg school)? In a superficial sense Vollenhoven 
is ‘in their vicinity’. If laws were taken to be objective values, then there 
would be a similarity. But the neo-Kantians held that values become 
empowered as norms—hence gain an authority of ‘holding for’—only 
through the evaluating subject. That takes validity to be a subjective 
feature; then value, in the status prior to gaining its validity, is merely 
a kind of intellectual objective concept. For Vollenhoven laws/norms 
are above the distinction of subject and object (cf. Comment 6). If value 
serves to make being knowable (cf. our discussion above), then laws—
these now claimed to be knowable—no doubt also have value, but that 
serves to recognize and acknowledge them, not to empower them with 
validity. So there is not really a rapprochement with neo-Kantianism.
 But what does it benefit to ‘add’ a distinct domain of being? We 
will see presently that it enables Vollenhoven to express a deeper sense of 

5), separates ‘difference’ and ‘boundary’. The term ‘law as boundary’, Vollenhoven now 
states, does not adequate touch on the whole difference between God and cosmos. Vol-
lenhoven does not explain, but he probably refers to the limitation to the creation, as over 
against revelation and fulfilment. Then he adds that ‘difference’, as relevant in contrasts 
such as Creator-creature, infinite-finite, etc., does not actually act as boundary. This last 
remark affects biblical dualism directly and adversely (as becomes clear in the 1941 edi-
tion). 
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the relevance of law for cosmic life. But its more immediate effect is to 
undercut the dualism of God and cosmos, as favoured by Vollenhoven up 
to this point, but without falling back into a monism which, superficially, 
might be thought to be the only alternative. 
 Comment 1 addresses this.175 This remark is important in that 
Vollenhoven takes distance from both a dualist understanding of the God-
cosmos relationship and a monistic one. In the dualist understanding 
the relationship is determined by relevant qualities of its terms. This is 
clear from Vollenhoven’s own prior dualism. The law, as ‘expressed will’ 
of God, is volitional, not ontological, and the cosmic/human side ‘stands 
in subjection’ through the soul. Law-consciousness—divine expression 
and human response—remains enclosed in a religious consciousness of 
difference. We add that, given the volitional characteristic of law, this 
consciousness could take on an authoritarian air, particularly when 
nothing modulates sovereignty and subservience. So when sovereignty 
and subjection are ‘defined’ merely by appealing to their difference, there 
is an ‘automatic’ dominance on the part of sovereignty, empowering the 
‘Thou shalt’. In the early Dooyeweerd there is evidence (as we saw) of an 
authoritarianism, which in his case was reinforced by his ‘intra-cosmic’ 
view of providence (cf. chapter 3, section III.F.5.a.). But in Vollenhoven, 
the cosmos is, from the start, more open, not merely intra-cosmic. 
He allows for ‘commands’ that offer orientation within the difference 
between the expressed divine law and the cosmos, particularly the love 
command that is answered to in the moral choice of good and evil. And 
there are the further directives that guide, though Vollenhoven is silent 
about this after 1931. 
 What the acknowledgement of the distinct being of the law directly 
affects is that it serves as warrant for the connection between God and 
cosmos/human being. There is still their difference, of course, but this 
difference is bridged not merely through the qualities of the terms, 
i.e. God’s being sovereign and the cosmos’ being subservient. The law 

175   The comment reads as follows: “This means [i.e. upon focussing on the relation-
ship between God and cosmos] that we reject the following: a. The attempt to understand 
the basic relationship between God and cosmos purely in terms of their similarity. This 
happens when God and cosmos are seen as manifestations of phases of a ‘being’ or ‘pro-
cess’: In this way, God as well as cosmos are subordinated, for example, as coincidentia 
oppositorum ([the coincidence of opposites] Nicholas of Cusa and Hegel), to something 
that stands above both and hence are coordinated with one another. b. The attempt to un-
derstand the basic relationship between God and cosmos purely in terms of their differ-
ence. This happens when people set God and cosmos over against each other as the divine 
and the non-divine and consequently call God das ganz Andere ([the “wholly Other”] K. 
Barth); in this way, the relationship becomes a contradictory one.” 
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mediates the connection. This is no longer adequately described as the 
boundary of difference, it is the basic bridge of the difference. The law 
that connects is indeed ‘posited’ by God. But at the same time, in order 
for the law to connect with the cosmos/human being, the law must 
actually serve to support and secure cosmic life. This makes any ‘referring 
beyond’ of the cosmos/human being, via the soul, redundant. For the 
law’s support and security is no longer primarily ‘for (or through) the 
soul’ but for the ‘whole human being’, body and soul. (Cf. the attestation 
of this in the next paragraph.) The law is posited by God so as to be in 
correlation with the cosmos.176 With this understanding of law, whatever 
authoritarian tone may continue to cling to ‘law’, ‘sovereignty’, ‘will’, 
and the like, it is now abated in favour of the law’s entailing the divine 
concern that life be good. Up to this point God and the world had been 
in correlation, in 1941 Vollenhoven emphasizes the correlation of the law 
and the world. 
 Vollenhoven did not immediately make this explicit in print. But in 
Vollenhoven 1951h: 55-56, there is the explicit statement (repeated here 
as relevant in the present context):

While it may be so that the law’s diversity is not as extensive as that of the 
cosmos, [diversity] is certainly not absent regarding the law. Thus, one 
readily notices, analogous to the difference between soul and body in con-
nection with the human being—taken in the Scriptural sense of heart and 
function mantle—the difference between the principle intent [hoofdsom] 
and differentiation in connection with the law. The former summarizes the 
kernel of the law as the demand of love to God and to the fellow human 
being, whom he has placed beside us. However, this one law [of love] is 
differentiated in a multiplicity of laws for functional life. 

The modal laws and the central love command together now reflect the 
176   A passage from Vollenhoven valedictory address, “Plato’s realisme”, quoted 
earlier, is apposite here. “Hence Calvinistic philosophy—contrary to Greek-Hellenistic 
thought and the synthesis thought dependent on it—sees the law as the boundary be-
tween God and the cosmos. Whereby at the same time the dualism, that is unaccept-
able for a Christian but still finding acceptance, of the correlation of God and world is 
replaced by the view which is neither dualistic nor monistic, of a law posed by God that 
is correlate with a world created by him.” Vollenhoven 1963a: 128; in Tol and Bril 1992: 
155-156. The qualification, expressed in the second sentence, is first put into effect in 
1941. I add, as formal comment, that a correlation would appear to involve a duality of 
two ‘things’, that nevertheless belong together without being ‘bonded’. When Vollen-
hoven spoke of the “Biblical dualism” of God and the world, this was taken as the most 
encompassing correlation, even if not explicitly express that way. The correlation of law 
and world assumes the acknowledged being of the law (something formerly wrapped up 
on the acknowledgement of God’s will), and it allows God to be more primary than both 
law and world, say a ground of being that sustains all. In any case the attention given to 
‘correlations’ is more pronounced in the later Vollenhoven. 
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schema of the bodily modal functions and the soul or heart, in a way that 
brings what is central and what is modal/functional more closely together 
than was formulated before. The term ‘differentiation’ remains vague 
here, but it does suggest that the concern of love is not divorced from 
the conditions of law that regulate the universe. Anthropology represents 
this, because the whole human being is co-terminus with the whole of 
cosmic life. 
 The threesome ‘God-law-cosmos’—Comment 1 continues—should 
not be interpreted monistically either. For then God and cosmos are 
both subsumed under some common feature (process, qualification) they 
share or that applies to each. If the law is taken to be such a common 
factor between God and the human being, then God is subservient to the 
law. In that guise the law would act as a factor of fate for both God and 
the human being.177 It is clear that Vollenhoven’s new view avoids this 
monistic alternative as well.
 Then there is also Comment 4. It has two parts. The first part 
expresses a criticism of realism, that is, realism when understood as the 
doctrine that maintains that the law also holds for God. This is a case 
of the point just made. But this comment’s criticism is also in line with 
Vollenhoven’s earlier work. Realism, in the sense meant, i.e. God being 
subservient to the law, is a version of partial (or pan-) cosmism, which 
was never an option for Vollenhoven. 
 The second part of this Comment expresses Vollenhoven’s rejection 
of “the attempt to understand the basic relation between God and 
cosmos as that between whole and part.” Vollenhoven states that this 
is consistently applied in pantheism and pancosmism, inconsistently 
applied in partial theism and partial cosmism. In other words, this second 
part of the Comment refers to the critical apparatus Vollenhoven had 
developed in the late 1920s. The rejection of the positions mentioned (of 
cosmisms and theisms) is in line with Vollenhoven’s earlier critical stance. 
One wonders whether this part of Comment 4 is merely meant to make 
the rejection explicit.
 In a footnote to an article of 1941 (the same year that Comment 
4 appears), Vollenhoven states that he “has abandoned” the attempt 

177   Viewed from the point of view of the logic of relations, the dualistic context in 
fact encourages a monadistic understanding of relations, whereby the relationship de-
pends upon the predicates of the terms. The revised view accords better with the external 
view of the relational element, a view that was already accepted for the primary relations 
within each law-sphere in the context of the intersection principle. Of course, the relation 
between God and the cosmos cannot be decided merely on the grounds of the formal 
understanding of what a relation is. 
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to characterize “non-scriptural conceptions” in terms of “the most 
encompassing relation, namely between God and cosmos”, and he then 
lists the options of the various theisms and cosmisms, in the way he had 
distinguished these.178 Naturally, the stated positions are still objected to. 
But his point is to clarify that he now prefers to characterize conceptions 
differently. He now takes the most pressing problem to be that of realism 
and nominalism. He takes realism as entailing the acceptance of the 
distinction between being and becoming, whereby being serves as the 
law of becoming, while nominalism denies emphasizing being at all (op. 
cit.: 67). We see at once that this approach to ‘non-scriptural philosophy’ 
directly reflects Vollenhoven’s own new emphasis on the being of the 
law. Vollenhoven’s abandoning of his former versions of ‘theisms’ and 
‘cosmisms’ in fact entails a rejection of his own ‘scriptural dualism’ to 
the extent that that dualism shares the framework of that approach, i.e. 
within the characterization (as Comment 4 now has it) of the God-cosmos 
relation as that of whole and part. The whole is indeed represented in that 
vague term (as first used by Vollenhoven), namely ‘the religious’, of which 
the cosmos is a part. The threesome, God-law-cosmos, whereby the law 
has its own being, now definitely supersedes that understanding.
 So the terms ‘God’, ‘law’ and ‘cosmos’, that together came to serve 
as a kind of logo to signify Vollenhoven’s position, in fact came into 
its own only from 1941 on. About at the same time—the early WWII 
years—Vollenhoven makes another switch in his approach to the study 
of the history of philosophy. The approach via the theme of realism and 
nominalism was in fact short-lived and in 1943 it is itself definitely 
abandoned.179 In Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1941 one finds a prescient 
clue, that will soon be picked up by Vollenhoven and developed into 
a full method.180 The conceptions, says Vollenhoven in this last public 
revision of Isagôgè Philosophiae, that one has reasons to oppose, should 
not simply be rejected. One must, on the contrary, make every attempt 
to understand such conceptions and thus also be clear as to why they 
are subject to criticism. However, Isagôgè Philosophiae is not the place 
for such discussions, he adds, for that text attempts to give a connected 

178   Vollenhoven 1941k: 65-66, footnote 2 (first instalment). 
179   Vollenhoven 1941k. This text was broken off after three instalments had ap-
peared. This series is an emended and expanded version of approximately the first half of 
Vollenhoven 1941j, a separately published, 162 page text with the same title. 
180   From the mid-1940s on, Vollenhoven published many articles related to the 
problem-historical method in the three media of the Association for Calvinistic Philoso-
phy: Philosophia Reformata, Mededelingen van de Vereniging voor Calvinistische Wijsbeg-
eerte and Correspondentiebladen. 
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account of the position Vollenhoven himself deems worthy of defence. 
The critical discussion should be conducted “in the survey of the history 
of philosophy; for it is there that the different schools of thought are 
outlined within the framework of their basic thoughts and in the context of 
their historic period” (Vollenhoven 2010, 4; emphases added; the passage 
first appeared in 1941b.)
 This proposed critical discussion has two parameters: the framework 
of a school’s basic thoughts and the context of its historical period. These 
parameters become the ‘type’ and ‘current’ distinction respectively of 
Vollenhoven’s so-called “consequential problem-historical method”. 
Types focus on distinguishable cosmological schemata, which are often 
found to essentially recur in time in the history of philosophy. Each such 
schema reflects a conceptualization of the modal law-order/law-spheres. 
Currents on the other hand signal the main features of the subsequent 
ages in which philosophy is practiced, in which schools wax and wane or 
renew themselves. A current proceeds from a sense of urgency as to what 
needs to be thought, which problems call for solution. In other words, a 
current reflects the sense of being addressed in the practice of philosophy; 
what Christian thought would bring in relation to the love command. 
Currents occur uniquely, types recur repeatedly.181 The development of 
this method, and its application in outlining the main thoughts of the 
different schools in the history of philosophy, occupied Vollenhoven in 
the last three decades of his career, affecting everything that he wrote in 
his later years. Little can be fully appreciated of this ‘later Vollenhoven’ 
without an orientation in this problem-historical method.182

We have anticipated two of the more important changes—in anthropology 
and in the conception of the law—that Vollenhoven incorporated into his 
work, after he had formulated his initial definitive position. Our emphasis 
is on Vollenhoven’s part in the emergence of Reformed thought, not on 
his proposals in connection with its later (historical) consolidations. 
That later history needs at least a firm basis in the material that has been 
181   For an exploratory discussion of the problem-historical method, cf. Bril 2005. 
For a discussion of the method against the background of Vollenhoven’s systematic 
thought, cf. Tol 1993. For a discussion of the method’s application to Ancient philoso-
phy, cf. Tol 2007 
182   The schematic charts associated with this method, explanations of terminology, 
and very many useful observations related to the content of the history of philosophy 
are to be found in Vollenhoven 2000, thanks to the extensive editorial work of K.A. 
Bril. Vollenhoven’s articles, written for the Oosthoeks Encyclopedie, are predicated on the 
problem-historical method. They have been collected in Vollenhoven 2005c, with many 
comments added by the editor, Bril. 
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discussed so far. Having reviewed and analysed the main contours of this 
early work (apart from a reflection on the past reserved for an addendum) 
this would appear to be a suitable moment to break off the constructive 
part of our discussion.

VI. addendum. VollenhoVen’s retrosPectIVe account of the early years

In later years of his career, Vollenhoven occasionally looked back on his 
early work. He felt that there was something to learn from the past. He 
was aware of having come a long way from the intellectual position he 
defended in his dissertation. How does he formulate what he now sees 
of that earlier work? How does he assess its influence within the circle of 
his influence?
 There are four autobiographical passages in print, two of which 
were published/approved in his lifetime, the other two appeared 
posthumously. One (which he published) relates to the time when 
Reformed philosophy emerged, the other three occur in the context of 
the discussion of current problems, the most prominent of which is the 
problem of time.183 For Vollenhoven, part of that problem is how it came 
about that the numerical and the spatial law-spheres came to be seen as 
temporal, something he himself, in his later years, came to reject. He feels 
that his dissertation played a role here, in particular that it exercised an 
influence on Dooyeweerd in connection with the questions surrounding 
the understanding of number and time.
 We note in passing that there is no doubt in Vollenhoven’s 
mind about Dooyeweerd’s acquaintance with the dissertation. Thus 
Vollenhoven feels that he “too is to blame for the difficulties in this regard” 
(IV; 1968b: 202). It is while discussing this problem that he characterizes 
the philosophical conception he was partial to in his dissertation as being 
‘ennoetistic’. This characterization calls for discussion. (We met with this 
term above, in section V.A.) But we will first pause to look at an earlier 

183   The four sources are numbered I-IV + date to facilitate reference: 
(I; 1953p), i.e. D.H.Th. Vollenhoven, “Divergentierapport I” (April/May 1953), in Tol 
and Bril 1992: 107-117. (This is a posthumous publication.) 
(II; 1953o), i.e. D.H.Th. Vollenhoven, “Wijsbegeerte, Calvinistisch”, Oosthoek’s Encyclo-
pedie, 4th edition, volume 15, 1953; reprinted in Vollenhoven 2005c: 78-79. In the 5th 
edition the autobiographical passage in question is deleted in the article, now titled “Cal-
vinistische wijsbegeerte”; this version is also reprinted in op. cit. : 76-77. 
(III; 1963c), i.e. D.H.Th. Vollenhoven, “Problemen rondom de tijd” (1963); first pub-
lished (posthumously) in Tol and Bril 1992, especially pp. 173-174.
(IV; 1968b), i.e. D.H.Th. Vollenhoven, “Problemen van de tijd in onze kring” (1968), 
text approved by Vollenhoven; first published in Tol and Bril 1992, especially pp. 202-
203.
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statement about himself and Dooyeweerd, regarding the period when 
Reformed philosophy emerged, for this fits the timeframe of our study. 
Then we will discuss Vollenhoven’s characterization of his dissertation as 
remembered, and follow this up by a discussion of the possible influence 
of the dissertation on Dooyeweerd. We end by taking a closer look at 
‘ennoetism’ in Vollenhoven. 

A. The early years in a nutshell
The autobiographical passage in source II (1953o) reads as follows (my 
translation, with the numbering of the sentences added for purposes of 
reference):

(i) In connection with the mutual connection between intuition and 
thought, Vollenhoven, in his dissertation (1918), came close to the con-
ception of [Henri] Poincaré, who combined life philosophy with enno-
etism. (ii) This led, shortly afterwards, to undertaking a more focussed 
study of these two elements and the possibility of combining them with 
Calvinism, whereby the latter implied the ontic correlation of moral law 
and moral subject, that already [G.H.J.W.J.] Geesink had taken to be 
ethical. (iii) This was when Dooyeweerd too began to see the necessity of 
philosophical reflection. (iv) Both authors had a very searching contact. (v) 
In the following years the theory of knowledge was definitely subordinated 
to ontology, (vi) and Dooyeweerd demonstrated that the life- and world-
view is always rooted in a specific law-idea. (vii) In 1926 both authors 
were simultaneously appointed to chairs at the Vrije Universiteit. (viii) 
Shortly thereupon, the distinction was drawn in anthropology between 
religion and the function of faith, and, related to this, heart (soul) and 
function mantel (including the psychical function); (ix) also the theory of 
the aspects, of the retro- and anticipations, and that of subject and object 
functions were further elaborated. (x) In 1931 and following, some char-
acteristic publications appeared in short succession [by both Dooyeweerd 
(1931, 1935-36) and Vollenhoven (1932b, 1933a)].184

Re (i). Vollenhoven indicates the conception of Poincaré by naming its 
time current—life philosophy—and type—ennoetism. As to Poincaré’s 
time current, in listing (IV; 1968b) this is said to be pragmatism. In light 
of Poincaré’s conventionalism, I believe that ‘pragmatism’ is more suitable 
than ‘life philosophy’. But the characterization ‘life philosophy’ is better 
suitable to Vollenhoven himself at the time, when we take into account 

184   An edited version of this article is in the Vollenhoven archives, that was presum-
ably initially destined for the 5th edition, but the article was subsequently rewritten. 
In this edited version sentence (iv) reads: “As of 1921, these authors, both having now 
settled in The Hague, had a very searching contact.” Sentence (v) reads: “In the following 
years Vollenhoven learned to distinguish the psychical [function] from the soul, [and] the 
theory of knowledge was definitely subordinated to ontology.” Finally, in sentence (ix), 
there is added: “also the theory of the modal aspects, . . .”. 
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his stated dependence on Henri Bergson, who was definitely a proponent 
of life philosophy. (Vollenhoven gleaned the three forms of intuition, 
concrete, analytical and metaphysical, from a reading of his work; cf. 
Vollenhoven 1918a: 348-351). About the “mutual connection between 
intuition and thought”, I believe we may interpret this as “intuition 
and knowledge”. The intuition is based on intra-mental awareness, 
knowledge on the forms of sensibility. The term ‘thought’ applies, in the 
dissertation, to both intuition and knowledge, namely in representing 
the ‘subjective pole’ in the contrast between ‘thought and being’. Poincaré 
too distinguished intuition (the awareness of the mind’s power of being 
able to repeat unendingly whatever can once be repeated) and forms of 
sensibility (cf. chapter 2, section III.A. and III.B.). 
 Re (ii). This sentence is a teaser. First of all, the “elements” that came 
up for closer study must be intuition and thought, not life philosophy 
and ennoetism. This would appear to be the natural reading. Also, while 
‘life philosophy’ was a going term, ‘ennoetism’ (of Vollenhoven’s own later 
making) was nowhere in the vicinity at the time. This “more focussed 
study” refers, in all likelihood, to Vollenhoven’s study leave, from the 
end of May till the end of September, 1920, in Leipzig, to study under 
Felix Krüger. His theme was, as he explained in a letter to Krüger,185 “the 
relation of emotion and intellect in Bergson, tested genetically and socio-
psychologically”. He hoped to acquire results that would confirm that 
“neither intuition (emotional knowledge) nor intellect can do without 
the other, and [both] are in and of themselves abstractions of psychical 
occurrence [aus dem psychischen Geschehen].” The teaser is to know what 
Vollenhoven means when he mentions his attempt to combine intuition 
and thought with Calvinism. The letter to Krüger has nothing about 
this. It may be that Vollenhoven refers to a renewed sense of Calvinism, 
in which Geesink had a role at that time. Wilhelm Geesink (1854-1929), 
who is Vollenhoven’s mentor after the death of Jan Woltjer in 1917, did 
emphasize Calvinism’s moral implications. I know of no source that 
illuminates specifically what Vollenhoven has in mind here.186 
185   Letter to F. Krüger, 19 May 1920. For more about this trip and its disappointing 
results, cf. Stellingwerff 1992: 42-46.
186   There is a commemorative article by Vollenhoven on the occasion of Geesink’s 
retirement from the Free University in 1926, whom Vollenhoven succeeded. In it he 
mentions the distinction Geesink often applied, between general human morality and 
Christian morality. When this threatened to become a rigid principle of division Geesink 
switched, says Vollenhoven, somewhere around 1910, to “the distinction between norm, 
subject and activity, which fit the content far better.” Vollenhoven 1927a: 92. There is 
no evidence that Vollenhoven may have taken this distinction to heart at about the time 
that he is himself referring to, i.e. shortly after 1918. After all, he already worked with 
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 Re (iii). The mention of Dooyeweerd’s becoming interested in 
philosophical reflection presents a slight problem of timing. Vollenhoven’s 
“at this time” would appear to refer to the time of his own study leave 
(in 1920), and one then thinks of Dooyeweerd’s (only extant) letter 
to Vollenhoven, 17 December 1920. But in that letter Dooyeweerd 
is already actively involved in philosophy. Vollenhoven’s description 
(of Dooyeweerd’s becoming interested) applies more aptly to his later 
memory of a letter from Dooyeweerd in mid-1919 (cf. chapter 3, section 
III.B.), although this is stretching “at this time” somewhat.
 Re (iv). The contact that Vollenhoven refers to took place, according 
to the emended version (cf. footnote 184), when both Dooyeweerd and 
Vollenhoven were in The Hague, which is as of May 1921. Vollenhoven 
noted elsewhere the fruitful contact between October 1921 and the fall 
of 1922 (cf. chapter 3, section III.B.). 
 Re (v). In the “following years” (in other words as of 1922) the 
theme of ‘knowing resorting under being’ is relevant. This accords with 
what we found in Dooyeweerd’s work of late 1922–early 1923 (“Cosmos 
en Logos”). This accords also with our own observation that the prior 
polarity of thought and being is still defended in Vollenhoven 1921c 
(which is dated July 1921). Vollenhoven’s memory, expressed in 1963, 
of having broached this resorting theme already during a Hardenbroek 
conference in 1919, is not consistent with what he states here.187 The 
emended version (cf. footnote 184) includes the remarkable admission 
about ‘learning to distinguish the psychical function from the soul’. This 
can hardly be other than a reference to the influence of Antheunis Janse. 
The learning experience began with Janse’s letters to Vollenhoven, late 
1922, and took effect after Vollenhoven’s breakdown, as Vollenhoven’s 
own memory here evidences (cf. chapter 3, section II.C.). 
 Re (vi). Dooyeweerd’s demonstrating that a life- and worldview 
is rooted in a law-idea is the development in Dooyeweerd that is first 
evident in the latter part of 1923 (cf. chapter 3, section III.F.). In this 
article Vollenhoven represents both Dooyeweerd and himself in this 
report of the emergence of Calvinistic philosophy. Thus his mention of 
‘law-idea’ should not be taken as implying that he himself at first agreed 
to this term. 
 Re (vii). The appointments to the chairs at the Free University in 
1926 need no comment.

the distinction of ‘norm and subject’ in his dissertation, applying this in logic and the 
humanities. 
187   Cf. chapter 2, footnote 153. 
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 Re (viii). The distinction between the faith function and religion is 
rather obvious in Dooyeweerd as of 1928, when he speaks of “the religious 
kernel of personality”, where previously he referred to the unique role 
of the faith function (cf. chapter 3, section III.F.5.c.). Given the (more 
or less) chronological sequence in Vollenhoven’s report, it would appear 
that he probably has Dooyeweerd in mind here. But in that case he 
short-changes himself. In his Logos en Ratio (1926a) the distinction is 
also evident, e.g. when he says that regeneration is presupposed by faith 
(op. cit.: 30) or “[t]he three offices [of priest, prophet and king] belong 
to the terrain of religion” (op. cit.: 32). The distinction he mentions 
next, between heart or soul and function mantle (i.e. the body and its 
functions), is certainly due to him, this being his typical wording. This 
distinction is first evident in Isagôgè Philosophiae of 1932.
 Re (ix). The mention of the theory of the modal aspects, of the modal 
retrocipations and anticipations and that of subject and object functions 
reflects the developments of the details of Calvinistic philosophy in the 
second half of the 1920s. These theories were being tested at the time 
before they took on a definitive form. 
 Re (x). By the early 1930s Vollenhoven and Dooyeweerd have found 
their metier, Vollenhoven with his Het Calvinisme en de Reformatie in de 
Wijsbegeerte (1933a) and Dooyeweerd with De Wijsbegeerte der Wetsidee, 
three volumes (1935-1936). Dooyeweerd refers to the latter text in De 
Crisis in de Humanistische Staatsleer (1931) as a work that is evidently in 
an advanced stage (op. cit.: 3, 99, 125). 

The above autobiographical note of Vollenhoven, written in 1953, is the 
closest to the events and the history remembered of all the statements 
of memory. As thumbnail sketch it is essentially accurate in light of the 
evidence found to date. Why this statement was deleted for the 5th edition 
of the Oosthoeks Encyclopedie is difficult to say. Perhaps Vollenhoven felt 
that at least some of the details mentioned require more discussion to 
be illuminating. At the time there was no archival material generally 
available. It is certainly true that, without the backup of research, at least 
some of the points mentioned are difficult to appreciate in what they 
entail.

B. The dissertation as remembered
A point that deserves fuller discussion is Vollenhoven’s characterization 
of his early work as being ennoetistic. It is a term of Vollenhoven’s own 
making, it being the ‘type’-characterization of a philosophical conception. 
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Types are the general ‘schemata’ of ‘views as to the structure of the cosmos’ 
that find adherence throughout the history of western philosophy. But 
ennoetism is mentioned also with a view to a problem Vollenhoven raises, 
viz. that of a difference between himself and Dooyeweerd, in connection 
with which the name of Henri Poincaré occurs and also the correlation of 
number and time. In this section we focus on the characterization of the 
dissertation; in the next section Vollenhoven’s reference to Dooyeweerd 
will be discussed.
 We begin by selecting relevant passages from the sources listed 
above in footnote 183: 

Listing I; 1953p: 115: “In his dissertation Vollenhoven accepted, with 
Poincaré, that the succession of number is correlate to time. In this con-
nection Vollenhoven did not speak of time in space.” 
Listing II; 1953o: 78: “In connection with the mutual connection between 
intuition and thought, Vollenhoven, in his dissertation (1918), came close 
to the conception of [Henri] Poincaré, who combined life philosophy with 
ennoetism.” 
Listing III; 1963c: 174: “Where is time first introduced? In the arithmeti-
cal function, and through it (later) to all the [modal] functions. In Dooye-
weerd [time] is exclusively in the functions.” [The schematic portrayal of 
ennoetism occurring here in the text is repeated in listing IV.] 
Listing IV; 1968b: 202-203: “In my dissertation, which appeared in 1918 
(. . .), I was still too dependent on Henri Poincaré, an influential French 
philosopher at the time, who was an ennoetist. He was an adherent of 
Kant’s conception, but . . . with an irrationalist feature of a moderate prag-
matism. I don’t need to discuss Poincaré now, at least with respect to the 
question as to where precisely he stood, for the question that interests me 
particularly is that of number and space.

  The schema of ennoetism is:
  - contemplative nous 
 
  -  self-moving psychè (time, number, astronomy 
  moved sôma (space)

Time pertains to motion; which is why it is considered to be correlate to 
number. Matter is what is moved, taken to be primarily correlate to space. 
In that way number comes to be above space, and is the correlate of the 
psychical, with the world-psychè. Hence, according to Poincaré, the succes-
sion of numbers is connected with, or secured in, the succession of time. 
This proposition [about the succession of numbers and that of time] is 
thanks (owing) to Poincaré, insofar as it finds adherence in our circle [i.e. 
in Dooyeweerd], and it stems from the time of my dissertation.” 

 In our own discussion of Vollenhoven’s dissertation (cf. chapter 
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2) we found clear evidence of the influence of Poincaré. Numbers are 
constructions of the mind, as Poincaré averred, being based on repetition 
of successive recurrence of a mental act (cumulatively adding 1 to 1, 
to 1+1, etc.). The intuition of this possibility is the basis for accepting 
the arithmetical principle of complete induction. Vollenhoven speaks of 
first order arithmetic, this being the account of the number concept, 
that arises through counting, and second order arithmetic, which is the 
science of arithmetic. (Cf. chapter 2, section III.A.) Geometry, in turn, 
is based on the ‘group’ concept, which is a specific set of conditions to 
which the transformations of spatial figures are subject. For Poincaré 
the group concept “pre-exists in our minds, at least potentially” 
(Poincaré, 1902), while experience presents an opportunity to apply a 
specific group. The one that is actually chosen for that purpose is based 
on convention, being whatever suits the psycho-physical makeup of 
the body best. Vollenhoven, while accepting this, takes a stricter line. 
Convenience in light of the psycho-physical makeup of the human body 
is not itself an explanation, but calls for one. The ‘forms of sensibility’ 
of the body provide the a priori possibility of localizing things spatially 
and temporally. This dictates a preferred spatial structure (first order 
Euclidean three-dimensional geometry), while the science of geometry 
(second order geometry) studies all the possible ‘spaces’ as based on the 
different group conditions. (Cf. chapter 2, section III.B.)
 Essential to Vollenhoven’s recollection of his own dissertation is the 
Kant-Poincaré precedence. Kant made an essential distinction between 
sensibility and understanding. Sensibility, through which one undergoes 
the outer and inner experience of data, is controlled by forms of sensibility, 
these forms being ordering schemata that allow us to experience sense-
data either in sequence (time-wise) or contemporaneously (space-wise). 
The data, as organized by these forms, constitute the ‘material’ for the 
mind (understanding) to work on in terms of its own spontaneity and 
categories. The human awareness of the forms of sensibility is intuitive, 
which is why, in Kant, intuition is always related to (possible) sense-
experience. He does not acknowledge a ‘mental’ or ‘intellectual intuition’. 
Here the schema of ennoetism emerges, with its basic distinction 
between mind and sensibility (or the body), and at the bodily level, the 
distinction between psychè and sôma, in correlation with number and 
space, respectively.
 Kant accounted for arithmetic and geometry by appealing to the 
forms of sensibility. As Vollenhoven has it, Poincaré’s view of number 
and space is geared to the same schema. We (with Vollenhoven) need not 
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ask whether this is persuasive, for Poincaré is not so explicit about the 
ontological (as over against the epistemological) foundations of number 
and space.188 But what we do need to ask is whether Vollenhoven does 
justice to himself, viz. regarding the position he claims he took in the 
dissertation. We do find a similar sort of schema, in that there is a primary 
distinction between mentality and the psycho-physical, and in the latter, 
the temporal and spatial forms of sensibility. But in linking number and 
space to this schema, Vollenhoven is entirely clear (in 1918a) in insisting 
that number is correlated to a mental intuition, not to the temporal form 
of sensibility, while space and geometry is associated with the psycho-
physical body. The two ranks of the synthetic a priori are linked to this 
distinction. The synthetic a priori of arithmetic appeals to the mental 
intuition, while the geometrical a priori (of localization) is based on the 
spatial form of sensibility. The temporal form of sensibility is correlated, 
not to number, but to kinematics! One statement sets it all in perspective: 
“the apriority of arithmetic is of higher rank than that of geometry and 
kinematics; we can distinguish them as intuition and form of sensibility” 
(Vollenhoven 1918a: 417) (Cf. chapter 2, section III.C.)
 I don’t believe it is possible to make the wording of the dissertation 
match with what Vollenhoven remembers. Even a not-so-close reading 
of the dissertation does not provide sufficient scope for an alternative 
reading. The difficulty is two-pronged: there is the matter of intuition as 
over against forms of sensibility, and there is the problem of where time 
and number fit.
 To take the second difficulty first, it could be that a statement of 
L.E.J. Brouwer hung in the background of Vollenhoven’s memory. In his 
inaugural address (Brouwer 1912), Brouwer states: “However weak the 
position of intuitionism seemed to be after this period of mathematical 
development [since the time of Kant], it has recovered by abandoning 
Kant’s apriority of space but adhering the more resolutely to the apriority 
of time” (op. cit.: 69). This, to be sure, is not a rehabilitation of Kant, but 
it does put the emphasis on the intuition, as relevant to number, at a point 
in Kant’s conception where, in Kant, the temporal form of sensibility is 
addressed. This is the ‘place’ where Vollenhoven thought he had himself 
positioned number and time. But in the dissertation Vollenhoven has 
two views of time. There is time as sequence and as succession. Time as 
form of sensibility is time as sequence. It is a schema of organization of one-

188   Vollenhoven’s characterization of Henri Poincaré (1854-1912) being an “influ-
ential French philosopher” is somewhat misleading. He was the leading mathematician of 
his day, whose writings on the philosophy of mathematics and science were influential. 
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after-the-other. This is relevant to motion and kinematics, e.g. in tracing 
the path of motion of a moving object. The ‘number line’ is relevant here, 
the (as Bergson called it) spatialization of time. On the other hand, time 
as succession is the actual undergoing, in a cumulative way, of experienced 
changes of state. This is a matter of mental awareness that is quite distinct 
from any sensitivity of the body. The natural numbers are ‘constructed’ 
through counting, and counting is predicated on this intuitive awareness 
of succession. That awareness is the essential support of the a priori 
principle of complete induction. In this sense number (in counting) is 
correlated to time (as succession).
 The other difficulty of intuition and form of sensibility also cannot 
be bridged. In a superficial sense one might appeal to Kant’s use of the 
word “intuition”, which he limits to sensibility (pure and applied). But 
if this is seized on to put number and time in Vollenhoven back in their 
‘Kantian place’, then that creates havoc with Vollenhoven’s epistemology. 
He distinguished (at the time) between ‘knowing’ and ‘knowing that’. The 
former is essentially a matter of acquaintance, which involves a process. 
One can increasingly get to know an object better, and even the Self, in 
a Self-approaching process. The forms of sensibility mediate this process. 
But there is also the immediate awareness of knowing that I undergo 
seeing or feeling or willing or distinguishing, etc. This is an intuitive 
awareness of the state I am in (this is the ‘concrete intuition’) when and as 
I stand in relation to other things or persons. I can only know my states 
‘occurrently’, i.e. when they really occur (subject oriented), whereas I 
can (progressive) know things so long as they are in my presence (object 
oriented). So quite apart from choice or use of terminology, there are 
two ‘scenes’ in the early Vollenhoven calling for recognition: ‘becoming 
acquainted with’ and ‘being immediately aware of ’. The one may (and 
does) reinforce the other, but neither can be subsumed under the other. 
The succession that is relevant to counting, and to grasping number 
that results from this,189 is based on the primal two-oneness of intuition 
in self-awareness; this succession is not a species of sequence in a Self-
approaching process of temporal localization. 
 Is it possible to characterize Vollenhoven’s position more adequately? 
We found in chapter 2 that Vollenhoven’s early work does at least hint 
at evincing ‘a position’. The term ‘occasionalism’ arose in that context. 
How does occasionalism compare to ennoetism? We will need to define 
these terms first. We have, however, found a use for the latter term in the 

189   There is also the additional factor of the analytical intuition, needed to consoli-
date difference and similarity in the intuited content; cf. chapter 2, section VI.F. 
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context of characterizing Vollenhoven initial definitive position. I believe 
that the significance of ‘ennoetism’ lies, not in the dissertation itself, but 
in the move away from the dissertation.
 But before turning to this ‘problem in Vollenhoven’ there is still 
the question of the relevance in Vollenhoven’s addressing Dooyeweerd 
about ‘ennoetism’. If Vollenhoven appears to misinterpret the very work 
he claims influenced Dooyeweerd, what was that influence, if any? After 
all, Dooyeweerd nowhere seems to admit this. Is Vollenhoven’s feeling 
of regret in this connection then misplaced? We need to take a closer 
look at Dooyeweerd’s understanding of time and how it compares to 
Vollenhoven’s view in the dissertation. 

C. Dooyeweerd’s ‘modalization’ of time
Let us summarize Vollenhoven’s position on time as evidenced in the 
dissertation. Time and number ‘lodge’ in the intra-mental, concrete 
intuition. There is first the intuitive awareness or occurrent experience 
(Dutch: “beleven”) of awareness taking place. Secondly, its taking place 
gives rise to an accrual of content, in step with the acts of intuition. If 
there were no succession, there could be no accrual at all, thus time as 
succession is essential here. Then, thirdly, the addition of the analytical 
intuition reinforces the awareness of similarity and difference in the 
content accrued. Here is where the grasp of number takes place, viz. 
through the successive grasping of the addition of different ‘this’s’, as this 
accrues in succession. This is prior to any concept formation; for grasping 
content is fixing on meaning (a prerequisite for any concept-formation). 
This grasping is of the essence of Gegenstand formation, which takes place 
by means of the analytical intuition, in submission to the principle of 
identity. In light of this principle, mental content is ‘identified’ (posited) 
as a fixed, objective meaning. The analytical intuition is not itself original, 
but it presupposes experience as needed for any content to be able to 
accrue. In other words, the analytical intuition presupposes the concrete 
intuition and the reality of succession, i.e. time. The intuition itself is a 
bi-unity that always involves the Self, in the sense that the intuition is 
the awareness of a state of the Self by virtue of the Self ’s participating in 
relations to things or other persons.
 If we now take a representative text of Dooyeweerd on the topic 
of the problem of time, say, “The problem of time in the philosophy 
of the law-idea” (Dooyeweerd 1940), the reader soon discovers a (close) 
similarity in argumentation.
 First, the sense of time, says Dooyeweerd, is deeply rooted in human 
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experience; it is at a depth of occurrent experience [beleven] that is beyond 
the reach of the theoretical [or analytical] consciousness (op. cit., p. 160-
161). “Only in the “beleven” does the knowledge of reality become our 
own, and the awareness of our own being is the first condition of genuine 
knowledge” (p. 161). These statements place time in the centre of what in 
Vollenhoven was the concrete intuition and its link to self-consciousness.
 Now, continues Dooyeweerd, whatever remains foreign to our 
Selfhood cannot be known (op. cit.: 161). It is in non-theoretical or 
naïve experience that one experiences full reality, in its ‘in-one’-ness 
(op. cit.: 162). (This is much like Vollenhoven’s ‘bi-unity’.) Implicit in 
this cohering experience is the modal structure, which is ‘how’ reality 
reveals itself to us (op. cit.: 164). Thus human experience, in the deep 
sense of occurrent experience, and the experience of time this involves, is 
channelled in modes of being, that are at once modes of experience and 
a cadre in which reality appears. “Temporal reality functions in a diversity 
of modal aspects, which are not themselves subject to change in time, 
but rather form a constant and fundamental modal cadre, within which 
the individual changing things, events, activity, acts and societal forms 
have their variable functions, and which first makes possible that variable 
functioning” (op. cit.: 163-164). Given this modal cadre at the (depth) 
level of the Self ’s experience, a level where time is a real factor, it comes 
as no surprise that the modal cadre is a framework of time, in the sense 
that, in each modality, time comes to expression in a distinct way (op. 
cit.: 164). Dooyeweerd proceeds to list and describe the distinct ways in 
which time is modally expressed (op. cit.: 167-174), beginning with the 
arithmetical aspect. In this aspect, the series of the natural numbers, from 
small to large, is interpreted as evincing a temporal order of earlier and 
later.
 I believe that this account, with its focus on the Self, its intuitive 
experience, and the factor of time that is involved (and its modal cadre), 
is too similar to Vollenhoven’s early work to be merely coincidental. The 
only significant point of difference is the modal cadre. But that, of course, 
came into the picture in the work of 1922-1923, when the modalities are 
taken to be the primary forms of consciousness (modalities of viewing) beside 
their being region categories (cf. in particular Dooyeweerd 1923a; also 
chapter 3, section III.E.3). That modal cadre arose in the context of the 
Gegenstand-sphere and its organization in regions of distinct modality. It 
is presented as a (metalogical, intuitive) presupposition of the theoretical 
consciousness. Thus it ‘fits’ at the level where the ‘modalization of time’ 
takes place, given that time is the real succession of occurrent experience. 
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Strictly speaking, Vollenhoven’s observation (about the influence on 
Dooyeweerd) points to this modalization. It was, as such, subsequent 
to the dissertation, but its introduction fits within the schema of the 
dissertation, which is that of critical realism. Dooyeweerd’s account is 
predicated on the account of the Self as prevalent in critical realism. 
 Vollenhoven’s point of criticism assumes, naturally, his regretting 
this modalization of time.190 This only makes sense from the perspective 
of his having abandoned the appeal to the subjectivity of the concrete 
intuition, and everything that is part of that. In fact, he took that step 
when he re-gauged subjectivity from a self-certain subject to a tasked 
subject, a subject standing in a (prophetic) office. The recognition of 
modal diversity is then no longer dependent on the intuitive awareness 
of primary forms of consciousness. (Recall Vollenhoven’s dubbing this 
an “illusion” in the quotation referred to in footnote 48 above.) That 
recognition takes place in the execution of the task of understanding, 
to the extent that this task involves acknowledgement of adequate 
regulating rules (ordinances) and the avoidance of antinomies. This is 
an externalist criterion, over against the former internalist, intra-mental 
criterion. Dooyeweerd, it would appear, continued to give pride of place 
to the Self ’s need of security of self-certainty, and when he accepted the 
ontology of meaning (in the late 1920s) the Self ’s self-centredness became 
essential to him as supra-temporal privileged participation in meaning 
(the Gegenstand-sphere of meaning of critical realism thereby becoming 
the modal cadre in De Wijsbegeerte der Wetsidee). Vollenhoven recognized 
something of his own former position in this, and so, whether rightly or 
not, felt responsible.
 There is double irony here. Dooyeweerd spoke of the problem of 
time in the “Wijsbegeerte der Wetsidee”, whereas we are now forced to 
acknowledge that the problem is that of the ‘concrete intuition’, as an 
inheritance of Vollenhoven’s initial critical realism. Vollenhoven, in turn, 
assumed and regretted what was, indeed, an influence on Dooyeweerd. 
But in formulating this influence as an accommodation to ‘ennoetism’, 
190   It would be a mistake to assume that Vollenhoven denied the relevance of time 
in the first two law-spheres already at an early date. In 2005d/e, 48, he states that we find 
time “in all the modalities of a unity of subjection”, continuing immediately with “in the 
arithmetic as succession, in the spatial as simultaneity . . .”. But he began by saying that 
“time is neither an individual nor a modal difference”, which leaves us wondering what 
Vollenhoven’s unspoken thoughts are here. The first evidence of Vollenhoven’s question-
ing the ‘modalization of time’ is in “Divergentierapport I”, (1953p); cf. my introduction 
to this report in Tol and Bril 1992: 108-111. Dooyeweerd’s initial response to this would 
appear to be (as I stated in the said introduction) the long footnote in Dooyeweerd 1953-
1958 I: 31-32, in which he (rather vigorously) defends the ‘modalization’. 
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Dooyeweerd probably could not catch his meaning. At least he never 
confirmed the influence.

D. From ‘occasionalism’ to ‘ennoetism’
Now, finally, what about that enigmatic term ‘ennoetism’? It stems from 
Vollenhoven’s problem-historical method and is not a current term in 
philosophy. This is not the place for a close historical discussion,191 but 
a general description is required in order to detect what relevance this 
might have towards understanding Vollenhoven in the present context. 

1. The theory of priority
Ennoetism is a type of thought that belongs to a group of four types that 
Vollenhoven classed as the theory of priority.192 This theory focussed on 
the threesome ‘mind-psyche-soma’, whereby ‘mind’, as higher principle, 
has priority over soma (matter), the lower principle, without there being 
a significant reverse effect. The psyche, which is traditionally the principle 
of motion, relativizes the duality of mind and matter in mediating, from 
out of a primary unity, the contact by which the higher principle affects 
the lower principle.
 The sketch of ennoetism (given in listing IV [1968b], section B.) 
indicates that the psyche here belongs entirely to the lower principle, 
meaning that the psycho-somatic reality is entirely self-dynamic and self-
guided. The chief role of mind, as higher principle, is to contemplate 
this reality which, in doing so, makes it the content of its knowing and 
affects it through knowing it. This is what suggested the term ‘ennoetism’ 
to Vollenhoven, which literally means: ‘in-the-mind-ism’. Considered 
from the perspective of the human being, perception focuses on the 
psycho-somatic reality, while cognition characterizes the mind’s own 
contemplation.
 Ennoetism has, within the family of priority theory, a close cousin, in 
what Vollenhoven calls “occasionalism”. In the latter the psycho-somatic 
principle is also self-dynamic, but it is not self-guided. Depending on the 

191   Vollenhoven published a detailed study on the arise of ennoetism in his “En-
noëtisme en ‘ahoristos duas’ in het praeplatonische denken” (Ennoetism and ahoristos 
duas [indefinite two-ness] in pre-Platonic thought) (1954c). But the article in no way 
hints that the topic might, in some way, be relevant to Vollenhoven himself. 
192   In the late 1960s Vollenhoven re-interpreted priority theory in a way that af-
fected occasionalism. I leave this aside, for it complicates the discussion without throwing 
new light on the problem at hand. Besides, the former interpretation was prevalent when 
the differences between Vollenhoven and Dooyeweerd were in discussion. Cf. Vollen-
hoven 2000: 17-19. 
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occasion, there is guidance, as called for, which is provided by the higher 
principle of mind. The higher principle is not just noetic, but psycho-
noetic. Thus, in occasionalism there is a double (or at least a diverging) 
psyche, one (part) belonging to the psycho-somatic body (this accounts 
for self-movement) and one to the psycho-noetic mind (a teleological 
effect). In occasionalism the lower principle of individual existence is 
limited to the animus of the body, with psychical mental activity rising 
above this.193

 The two other types that belong to the theory of priority are a 
vitalistic type and a type called “instrumentism”. In “vitalism”, the lower 
principle is bio-somatic; only a vegetative force is relevant here. All 
motion, in the sense of change of place and direction, is accorded to the 
psyche, that is part of the higher principle. Finally, in instrumentism, the 
lower principle only concerns physical matter, with the higher principle 
being the full source of growth, direction and thought.
 Vollenhoven, it would appear, developed a preference for priority 
theory through the double influence of Bergson and his understanding 
of the Christian tradition. As a student, Vollenhoven wrote appreciatively 
on Bergson, though, as a later lecture on Bergson attests (cf. Vollenhoven 
1921ms), he was critical of Bergson as well (e.g. there is too much change 
in Bergson, not enough stability). Bergson’s élan vital is the principle of 
life that impels reality into an upward development, while matter is life 
spent, the dead precipitate of life—“life being the skyrocket bursting in 
air, and matter being the dead ashes falling down”.194 This suggests the 
instrumentistic version of priority theory, which indeed does justice to 
essential features of Bergson’s thought.195

193   In illustrating occasionalism, Vollenhoven often used the example of a horse and 
its rider to portray the lower and the higher psyche respectively. Confusingly, J. Stellingw-
erff refers to this example as illustrating ennoetism; cf. Stellingwerff 2006: 28. Occasion-
alism is not without its own contemplative moment, in the context of the psycho-noetic 
higher principle. (Cf. Vollenhoven 2005c, “occasionalism”: “the higher principle is not 
merely mind . . .”, p. 298.) I believe we may interpret this as follows. This psycho-noetic 
principle contemplates what accrues in the psyche and, through contemplating it, turns 
it into ‘inner objects’ or ‘mental material’ in the process of Gegenstand formation. In other 
words, occasionalism includes a theory of mental objects. 
194   Edman 1944: xvii. 
195   Cf. Vollenhoven 2000, chart 43; also the article on Bergson in Vollenhoven 
2005c: 63-64. Within the range of the elan vital, Bergson distinguished knowledge and 
intuition. Knowledge, particularly that of the natural sciences, is focussed on the inert, 
spatially extensive reality, while the intuition is an intra-mental intellectual sympathy, in 
empathy with life. The distinction of knowledge and intuition recurs in Vollenhoven, but 
with a difference. For Vollenhoven, the object-orientation of knowledge includes psycho-
physical reality, as positioned in space and time. Also the intuition is not so much in 
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 The part that can be accorded to the Christian tradition is the 
doctrine of God’s sovereignty, when interpreted as ‘priority’. Strictly 
speaking this is philosophically relevant only ‘on the boundary’ between 
divinity and the creature, in other words, only where the immanence of 
God affects the creature, as constituting the effect of the ‘priority’, i.e. 
as transcendental condition. Vollenhoven recognized that in the history 
of Christianity there are many instances of how Christian thought is 
conceptualized in terms of traditions that are pre-Christian, priority 
theory being a case in point. He acknowledged that one cannot avoid 
these traditions, but one ought (very much) to be aware of them, in the 
broad spectrum of their historical presence, and be mindful of whether 
a specific accommodation helps or hinders philosophical understanding. 
In that sense, Vollenhoven, in time, moved away from priority theory. 
 The four arrangements (ontology) of mind-psyche-soma of priority 
theory also find applications in cosmology. The arrangements can be taken 
as characterizing the world in the large, with plants, animals and human 
beings integral to it—a kind of universalism—or as characterizing the 
individual creature, whether plant, animal or human being, depending 
on the chosen type, whereby the world acts as substrate to that choice—a 
kind of individualism. But it is also possible, for each of the four types 
of priority theory, to maintain both side by side, as macrocosm and 
microcosm, analogously structured. In that case the lower principle of the 
macrocosm acts as an ‘Umwelt’ or context for the creatures, whose own 
bodily nature fits that context. 

2. Ennoetist metaphysic
We shall now attempt to pull the various loose strands of our analysis 
of Vollenhoven’s thought together. I believe we can affirm, with a 
reasonable degree of confidence, that the type of priority theory to which 
Vollenhoven first felt affiliated is that of occasionalism, including its 
cosmological side-by-side arrangement of macrocosm and microcosm. 
The shift that is evident in Vollenhoven after his breakdown is more 
difficult to pinpoint, mainly because of the lack of a unifying text. But 
it has features that are consonant with what Vollenhoven later saw to 
be characteristic of ennoetism. The point, of course, is not to impose a 

empathy with life as being the psycho-noetic awareness of the Self ’s unity with whatever 
affects it mentally. But, despite this difference, Vollenhoven acknowledged the influence 
of Bergson in his dissertation, especially as regards the doctrine of intuition (cf. 1918a: 
348). We add that this intuition, in being predicated on the psyche in its being relevant 
to the higher principle, can occur (leaving adjustments of context aside) not only in in-
strumentism but also in vitalism and occasionalism. 
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schema on Vollenhoven’s thought, but to do justice to how he understood 
and formulated his primary distinctions.
 For the evidence of an initial occasionalism we may point, first 
of all, to the last section of the discussion of metaphysics of chapter 2, 
where we indicated the primary theme of dynamic reconciliation in 
the occurrence of dualities in the early Vollenhoven, namely of duality 
becoming one by virtue of belonging together. Such occurrences are 
“occasions of experience” (to use Whitehead’s phrase). This is intimately 
associated with the role of the intuition of positing bi-unities, which in 
fact becomes the model for all the main dualities. In that sense the term 
‘occasionalism’ is a fitting characterization.196 
 Then, secondly, in the provisional summary offered in connection 
with Vollenhoven’s Christian theism (cf. chapter 2, section VIII.B.3), the 
relevance of the arrangement of macrocosm and microcosm is discussed. 
This arrangement provides the context for the objective and the subjective 
orders, which themselves seek reconciliation through the harmony 
predisposed by the Logos. These two orders are given cosmic relevance in 
an interpretation of the world order and the human being in a way that 
matches the type of priority theory Vollenhoven calls “occasionalism”. I 
shall not repeat here what is said there. But the illustration (in section 
VIII.B.3. of chapter 2) indicates an ‘occasionalistic’ arrangement of 
mind-psyche-soma.
 The metaphysics of Vollenhoven’s early work is that of a monadology 
of substances and their changing appearances.197 The appearances occur 
in space and time, which form the context of nature and the human 
body. But these appearances are controlled by ideas, the substances of the 
appearing things. In the macrocosm (the World), the thing-laws are like 
‘psychic principles’, themselves the individuation of general essences. In 
other words, they are ‘psycho-noetic’, and in that capacity they regulate 
or guide empirical things. On the part of the microcosm (the Self ), there 
are the ‘qualities of being a subject’, themselves determined by objective 
norms, which are ‘psycho-noetic’ (relevant to the immortal soul, or will 
governed by recognized norms) and hold sway over the waywardness of 

196   The features of occasionalism prominent in modern thought, such as ‘seeing all 
things in God’ (Malebranche) or ‘linking thought to bodily reaction’ (Geulincx), etc. are 
select features of this conception, which has roots in ancient philosophy (e.g. Philistion, 
Ekphantos). Cf. Vollenhoven 2005c, the articles: “Geulincx” (p. 158), “Malebranche” (p. 
245), “Occasionalism” (pp. 297-198). 
197   In the article on “occasionalism” in Vollenhoven 2005c: 298, Vollenhoven men-
tions, presumable without recalling its relevance to his own early work, that the macro-
cosm-microcosm variant of occasionalism in general harbours a monadology! 
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the human body (perishable body).198

 When comparing Vollenhoven’s changed position in the second half 
of the 1920s with the occasionalism of his early position, several things 
are readily noticed. First of all the micro- and macrocosm arrangement 
is dissolved. This is most pronounced in the denial of a ‘principle of 
individuality’. A human being is part of humankind, and the individuals 
that we are need to be seen in the context of our ‘standing in subjection’. 
The individual’s subjectivity is not that of the certainty of self-awareness, 
but—in its being a ‘tasked’ subjectivity—that of being ineluctably in a 
position of responsibility.
 This new understanding has important consequences. In the first 
place, there is no longer any basis for the distinction between thought and 
being. Thought belongs to being, which means that it cannot intelligibly 
be distinguished from it. This means that the concrete intuition has lost its 
earlier importance. It is no longer the prime witness of self-consciousness 
but a psychological phenomenon, useful but not to be elevated to a prime 
principle. The analytical intuition in turn shifts away from the concrete 
intuition and becomes involved in the role of assessing the value of being 
in its being knowable.
 In the second place, the way Vollenhoven’s theistic understanding 
is combined with the initial cosmological arrangement is also reworked. 
No longer is the Spirit the warrant of norms that impinge upon the Self ’s 
qualities of being a subject. Norms are now understood as being part of 
an integral ‘creation order’. This means that the Logos also no longer has 
the role of disposing subject and object to form a synthesis. This signals 
the fundamental change in the scholastic framework of the harmony of 
subjective and objective rationality. The subjective order is itself directed 
from out of the cosmic order. The task is not to imitate or become 
adequate to that order, but to comply to it so as to effect fulfilment. The 
Self ’s general lack of independence (or autonomy) makes it possible to 

198   There is further unexpected convergence on occasionalism in this respect, name-
ly in the limited but sympathetic influence of R.H. Lotze and Ch. Sigwart. Vollenhoven 
appeals to Lotze, where the latter argues for the reality of succession in the world, that helps 
to certify the distinction between God and the world (cf. chapter 2, section VIII.B.1.). Of 
Sigwart, who emphasized the normative character of the principles of logic, Vollenhoven 
says: “In his meritorious Logik, thought resides in his opinion under the higher psyche, 
but at the same time is norm-controlled: logic is . . . not the physics but the ethics of 
thought” (Vollenhoven 2005c, “Sigwart”: 383). Vollenhoven expressed a similar opinion 
in his early years: “logic is the ethics of psychical thought” (Vollenhoven 1921c: 82). The 
influence of each of these authors is where the higher principle affects the lower one, in 
the macrocosm and the microcosm respectively. Vollenhoven characterizes the type of 
thought of both authors as being occasionalistic; cf. Vollenhoven 2005c: 298, 383. 
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consider the Self and the World more as a whole.
 This ‘cosmological shift’ does not as such evidence an ennoetism. 
For that we need to see what the main arrangement is of the whole. We 
saw already that the former psycho-physical realm (within occasionalism), 
with its ideals of absolute space and absolute time and met by the forms 
of sensibility of the human psycho-physical structure, has been worked 
into a fuller environment, now called an ‘absolute medium’ (Vollenhoven 
1926a: 13; 1926b: 394; 1926d: 54, 155, 193). When, after 1926, 
the cosmological intersection principle is more fully developed, the 
environment becomes the full relational network of inter/intra-individual 
relationships (cf. section IV on the cosmological intersection principle). 
This is consistent with a shift, within priority theory, from occasionalism 
to ennoetism.199 
 The environment is also the object of perception. If one were to 
limit the cosmos to this feature, it would be a cosmos reduced to factual 
reality. But there are also non-factual features of the cosmos, as disclosed 
in knowing. The intersection principle ensures that it is one cosmos. But 
one can detect two emphases here: the environment that is perceived, 
and a distinguishable ‘realm’ above it, that is more typical of cognition. 
What does this ‘higher realm’ of non-factual reality look like? 
 In occasionalism, this higher realm is the domain of the ideas (of 
distinctive being). There are general essences, that are noetic, and they 
individuate into ‘thing-laws’ that govern the structure, coherence and 
development of finite things. As thing-laws they are principles of control 
or direction, in other works, they have a psycho-noetic meaning. They 
define the substance of things, which reveal themselves in the factual 
world via their phenomena. This is the ‘metaphysics’ of occasionalism, 
being essentially that of a monadology. We saw the effort Vollenhoven 
applied to undercut this metaphysics, as being unsuited for a more 
‘reformed philosophy’, when realizing the liability of that metaphysics.
 So what is the alternative? To start, Vollenhoven quite rigorously 
rejects the construal of ‘thing-laws’. Ideas that are thought to have a 
controlling or determining role in factual reality are speculative and 
deterministic. They leave no freedom for consideration in what in 
Vollenhoven is the ontological difference between law and subject. 

199   When comparing the four views of priority theory, viz. instrumentism, vitalism, 
occasionalism and ennoetism, one observes (in the given order) a progressively fuller 
understanding of the ‘somatic’ principle: from bare inert matter, whereby all change and 
activity is due to the higher psycho-noetic principle of development, direction and cogni-
tion in instrumentism, to a self-directing active soma, taken up in cognition by the higher 
noetic principle in ennoetism. 
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By rejecting ideas in the sense of thing-laws, Vollenhoven removes 
the ‘psychic-dynamic factor’ at the level of the psycho-noetic realm of 
occasionalism. In other words, that level has become more exclusively 
‘noetic’, matching a more exclusive cognitive meaning. This step is at 
least consonant with the setup of ennoetism.
 But isn’t cognition just a function? Shouldn’t we expect an alternative 
‘metaphysics’ if the monadology of occasionalism is really being rejected? 
Cognition is indeed a function. But we need to see its broader use. It is 
called upon in the context of knowledge. Now knowledge can be conveyed 
or sought. But either way, there is an essential kernel to knowledge, 
and that is that knowledge attests to ‘possessing truth’. Now we found 
a certain difficulty in understanding what truth is in this connection. 
The difficulty is caused not in the last place by the realist-metaphysical 
qualification Vollenhoven gives to this notion. It is entirely ‘in itself ’, 
it has no need of a knower to be, and it is entirely indifferent to being 
known (Vollenhoven 1926b: 385). No doubt there are anti-psychological 
motives at work here, also anti-Kantian ones, such as opposing the view 
that truth ‘holds’ by virtue of the active knower (op. cit.: 384). But 
Vollenhoven is not merely being critical. At the same time he is asserting 
a position. He commits himself to truth as noetic principle, and in doing 
so he attests to accepting a ‘metaphysic’ of truth.
 But to qualify as a metaphysic of ennoetism, it is not sufficient 
merely to assert truth as ontological principle. The ‘facts’ of reality must 
in some sense stand in relation to it. There must be a link between the 
higher (noetic) principle and the lower (somatic) principles. Now we 
find that this is indeed the case. There is truth, and there is ‘a truth’. 
Truth in general is the schema in which knower and the knowable come 
together, not synthetically but ‘systatically’. Any state of affairs that does 
not violate the structure of this systasis can be taken up into truth. In 
other words, everything that is structured according to the intersection 
principle of cosmology can become the content of thought. This is how 
the facts or the states of affairs can be dealt with, viz. in being cognized 
or in becoming known, which is to come to possess their ‘systatic’ truth. 
This trait is quite essential for the view of ennoetism: the lower principle 
is affected by mind in being known, i.e. through becoming the content 
of mind.
 But don’t we still need a connecting factor between knowledge and 
object and also to the subject who knows the object? If truth in ennoetism 
is on a par with substance in occasionalism, what is the correlate of 
‘phenomena’? And what is the correlate of their being revealed? We found 
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that knowledge needs, on the one hand, to presuppose a prior intuition of 
assessment. The intuition of assessment views the most basic characteristic 
of what can be known, which is the modal characteristic. The intuition of 
modality is intrinsic to every cognition. On the other hand, there is also 
the factor by virtue of which any being is knowable. That is the factor of 
value. Value is “ubiquitous in the cosmos” (Vollenhoven 1930d/1931f: 
§124). However rudimentary Vollenhoven’s view of value remains, 
it may nevertheless be understood as being the warrant for being’s 
being knowable. It answers to what the intuiting subject assesses when 
attending to a being in the interest of knowledge. So if the metaphysic of 
occasionalism is the monadological schema of substance (thing-law) and 
(revealing) phenomena, then the analogous metaphysic of ennoetism in 
Vollenhoven is truth (in itself ) and (intuited) value.200 
 Difficult questions arise in the wake of this assertion. The emphasis 
on values is consonant with the aesthetic qualification Vollenhoven 
gave the cosmos in his initial definitive period. But both values and this 
cosmic aesthetics retreat when, in the early 1930s, the moral antithesis 
of good and evil is introduced as determinate beside the two standard 
cosmic determinants. Is this a continuation of ennoetism, or does this 
development involve another shift? I believe that there is continuation,201 
but there is an important change in that the individual human being 
regains a relative independence, as effected by the introduction of the 
moral determinant. And what about the reinterpretation of the law as 
boundary in the early 1940s, whereby both monism and dualism have 
become problematic for Vollenhoven? Here I believe there is a shift away 
from ennoetism, for the re-interpretation of the law as supporting correlate 
of the cosmos, as over against the earlier view of law as revealed will, is 
difficult to rhyme with the ‘priority’ attributed to the higher principle 
of reality, that also ennoetism evidences. All these conjectures require 
careful discussion in their own right. But if our analysis of Vollenhoven’s 
early work and his initial definitive position is not seriously in error, it 
should be possible to extend our approach to the later years in a way that 
200   I restrict the formulation of this metaphysic to the terminology that Vollenhoven 
provides at this point. One would have to compare other proponents of ennoetism, in 
the period of late neo-Kantianism or life-philosophy, in order to investigate whether a 
more general mode of expression might be more suitable. In Vollenhoven’s later problem-
historical work he never, to my knowledge, formulated the metaphysic of ennoetism 
explicitly. 
201   In personal correspondence (email, 27 February 2010) dr. K.A. Bril pointed out 
that, in connection with ennoetism, Vollenhoven distinguished an aesthetic and an ethi-
cal variant in the history of philosophy. Regretfully, he seldom refers to this, and never 
made the distinction explicit. 
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does justice to the nuance of his thought and to the historical sensitivity 
with which he executed it. 
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Filosofie in opbouw. D.H.Th. Vollenhoven en de verschijning van de Reformatorische 
wijsbegeerte, samen met de tekstkritische uitgave van zijn voornaamste 
systematische bijdrage, Isagôgè Philosophiae (Inleiding tot de filosofie) 1930-
1945, namelijk,

D.H.Th. Vollenhoven, Isagôgè Philosophiae 1930-1945 tekstkritische uitgave. 
Filosofie in de traditie van de Reformatie, gebaseerd op een door de auteur bewerkt 
exemplaar gedateerd 1945. Redactie, met inleiding, wetenschappelijk apparaat en 
tekstverantwoording door Anthony Tol. 

In de jaren twintig van de vorige eeuw is in Nederland een zogenaamde 
‘reformatorische filosofie’ ontstaan. Hieraan lag niet een definitief plan ten 
grondslag. Diverse factoren speelden bij het ontstaan ervan een rol van betekenis. 
De hoofdrolspelers waren de zwagers Dirk Hendrik Theodoor Vollenhoven 
(1892-1978) en Herman Dooyeweerd (1894-1977), maar ook de aanwezigheid 
van Antheunis Janse (1890-1960) moet genoemd worden. De zwagers voerden 
intensieve gesprekken in het begin van de jaren twintig over de wenselijkheid van 
een meer ‘calvinistische’ benadering van vragen in de filosofie, en hoe dit gestalte 
kon krijgen, bijvoorbeeld in de kennisleer en de wetenschapsfilosofie. Zij waren 
ook enigszins kritisch over de scholastiek in het eigen neocalvinistisch milieu. 
Maar men was zich vooral bewust van het intellectueel milieu van die tijd, dat 
in Nederland sterk gedomineerd werd door het neo-idealisme, met name de 
Marburgse en de Freiburgse (of Badense) richtingen van neokantianisme. Hier 
had een humanistische wereldbeschouwing vrij spel, waarvan Vollenhoven en 
Dooyeweerd zich wilden distantiëren. De zwagers zijn niet tot een volledige 
overeenstemming gekomen over de gewenste afstand tot het neokantianisme. Dit 
heeft ook hun verstaan van de reformatorische wijsbegeerte beïnvloed. Beiden 
erkenden een onderling verschil en spraken dan ook van ‘de grondleggers’ in 
meervoud.
 In de beeldvorming over de ontwikkelingsgeschiedenis van de wijsbegeerte 
in reformatorische geest is tot nog toe vooral de rol van Dooyeweerd sterk naar 
voren gekomen. Soms wordt zelfs de aanwezigheid van Vollenhoven nauwelijks 
erkend, of, zo die wordt erkend, dan blijft zijn rol in nevelen gehuld. Maar 
Vollenhoven had een volledige wijsgerige opleiding achter de rug, inclusief een 
‘proeve van bekwaamheid’ in de vorm van een lijvige dissertatie, toen Dooyeweerd 
zich nog in de filosofie moest gaan inwerken. Er is ook onomstotelijk bewijs dat 
hij zich een aantal jaren bewust aan Vollenhoven heeft gelieerd, totdat hij in 
staat was verantwoordelijkheid te nemen voor eigen publicaties in de filosofie. 
Dit doet de vraag rijzen niet alleen welke invloed Vollenhoven op Dooyeweerds 
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denken kan hebben gehad, maar ook wat zijn rol was in het tot stand komen 
van reformatorische filosofie. Dat dit gescheiden vragen zijn moet vooral worden 
erkend omdat zij zelf van onderscheiden grondleggers spraken. Tot nog toe is 
niet nagegaan hoe de ontwikkeling van reformatorisch denken er uitziet vanuit 
het perspectief van Vollenhoven. 
 Vandaar dat dit werk zich voornamelijk richt op het vroege denken 
van Vollenhoven. Dit vroege denken heeft, historisch gezien, twee ijkpunten. 
Het eerste is Vollenhovens positiebepaling zoals ingenomen in zijn dissertatie. 
Dit werk, getiteld, De Wijsbegeerte der Wiskunde van Theïstisch Standpunt 
(1918), richt zich op drie hoofdrichtingen in de grondslag van de wiskunde, 
namelijk formalisme, empirisme en intuïtionisme. De eigen keuze valt bij het 
intuïtionisme, welke keuze ruimschoots wordt verantwoord vanuit algemene 
wijsgerige overwegingen. Het tweede ijkpunt is het dictaat Isagôgè Philosophiae 
(Inleiding tot de filosofie). Door zijn benoeming tot eerste voltijdse filosoof 
van de Vrije Universiteit in 1926 was Vollenhoven verantwoordelijk voor het 
opzetten van het wijsgerig programma, waarvan een onderdeel was het geven 
van verplichte inleidende colleges in de filosofie voor alle eerstejaars studenten. 
Vollenhoven nam deze verplichting te baat om de grondslag van een ‘calvinistische 
wijsbegeerte’ te formuleren. De eerste volledige versie is als syllabus verschenen 
in 1930. Vollenhoven bleef zijn denken ontwikkelen, zoals blijkt onder andere 
uit de vele latere versies van dit dictaat, totdat hij de tekst voorlopig afsloot 
in 1945. De syllabus van 1930 getuigt van Vollenhovens standpunt vanaf zijn 
benoeming in 1926, dat verder ook wordt ondersteund door publicaties vanaf 
1925. Deze positiebepaling in de tweede helft van de twintiger jaren wordt 
hier genoemd Vollenhovens “aanvankelijke definitieve positie”. De benaming 
is gekozen om recht te doen enerzijds aan het blijvende ‘calvinistisch’ karakter 
van zijn positiebepaling daarna, anderzijds aan de verdere ontwikkeling die dit 
standpunt onderging.
 Dit dictaat, Isagôgè Philosophiae, is nooit door Vollenhoven vrijgegeven 
voor publicatie, hoewel het wel altijd beschikbaar was voor studiedoeleinden. De 
intentie om de laatste hand te leggen aan de tekst is niet in vervulling gegaan. 
Omdat deze tekst toch een sleutelrol vervult in het werk van Vollenhoven, heeft 
de D.H.Th. Vollenhovenstichting toestemming gegeven tot het uitgeven van de 
tekst. In 2005 is de laatst bewerkte uitgave van de tekst (van 1945) verschenen 
in een Nederlands-Engelse editie. Tevens verschijnt een tekstkritische uitgave 
(in het Nederlands) van alle versies van Isagôgè Philosophiae gelijktijdig met deze 
studie, als bijlage bij het hoofddeel van de dissertatie.
 De dissertatie heeft vier hoofdstukken, voorafgegaan door een “Preface”. 
In dat voorwoord worden de hoofdstukken kort toegelicht, inclusief een 
opsomming van bijzondere momenten, tussen 1918 (Vollenhovens dissertatie) 
en 1930, toen Dooyeweerd al ver gevorderd was met het schrijven van De 
Wijsbegeerte der Wetsidee (verschenen 1935-1936). Hier zullen punten van de 
opsomming meegenomen worden in een meer uitgebreide bespreking van de 
hoofdstukken.
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Het eerste hoofdstuk bespreekt Vollenhovens program, als uiting van 
‘reformatorische wijsbegeerte’. De nadruk ligt op de hoofdtekst, Isagôgè 
Philosophiae, voornamelijk in hoe de opzet wordt bepaald door drie methoden, 
die de beoefening van filosofie begeleiden en tevens de beperkte maar 
belangrijke “taak en plaats” van de filosofie bepalen. De drie methodes zijn: de 
thetisch-kritische methode, de ‘methode van kennis-organisatie’ (op zich door 
Vollenhoven naamloos gelaten), en de methode van resolvering en compositie.
 De aandacht gaat vervolgens uit naar de context van Vollenhovens 
wijsgerig program, namelijk de principiële neocalvinistische positiebepaling van 
de Vrije Universiteit, binnen de traditie van de Reformatie. De Vrije Universiteit 
baseerde haar onderwijs op ‘gereformeerde beginselen’. Een Senaatsrapport van 
1895 over die beginselen laat een trek van scholastiek zien, die vooral blijkt in 
de opvatting van een harmonie tussen enerzijds het menselijke denken, binnen 
normen van logica en methode (af te korten als ‘subjectieve rationaliteit’), 
anderzijds de orde die gelegen is “in de feiten en in het wezen der dingen” 
(‘objectieve rationaliteit’). De betreffende ‘gereformeerde beginselen’ worden 
geacht te behoren tot de objectieve orde. Maar zij moeten eerst ontdekt worden 
door een benadering vanuit de subjectieve orde. Wijsgerige thema’s worden 
ook geacht licht op deze zaak te werpen. Dit alles roept zekere verwachtingen 
op aangaande de beoefening van wijsbegeerte aan de VU. Kuyper heeft in zijn 
Stone-lezingen een toepassing gegeven van hoe, volgens hem, het “calvinistische 
beginsel” in de wetenschap doorwerkt.
 Vollenhoven had respect voor en bevorderde de poging in gereformeerde 
geest te werken, zonder echter, zoals al in zijn inaugurale rede blijkt, het 
scholastieke schema van de harmonie van de twee ordes van rationaliteit bij te 
vallen. Hij ontwikkelt een program van filosofie dat, gelet op haar taak en plaats, 
zich beperkt tot de geschapen werkelijkheid (kosmos) en op wetenschappelijke 
wijze beoefend wordt. Dit houdt in dat filosofie zich niet moet opwerpen als een 
religie (noch als surrogaat noch als een nodige verdediger van religie) en ook niet 
als een wereldbeschouwing. Filosofie behoort limiteringen in acht te nemen. Maar, 
daar filosofie een activiteit is, die daadwerkelijk wordt beoefend, staat filosofie 
niet los van oriëntering door middel van een religieus en wereldbeschouwelijk 
karakter, die meta-filosofisch op de filosofie betrokken wordt. In deze oriëntering 
is Vollenhoven vooral ‘calvinistisch’. Dit is in de filosofie terug te vinden in hoe 
filosofie aan de praktische oriëntering beantwoordt. Zo wordt het mogelijk 
van een “calvinistische filosofie” te spreken, zonder dat dit een religieuze of 
levensbeschouwelijke filosofie is.
 De typering van scholastiek als de onderstelling van ‘de harmonie van 
subjectieve en objectieve ordes van rationaliteit’, wordt in deze studie als 
basisbetekenis van ‘scholastiek’ genomen. Deze betekenis doet zich niet alleen in 
het vroege geestelijke milieu van de VU voor, maar ook in de vroege Vollenhoven 
en Dooyeweerd.

Hoofdstuk twee bespreekt het vroege denken van Vollenhoven, zoals 
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geformuleerd in zijn dissertatie en de vroege artikelen tot en met 1922. (In 1923 
was Vollenhoven ziek; pas in 1925 is er een hervatting van wijsgerige publicaties.) 
De bespreking van dit denken begint met een weergave van Vollenhovens 
opvattingen op het gebied van de aritmetica en de meetkunde, gaat dan over 
tot thema’s in de wetenschapsfilosofie, kennisleer, metafysica, het theïsme en de 
‘metalogica’. Het hoofdstuk wordt afgerond met een duiding van de ‘wijsgerige 
positie’ die in dit vroege werk te onderkennen is.
 Wat de wiskunde betreft, staat Vollenhoven vooral dicht bij H. Poincaré 
en L.E.J. Brouwer. Dit zijn vertegenwoordigers van de intuïtionistische richting 
in de wiskunde, met op de achtergrond Immanuel Kant. Van Brouwer neemt 
Vollenhoven het onderscheid over van wiskunde van de eerste en tweede orde. 
Eerste orde aritmetica is de daad van het tellen; dat van de meetkunde is 
lokalisatie. De tweede orde van beide is de wetenschappelijke formulering van 
axioma’s en afleidingen. Aangaande de fundering van de eerste orde wiskunde 
gaat Vollenhoven voornamelijk zijn eigen weg. Hier zijn ‘synthetische a priori’s’ 
in het spel. Het tellen is gebaseerd op de realiteit van successie in de geest, zoals 
door zelfbewustzijn te noteren valt; lokalisatie is gebaseerd op de psychofysische 
organisatie van het menselijk lichaam. Beide zijn de basis voor synthetische a 
priori’s.
 Het intuïtionisme is daarom van belang, doordat het binnen de 
wetenschapsfilosofie een eigen koers houdt tussen de eenzijdigheden van 
formalisme en empirisme. Het maakt ook een belangrijk onderscheid in de 
kennisleer mogelijk. Er is een kennen van de dingen, afhankelijk van hoe de 
dingen zich presenteren, maar er is ook een besef vanuit het zelfbewustzijn van 
de eigen toestanden van weten. Dit laatste is intuïtief. Zelfbewustzijn is daarom 
een bron van zekerheid. Drie vormen van intuïtie zijn vooral van belang: de 
concrete intuïtie (de zekerheid dat de geest aangedaan wordt, wanneer hij 
aangedaan wordt), de analytische intuïtie (onmiddellijke zekerheid van verschil 
tussen mentale akten en inhouden), en de metafysische intuïtie (het onmiddellijk 
besef van identiteit in ruimte- en tijdbepalingen en soortidentiteit). Wanneer 
betekenis die gevat wordt via de concrete en de analytische intuïtie, bevestigd 
wordt door het principe van identiteit, dan is er sprake van ‘mentale objecten’, 
dat wil zeggen: ‘objectieve betekenis’. In navolging van Alexius Meinong neemt 
Vollenhoven een gebied van objectieve betekenis aan, genaamd ‘Gegenstände’, 
(termen en proposities) in het kader van een Gegenstands-theorie. Wanneer 
Gegenstände als substraat voor verschijnselen dienen, en principes van de logica 
de methodische omgang met Gegenstände begeleiden, dan is dit geheel een 
‘organisme van de wetenschap’. (We merken op dat dit de subjectieve orde van 
rationaliteit is. Het wordt ook wel de ‘Gegenstands-sfeer’ genoemd, getypeerd als 
‘meta-logisch’, te omschrijven als ‘logisch geordende wetenschappelijke kennis’. 
Dit is de voorloper van de modale orde in de reformatorische wijsbegeerte.)
 De objectieve orde van rationaliteit is echter in de metafysica gegrond, door 
Vollenhoven opgevat als een vorm van monadologie, namelijk van substanties 
en verschijningen. De substanties zijn (geestelijke) ding-wetten (ideeën), die 
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controle uitoefenen op de verschijning van de dingen, de opeenvolging van hun 
eigenschappen en kwaliteiten en hun ontwikkeling. Mens en wereld zijn hier de 
meest basale gestalten van bestaan. Hun analoge Opbouw doet denken aan een 
opzet als microkosmos en macrokosmos.
 Vollenhovens ‘theïstisch standpunt’ blijkt uit hoe hij de goddelijke 
werkelijkheid, als Christelijke triniteitleer, met zijn kennisleer en metafysica 
verbindt. God de Schepper is de waarborg voor de objectieve orde van de 
werkelijkheid. In zijn Raad liggen alle dingen, via hun ideeën, vast, zowel in hun 
zijn als in hun ontwikkeling. Door de Heilige Geest worden normen en idealen 
gewaarborgd, die gehandhaafd worden voor het menselijk kennen. Vanuit 
deze normen (logische principes, maar er zijn ook normen voor de ethiek, de 
esthetica, religie, enz.) wordt het ‘subjectieve’ denken van de mens in wetenschap 
begeleid, waarbij de mens trouw of ontrouw kan zijn aan normen. Wanneer 
de mens trouw is aan normen dan bepaalt dit een subjectskwaliteit van het Ik, 
bijvoorbeeld wanneer men trouw is aan logische normen dan heeft het Ik de 
kwaliteit van een kensubject.
 De Logos (de tweede Persoon van de drie-eenheid) is de waarborg voor 
de verwezenlijking van theïsme als epistemisch ideaal. In hem is de dispositie 
dat subject (van kennen) en object (dat gedacht wordt) samen komen in het 
ontstaan van kennis. Dit ideaal sluit nauw aan bij de scholastieke aanname van 
de harmonie tussen de subjectieve en de objectieve orde. Wanneer de dingen van 
de werkelijkheid volledig zouden worden gekend, is er sprake van een adequaat 
begrip in de subjectieve orde. Maar menselijk kennen is beperkt, en de mens 
is nauwelijks in staat tot volledige kennis te komen. Vandaar dat de mens met 
begripsrepresentanten werkt, die echter wel steeds in de richting gaan van een 
nadering van het volledige begrip. Zo is deze (scholastieke) onderstelling van een 
harmonie tussen de beide ordes een noodzakelijke voorwaarde voor de kennis. 
Vollenhoven echter kwalificeert dit. De scholastieke harmonie is noodzakelijk 
maar niet voldoende. Het besef dat de mens goed op weg is moet zelf ook 
gewettigd zijn. Dit besef is intuïtief aanwezig, en biedt de grondslag voor de 
synthetische oordelen a priori van de wiskunde. De wiskunde is namelijk in de 
mens gefundeerd: de aritmetica in de menselijke geest, de meetkunde in de 
psycho-fysische organisatie.
 In 1921 brengt Vollenhoven, in wat hier steeds als de koppeling van 
(adequaat) begrip en idee (van zijn) geldt, een aangescherpte formulering aan. 
Sprekend van een “Christelijk realisme”, houdt hij vast aan een ‘idee’ van een 
“anders-gedacht-zijn” (ook wel: het denkvreemde). Maar ‘begrip’, op het gebied 
van het door denken verworven kennis, wordt nu ietwat anders verpakt. In zijn 
dissertatie had Vollenhoven de diverse wetenschappen binnen een eenheid van 
methodologie gedacht (invloed van het Marburgse neokantianisme). Nu erkent 
Vollenhoven verschillende gebieden van geldigheid (meer zoals in het Freiburgse 
neokantianisme). Ieder gebied heeft een ideaal van volledigheid, dat erkend dient 
te worden bij de wetenschapsbeoefening. Het volledige gebied van wetenschap, 
dat eerst door Vollenhoven als ‘organisme van wetenschap’ werd geduid, wordt 
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nu een metalogisch gebied van verschillende domeinen. Er is dus behoefte aan 
een ‘metalogische intuïtie’, die deze gebieden in hun ideale karakter schouwt. 
Het blijkt nu dat deze metalogische intuïtie een herijkte versie van de eerdere 
analytische intuïtie is. ‘Begrip en idee’ blijft dus karakteristiek voor “Christelijk 
realisme”, en ook onderscheiden van neokantiaans denken. Het laatstgenoemde 
denken laat de idee samenvallen met het ideaal van de volledige kennis, terwijl 
het begrip een stap is van het Ik op weg naar die volledige kennis, humanistisch 
begeleid door de richtinggevende Idee. Er is hier geen betekenis van ‘idee’, zoals 
Vollenhoven voorstaat, namelijk die van ‘gedachte Gods’.

Het derde hoofdstuk gaat in op de twee belangrijkste contacten die Vollenhoven 
onderhoudt. Het eerste dat besproken wordt is dat met A. Janse. Deze had 
contact gezocht met Vollenhoven in 1919 in verband met de toepassing van 
Vollenhovens gedachte over aritmetica in het kader het leren rekenen in het 
lager onderwijs. Dit contract groeide tot een vriendschap, met gesprekken over 
allerlei onderwerpen. Janse had bewondering voor, maar ook wel kritiek op de 
opvoedkundige benadering van Maria Montessori, waarin de mens (het kind) 
benaderd wordt als een eenheid van lichaam en ziel. Aan het einde van 1922, 
opperde Janse, vrij plotseling, de gedachte dat er niet zoiets is als een ‘onsterfelijk 
ziel’ (‘substantia incompleta’) in de mens. Hij was er inmiddels van overtuigd 
geraakt dat hiervoor geen voldoende bijbelse grondslag was. Vollenhoven was 
aanvankelijk verontrust. Maar voordat hij op Janse’s voorstel kon reageren, werd 
hij plotseling ziek. Janse wachtte het herstel niet af en publiceerde zijn gedachten 
begin 1923 in korte artikelen, die tot nog toe onopgemerkt zijn gebleven. 
Vollenhoven las dit werk voor het eerst eind 1923. Hij kon het nu in hoofdzaken 
met Janse eens zijn, maar had wel kritiek op diverse formuleringen. Vollenhoven 
had, in de tijd van zijn herstel, ook de leer van ‘de onsterfelijke ziel’ afgeschreven.
 Vollenhoven heeft later erkend dat er van Janse een zekere verfrissende 
invloed uitging. De punten die hij opsomt kunnen grotendeels bevestigd 
worden. Niet alleen was Janse de eerste binnen de gereformeerde kringen van 
die tijd die de notie van ‘onsterfelijke ziel’ aan de kaak stelde, ook benadrukte 
hij dat er in de Bijbel een eigen verstaan van mens en wereld te onderkennen 
valt, dat meegenomen kan worden (waar dit geschikt is) in de betreffende 
wetenschapsbeoefening. Zo is er een psychologie mogelijk die ‘rekening houdt’ 
niet met een scholastische maar met de bijbelse opvatting van de menselijke ziel.
 Hoe Vollenhoven de invloed van Janse verwerkt heeft, is niet expliciet 
bekend. Maar let men op zijn vroege denken, waar de ‘substantiële ziel’ 
de vaste waarborg is voor de intuïtie, dan kan men de omslag zien: van een 
oorspronkelijke op het Ik gerichte subjectiviteit, tot een subject als geroepen tot 
een taak of ambtsvervulling, met als kern het ‘subjèct-zijn’, het onderworpen 
zijn aan goddelijke normerende wetten. (Er wordt hier tevens groter afstand 
genomen van het neokantianisme.)
 Het tweede contact is dat met H. Dooyeweerd. Hun persoonlijk contact 
gaat terug tot hun middelbareschooltijd en zette zich voort in hun studietijd 
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aan de VU. In juli 1917 promoveerde Dooyeweerd op een juridisch thema 
(“De ministerraad in het Nederlandse staatsrecht”). Al een half jaar daarvoor 
was Dooyeweerd naar Friesland verhuisd. Pas in mei 1922 wonen de (inmiddels 
sinds 1918 zwagers geworden) vrienden weer in dezelfde stad (nu Den Haag) 
waardoor een meer regelmatig contact mogelijk was.
 In het kader van deze samenvatting zijn twee vragen van belang. Hoe vond 
Dooyeweerds ontwikkeling in de filosofie plaats op weg naar een zelfstandig 
denker? Hoe verhoudt het denken van Dooyeweerd zich tot dat van Vollenhoven 
wanneer er sprake is van een ‘calvinistische wijsbegeerte’? 
 Wat betreft de eerste vraag, het beeld dat in het bijzonder door Dooyeweerd 
geschetst wordt is dat hij op zijn eigen gezag zich tot filosoof heeft moeten 
opwerken. Dit is echter moeilijk te rijmen met het relevante feitenmateriaal. 
Zeker, Dooyeweerd heeft zich vooral neokantiaanse literatuur op het gebied 
van de rechtsfilosofie eigen gemaakt en op een eigen manier verwerkt. Maar er 
was ook correspondentie tussen de zwagers. Daaruit komt het beeld naar voren 
van een Vollenhoven die Dooyeweerd op weg hielp. Wat vooral van belang is, 
wanneer Dooyeweerds ongepubliceerde studies uit die tijd gelezen worden tegen 
de achtergrond van het vroege denken van Vollenhoven, dat Dooyeweerd bewust 
wijsgerig bezig was binnen de algemene lijnen van het concept van Vollenhovens 
vroege denken. Dit wordt in detail, door een ‘close reading’ van een aantal 
van Dooyeweerds teksten, aangetoond. Dooyeweerd neemt een standpunt van 
“kritisch realisme” in (soms genaamd “transcendentaal realisme”). Maar dat is 
niet te onderscheiden van de hoofdtrekken van Vollenhovens denken uit die tijd 
(van “Christelijk realisme”, of ook “het dualisme van begrip en idee”).
 In verband met de tweede vraag, eerst iets meer over het kritisch realisme. 
De studies die Dooyeweerd schrijft leggen een accent op de Gegenstands-sfeer. 
Die bestaat uit regionen, ieder van eigen modaliteit, wat de hoogste inhoudelijke 
karakterisering van een regio duidt. Diverse verbanden tussen regionen worden 
verder ook onderzocht, die later een vaste plaats krijgen in de reformatorische 
wijsbegeerte. Opvallend is dat, in Dooyeweerds eerste publicaties, hij erg 
terughoudend is om al te veel van de kentheoretische grondslag van zijn denken 
weer te geven, hoewel dit in de boven bedoelde studies toch terug te vinden is. 
Zoekende naar een verklaring hiervoor, lijkt de enig overtuigende oplossing te 
zijn, dat die grondslag juist op conto van Vollenhoven staat, maar dat hij, door 
zijn ziekte in 1923, van publiceren een tijd moest afzien. Vollenhovens eerste 
artikel in 1926 gaat ook over “enkele grondlijnen der kentheorie”.
 Het is gedurende Vollenhovens ziekteverlof dat Dooyeweerd met de 
notie van ‘wetsidee’ komt. Dit is het kernbegrip in Dooyeweerds verstaan van 
‘calvinistische wijsbegeerte’. Hij geeft hiermee een basis voor de regionen van de 
Gegenstands-sfeer. Het gaat om een kosmologisch principe van de voorzienigheid 
Gods. Door nauwkeurig te letten op Dooyeweerds gebruik, kan blijken dat hij 
hier—bij ‘wetsidee’—nog vasthoudt aan het scholastieke onderscheid van begrip 
en idee, zoals door Vollenhoven in 1921 was vastgesteld. Vollenhoven heeft zich, 
na zijn ziekte, nooit weer als een voorstander van deze scholastieke ‘tandem’ 
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getoond. Het verbaast dan niet dat hij wel de term wet, maar het gebruik van de 
term ‘wetsidee’ niet aanbeveelt.
 Maar Dooyeweerd blijkt zelf ook in beweging te zijn. In 1928 zijn er 
aanwijzingen van Dooyeweerds overstap van een kritisch realisme naar een 
transcendentaal kriticisme. Dooyeweerd volgend op zijn weg, zien we een 
afname van zijn belangstelling voor realisme en een toename voor belangstelling 
voor het Ik. Er waren al eerdere aanwijzingen van deze tendens, bijvoorbeeld 
van een ‘gelovig ik’ dat schouwt sub specie aeternitatis. Maar het is vooral de 
manier waarop Dooyeweerd zijn wetsidee de gestalte geeft van een (metalogisch 
geïnvolveerd) ‘wets-organisme’ dat bepalend is. Want de eerdere metalogische 
afhankelijkheid van de kennis ten aanzien van de kosmos, wordt nu verlegd 
naar het Ik, als geestelijk centrum, dat zowel in de modale orde participeert als 
erboven staat. Ook wordt ‘zin’ (dan wel ‘betekenis’, de eerdere Gegenstands-
sfeer) nu ontologisch neergezet, waardoor het geen realistisch opgevatte kosmos 
meer nodig heeft. Dit houdt ook in dat Dooyeweerd de termen ‘begrip en idee’ 
herijkt en daardoor afstand neemt van de eerdere scholastieke betekenis. Maar, 
anders dan Vollenhoven (die de term ‘idee’ geheel laat vallen), blijkt Dooyeweerd 
de term te herijken tot ‘transcendentaal limietbegrip’. Nu wordt het moeilijk 
begrip en idee, in de nieuwe betekenis bij Dooyeweerd, te onderscheiden van het 
neokantiaanse gebruik, waartegen Vollenhoven in 1921 al gewaarschuwd heeft.

Hoofdstuk vier gaat geheel in op Vollenhovens ‘initial definitive position’ (tussen 
1925 en 1930), hoewel er ook naar latere wendingen gekeken wordt. Feitelijk 
wordt in dit hoofdstuk een meer ruime duiding van Vollenhovens programma 
(hoofdstuk 1) nauwkeuriger besproken, verwijzend naar de relevante (deels 
archief-) teksten van de aangegeven periode.
 Eerst wordt nagegaan wat Vollenhovens kritiek is op het theïsme als 
epistemisch ideaal. Dit is vooral kritiek op Vollenhovens eigen vroege denken. 
Hier komt het ‘grensprobleem’ naar voren. Dit grensprobleem wordt vervolgens 
uitgediept, vanuit de correlatie van grens en wet. Hier blijkt in het bijzonder de 
behoefte aan een dualiteit van zijn, namelijk van soeverein zijn en onderworpen 
zijn. Aangezien soevereiniteit zich als wet uitdrukt, wordt hiermee wet en subjèct-
zijn in realistische geest neergezet, als een ontologisch verschil. Dit houdt in dat 
er altijd ‘ruimte’ is voor een mate waarin het subjèct aan de wet beantwoordt. 
Met ander woorden, de wet is niet determinerend maar normerend.
  Deze grensopvatting geeft de mogelijkheid in het ontologische verschil 
een nadere morele bepaling te betrekken, en zelfs een factor van leiding. Het 
blijkt dat de grens in drievoud bestaat, van wet, gebod en leiding. Vollenhoven 
koppelt ook hier de opvatting van het godsbestaan aan vast, maar met de nodige 
wijziging vergeleken met zijn vroegere denken. Feitelijk hanteert hij ook hier een 
‘theïsme’, zonder echter deze term nu te gebruiken, om vooral geen verwarring 
te stichten met het vroegere gebruik als epistemisch ideaal, dat hij afwijst.
 Gaan we dit ‘theïsme’ na, dan blijkt het werk van de Geest, dat leiding 
effectueert, het minst duidelijk omschreven. Het heeft in elk geval niets meer 
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met de subjectieve orde van rationaliteit te maken. De Logos, eerder de waarborg 
voor de scholastieke harmonie, uit zich nu vooral in het liefdegebod. Dit heeft 
met kennis in zoverre iets te maken, dat kennis ten goede gebruikt en ingezet 
dient te worden. De afstemming van norm/wet en de feitelijke structuur van de 
dingen is nu het thema van waarheid geworden, wat dus niet (meer) samenvalt 
met het werk van de Logos, maar een rol van de logische wetskring (als 
‘geschapen logos’) inschakelt. Dan is er ook een grote wijziging in de opvatting 
van het werk van de Schepper. ‘Hij schiep de kosmos en stelde hem zijn wet.’ 
Aan dat scheppen kan de mens niet komen, wat het scholastieke denken vanuit 
realistisch opgevatte ‘ideeën’ wel meent te kunnen. Maar dat hij hem zijn wet 
stelt is mede merkbaar vanuit de kosmos, als subjèct-zijn. Vandaar dat dit 
‘stellen van de wet’ ook een openbaringsmoment heeft (van de Logos), dat aan 
de geschapen dingen een waarde geeft en waardoor zij te kennen zijn. Kennen 
ressorteert onder het zijn. Dan blijken de geschapen dingen ook opgenomen te 
zijn in een algemene ontwikkeling, die onder leiding staat van de Geest. Deze 
opvatting van de kosmos wordt verder uitgediept vanuit de negatieve kritiek 
op het metafysisch ‘substantie-phaenomena’ schema (van Vollenhovens eigen 
eerdere monadologie) en de afwijzing van een ziel als substantie bij de mens.
 De kern van Vollenhovens denken is gelegen in de kosmologie. De 
hoofdlijnen hiervan worden beschreven vanuit de twee basale bepaaldheden: 
die van de modale bepaaldheid (van verschillen en verbanden tussen modale 
wetskringen) en individuele bepaaldheid (van verschillen en verbanden tussen 
individuen, c.q. individuele dingen). De overal voorkomende ‘doorsnede’ 
van wetskring en individu is hier het basisprincipe. Dan wordt ook nog stil 
gestaan, in een afrondende bespreking, bij de ietwat latere vernieuwing van de 
antropologie en de vervanging van de correlatie van God en kosmos, door de 
correlatie van wet en kosmos, beide te onderscheiden van de Godheid.
 In een addendum wordt nog nagegaan hoe de oudere Vollenhoven 
terugkeek op zijn vroege denken. Terwijl veel van wat hij zegt, goed te plaatsen 
en te beamen is, blijkt dit minder goed te lukken bij zijn karakterisering 
van zijn dissertatie. Hij gebruikt hierbij de terminologie van zijn latere 
probleemhistorische methode. Wij menen dat er voldoende bewijs is om 
Vollenhovens vroege werk, gelet op zijn eigen probleemhistorische categorieën, 
op een andere wijze te typeren. Maar dat hij een mogelijke invloed van zijn 
eigen vroege denken op Dooyeweerd vermoedt, een invloed die hij overigens 
betreurt, is terug te vinden in Vollenhovens vroege gebruik van de concrete 
intuïtie en de context van het zelfbewustzijn bij de ‘modalisering van de tijd’. 
Al in 1926 had het zelfbewustzijn deze rol bij Vollenhoven verloren. We moeten 
dus constateren dat vanaf het begin van het definitieve calvinistische denken er 
een diepgaand verschil van inzicht was en bleef: Vollenhoven tenderend naar een 
realistisch opgevatte wet en kosmos, en Dooyeweerd tenderend naar het Ego in 
betrokkenheid op zin. Het verschil tussen beiden blijkt dieper te zijn dan tot nu 
toe werd vermoed, nu Vollenhovens eigen vroege denken erbij betrokken is.
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