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SKEPTIC PHILOSOPHER AND SKEPTIC POET: RELIGIOUS 

SKEPTICISM 

 

Ahmad Reza Taheri 1 

Religious skepticism generally refers to doubts on religious beliefs. Such 

skepticism can be offensive if doubts are pressed too far. Religious skepticism 

places more emphasis on scientific methods or evidences. But, regardless of 

their critical investigations on religion, the theories of skeptic philosophers and 

skeptic poets often result in ambiguity. 

Religious skepticism is an old theory, as old as the human society, though no 

accounts are available to demonstrate the practice of religious skepticism in pre-

historical era. Yet, lack of evidence about the existence of such practice in pre-

historical period does not mean that religious skepticism had not been exercised. 

Whatever, history narrates that religious skepticism can be traced back to 

Socrates (469 – 399 BC) who criticized many religious claims of the time.  

However, it is worthy of note that religious skepticism can be different from 

atheism or agnosticism. Religious skeptics are not necessarily atheist or 

agnostic, they can be religious too. For instance, many religious people are 

skeptical about claims of other religions. On the one hand, in their writings, 

scholars (religious believers) from Judaism, Christianity, Hinduism, and Islam 

denounce or reject one another's religious origins and beliefs. On the other hand, 

                                                            
1  The author (www.artaheri.org) is a Scholar of Iranian Studies and currently an Assistant Professor of Political 

Science at Islamic Azad University of Iran.  He can be contacted by email: artaheri@artaheri.org 
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these religious writers guard against the claims of atheist or agnostic fellows or 

schools.  

As the title suggests, however, the main thrust of the present article is to 

highlight a difference between skeptic philosophers and skeptic poets over 

religious skepticism.  

This difference can be drawn when both philosophers and poets are involved in 

similar fields of knowledge. The fields of knowledge in question are known as: 

pantheism
2
, deism

3
, agnosticism

4
, and atheism.

5
 These are some of the concepts 

that skeptic philosophers and poets express their skeptical opinions about the 

nature of God, human being, society, and the universe. This particular 

difference can be sensed in the "methods of approach" of skeptic philosophers 

and skeptic poets toward religion.  

Therefore, philosophers and poets have their respective methods of approach to 

criticize or negate religious questions and concepts. Skeptic philosophers, for 

example, express their religious skepticism in black and white. Such 

straightforward projection usually does not make the task of interpretation 

difficult. The skeptic poets, by contrast, are "colorful" in their approach. This 

intricate method inspires different interpretations. 

Despite the fact that in their methods of approach toward religious skepticism 

the skeptical expressions of both philosophers and poets appear different, such 

                                                            
2   A belief that God and the material world are one and God is present in everything. 

3   A belief that God does exist but does not interfere with human life and the laws of the universe. 

4   A belief that it is impossible to know whether or not God exists. 

5   A disbelief in the existence of God or Gods. 
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presentations almost convey identical messages. That is to say atheistic or 

agnostic mentality or expressions is a common feature between skeptic 

philosophers and skeptic poets. Yet, the common mentality does not seem to 

distinguish this ideological similarity between such skeptic elites. To be more 

specific, common mentality fails to broadly understand the poets' skeptical 

approach to religion, whereas understanding the philosophers' approach is 

uncomplicated.  

Hence, a skeptic philosopher with such mentality toward religion will be more 

exposed to threat than a skeptic poet. Those skeptic philosophers who believe in 

agnosticism or atheism and attempt to publicize such theories not only face 

severe criticism but also may be disrespected, marginalized, and in cases may 

come under attack. This is usual to any religious society where majority strictly 

believe in what is called as "divine laws" rather than secular laws.  

Socrates is a good example. He was found guilty of corrupting the minds of the 

youth of Athens and of impiety. He was finally sentenced to death. Epicurus 

(300 BC) is another example. He advocated that the cosmos was governed by 

the laws of chance without divine intervention. According to him, Gods do not 

punish the bad and reward the good as the common man believes. The teachings 

of Epicurus were severely attacked by other schools of thought such as 

stoicism.
6
  

                                                            
6  Stoicism is known as the fourth major school of philosophy which founded in ancient Greece in Athens about 

300 BC. It is worthy of mention that the second period of stoicism (200-50 BC) embraced the general 

promulgation of the philosophy and its introduction to the Romans, and in fact, Panaetius introduced stoicism to 

Rome. The third period of stoicism was Roman. The stoics emphasized ethics as the main field of knowledge, 

but they also developed theories of logic and natural science to support their ethical doctrines. Stoicism believed 

that personal interest can be sacrificed for the benefit of the society; they believed in global or universal society.   
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Of the modern times, perhaps, Karl Marx (1818 –1883) can be referred to as 

another example. He is not welcomed by orthodox or religious people, not 

necessarily because of his theories on socialism or communism rather because 

of his views on religion. Marx believed that "religion is the opium of the 

masses."  

The point is to note that every conventional society has a minority of like-

minded philosophers whom if make their skeptic ideas on God and religion 

known to the public they will be extremely exposed to danger.  

But, will the safety of poets with identical views be endangered? I don't think 

so. After all, a poet of this sort, apart from being philosopher, can be an artist. 

Unlike skeptic philosophers, skeptic poets often are complex and problematic in 

their poetic expressions. 

The poets become so artful that it would be difficult to understand their real 

inclinations as far as their approach to understanding God is concerned. There 

are widely divergent views on prominent poets. The poems of a poet would be 

prone to much analysis and interpretations. Consequently, in this context, it 

becomes hard to classify such poets, because this gives the impression that as if 

skeptic poets belong to different schools of thought. One can read 

individualism, materialism, socialism, spiritualism, atheism, mysticism, and 

even religion in the works of skeptic poets.  

Omar Khayyam (1048–1131), for example, can be taken as a case. Many from 

different cultures and religions admire his great works. However, Khayyam's 

personal beliefs are not known with certainty. Although some of his poems are 

not Islamic, they are warmly received in the Islamic world. Actually, there is a 

spectrum of opinions about this poet. At one end of the spectrum Muslims are 
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proud of him, regarding Khayyam as a sufi. On the other end of the spectrum he 

is seen as an agnostic, skeptical or atheist. The poem which talks of:  

"Enjoy wine and women, the earthly world is momentary and would end into 

nothing. Khayyam, to the world, your existence is meaningless, as though you 

don't exist, thus enjoy your life."  

Or, the following poem which refers to: 

"Nobody knows the secret laws of the universe. Behind the curtain you and I are 

discussing the issue. But once the curtain falls, neither you nor I can escape 

unharmed."  

Or, elsewhere, he speaks to God, telling Him that "There should be a difference 

between You and I", referring to the poem where Khayyam's glass of wine 

would break and for that he would make God responsible. It is also said that 

Khayyam had objected to the idea that "Every particular event was the result of 

God intervention". 

To many, all these pieces cited above are considered "blasphemy". These 

expressions suggest that Khayyam was not "religious". His writings tell us that 

at times he would turn critically skeptical. To some, he did not believe in 

religion. Despite that Khayyam is revered by the followers of all religions. To 

many Muslims, Khayyam was a believer. In some Muslim countries, 

Khayyam's birthday would be celebrated and his poems would be admired.   

Or, for that matter, there is a belief that "the poetry of Hafez Shirazi is 

influenced by Islam", whereas this idea cannot be clearly substantiated. Hafez's 

works have been the subject of much interpretation and contention. Some refer 

to Hafez as a conventional lyricist, some others consider him a poet of ecstatic 
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mysticism, and some have accused Hafez of heresy and atheism. Despite all 

this, Hafez is widely and highly esteemed by the followers of all religions.  

These examples, no doubt, show the complexities of the skeptic poets. Skeptic 

poets are complex because they present themselves in poetic styles and 

therefore they become problematic in their poetic expressions. This complexity 

puzzles the common mentality to understand the real mentality of the skeptic 

poets toward religion. As a result, lack of such understanding leads nowhere to 

criticize the skepticism of the poets. Rather, as a matter of fact, "poetic charm" 

of the skeptic poets absorbs the common mentality.    

Back to the point, however, to the extent that a skeptic poet enjoys respect and 

popularity, a skeptic philosopher does not enjoy such respect and popularity. In 

fact, a skeptic poet transfers the same teachings as those which are being taught 

by a skeptic philosopher. Yet, the poet would remain safe and secured, 

respected and popular, whereas the philosopher would be degraded and 

marginalized or perhaps would be revered only by specific group of people, to 

say the most. This, as pointed earlier, can result from the fact that religious 

skepticism of a philosopher is explicit but the poet's skeptical method of 

approach is implicit.  
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