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Abstract 

A Critical Analysis of William Nston's View of Religious Language, with a 

Comparison with the Classical and Modem Islamic Theories 

Abolfazl Sajedi, Ph.D 

Department of Religion, Concordia University, 2000 

The Twentieth century is considered to be the century of the linguistic turn. 

Because of the close relation between phiiosophy and religioq this recent philosophical 

interest in language has had a great effect on the understanding of religious language. The 

present work concentrates on two controversial questions regarding religious language: 1) 

Whaî are the characteristics of religious discourse? 1s there a language peculiar to 

religion? 2) How should we interpret religious statements? Should we conceive them 

symbolicaliy, analogically, literally, or in other ways? I cnticdiy analyze the treatment of 

these questions by W i a m  Alston (1921-), a distinguished American philosopher of 

religion. Alston developed oew approaches to the topic. Unlike most of the theories 

proposed regarding religious language, Alston's theory expounded, in his recent works, 

defends a moderate traditional position regarding religious language. Alston 

accomplishes this by employing current approaches, including analytical philosophy and 

£Ünctionalism. Alston's answer to the first question lies in his realism, while he answers 

the second with a theory of 'partial literalism.' 

1 also compare Alston's view with other contemporary theologïans, including D. 2. 

Phillips, Paul Tillich, John Eck, and finally, MuQammad Husayn Tabâfabâi, a 

contemporary Iranian Musl i .  theologian and philosopher. In the light of the last 

cornparison, we can see what kinds of cornmon or dserent elements are found in the 

analysis of religious language of two different belief systems, Islam and Christianity 
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Introduction 

When future philosophers evaluate the majoer emphasis of twentieth century 

philosophy, they certainly rvill consider it the century of the linguistic turn.' It means 

that attending to language is considered to be the * best way to address philosophical 

problerns. The importance of language and mearning is aIso clear in the view of 

French philosopher, l u c e  Merleau-Ponty (190:8-1961), when he holds that the 

human is "condemned to meaning."2 Twentieth cesntury philosophy shows both an 

expression of warm approval of this term and brin:-gs up several questions regarding 

the creative power of language. "For good or U, poerhaps never before has language 

been so much the center of attenti~n."~ Paul Ricoeux (191 3-), the French philosopher, 

explains Our situation as fo1Iows: 

The same epoch holds in reserve booth the possibiliw of emptyin,a 

language b'; r a d i d y  fonnalizing it and the possibility of filling it anew by 

reminding itseif of the fullest rneanings, the moost pregnant ones, the ones wbîch 

1 See: Richard R o q ,  ed., The Linguistic Tzrrn: h s a y s  in Philosophical Method (Chicago: 

Cniversity of Chicago Press, 1992); Dan R. Stiver, The Philosophy ofReligiozis Language Sign, 

Symboi, and Srory (Odord: BIachvell Publishers, 1996) ,  p. 1; and Nancey Murphy, Beyond 

Liberalism and FzrndarnentaZisrn, How Modem and Postmodem Phiiosophy Set the TheoZogicuZ 

Agen& (Valley Forge, Pennsylvania: Trinity Press International, 1996), p. 38. 

'hfaurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of -Perception. International Librav 4 

Philosophy and Scientific Mëfhud (New York: Humanities Press, 1967), p. 19. 

3 S tiver, The Phiiosophy of Religious Langrrage, p. 4-F. 



are most bound by the presence of the sacred to man, 

It is not regret for the s d e n  Atlantides that animates, but hope for a re- 

creation of language. Beyond the desert of criticism, we wish to be c a k d  again.' 

Because of the close relation between phdosophy and religion, this philosophical 

interest in language has had a great effect on the understanding of religious language 

in this c en t~ ïy .~  Religion, of course, has aiways had a concem for laquage. We see 

in the Genesis creation story that "God spoke the world into existence, and then 

Adam named the anirnals, representing the power of human language tu constnict a 

meaninal world through The prophets spoke God's words to people. 

lesus Christ, according to Chrisrians, is the Word of ~ o d . '  Religious texts and their 

interpretation are central in Judaism, Christianity and islam.* 

Language has such a sigruficant position in religion that Karl Barth (1886-1968), 

cails theology a 'theoIogy of the Word.' For him the 'Word of Goda is the subject of 

theology and the main responsibility of the Church is to criticize and revise the 

language of the Church about God. 

4 Paul Ricoeur, The Symbolisn? of E d ,  trans. Emerson Buchananl Religious perspectives 

Series, VOL 17 (New York: Harper and Rot;, 1967): p. 349. 

5 Stiver, The Phzlosophy of Relzgiozts Language, p. 1. 

'lbid., p. 1. 

7 The Bible, John: 1 -3 - 

S Ibid., p. 2. 

9 John Macquame, God-Talk An Examination of the Lnngztage and Logic of Theology 

(London: SCM Press Ltd., L967), p. 42. 



The main philosophical questions regardhg religious language can be divided 

into three following categones: 

A Cm we find any rneaning in reiigious statements or they are empty 

sentences? 

B- U'hat are the characteristics of religious discourse? 1s there a language 

peculiar to religion? Or is there one and the sarne language for multiple disciplines, 

including religion, philosophy, history, science, and so on? 

C. Supposing that the langage of religion is meanin-gfbl, how should we 

interpret reiigious statements? Should we conceive them syrnbolicaily, analogically, 

literally, or in some another way? 

1 wilI not concentrate on the k s t  question, since, as we will see in chapter on the 

'Iiterature review', there is not much controversy on this topic. Most contemporary 

theones on religious language presuppose the meaningfblness of reiigious teachings. 

The idea of the meaninglessness of religious belief, which was supported by David 

Hume, Alfi-ed G. Ayer, and Antony Flew has been rejected by numerous scholars 

and does not have any distinguished followers nowadays. II does not, however, mean 

that there is no relation between these questions. Instead, most ideas expressed to 

answer the second question are reactions to the first problem. 

The second and the third questions are current controversial problems for 

scholars of religion. The roots of the arguments on the second question are in the 

Iater thought of Ludwig Wittgenstein (1 889- 195 1) regrding laquage-games. The 

importance of this discussion is evident in Bryan Magee's conversation with modern 



British philosophers and thinkers, including Ninian Srnart (1927-), Professor of 

Religious Studies at Lancaster University (1 967- 198 8). htroducing Smart, Magee 

holds that "the philosophy of religion is now enjoying a revival. Among its best 

known practitioners in this country is N i a n  ~mart."" In this conversation S m m  

says: "Probably the most important single work since the War (Second World War) 

in philosophy of religion was Nav Essqs In Philosophical meo/ogy "... ~t was a 

senes of essays much concemed with the problem of analysis of religious language 

in the context of questions about verification and meaning."12 Smarr refers to various 

reactions to the affirmation that religious statements are meaningIess. In his opinion, 

of these several approaches, perhaps the most si-mcant is that influenced by the 

later work of Wittgenstein, which has in turn its roots in the writings of Friedrich 

Waismann (1896-1959), and John Langshaw Austin (191 1-1960). For Smart, a 

fniitfùl, although rather variegated, attempt is what has been done to apply 

Wittgenstein's view to spec* the characteristics of religious discourse. 

This issue has not been properly worked out and it is a current controversial 

debate arnong philosophers of religion. As Dan R. Stiver maintains: "It is safe to 

say.. . that the impact of Wittgenstein' s thought for religious language continues and 

10 Bryan Magee, Modern British Philosophy (London: Secker & Warburg, 197 l), p. 167. 

i l  Antony Flew and Nasdair ~Maclntyre~ eds., New Essays In Phiiosophicnl Theology 

(London: SCM Press, 1955). 

12~agee, Modern British Philosophy, p. 167. 



has not been fully worked t h r o ~ ~ h . " ' ~  Most thinkers have followed the direction he 

indicated. -Among contemporary philosophers of religion, William P. Alston (1 92 1 -) 

is one of the very few distinguished thinkers who (although he accepts some part of 

Wittgenstein's position and its impact on religious laquage) criticize him and his 

contemporary followers. ~Moreover, he presents his own analysis of religious 

discourse. 

Alston bases his analysis of the second question upon a realistic conception of 

truth. For hh, by taking an unredistic position we wculd lose the center of religious 

tradition.I4 Since he thinks that irrealîsm empties Christianity of its essence, he tries 

to reject th is position and support a realistic view. 

U W e  most of the theories raised regarding religious language attempt to give a 

subjective account of the issue, Alston is a dinuiguished rhinker who provides an 

objecîive account, with his own, original analysis. Therefore, Nston is trying to 

challenge a predorninant trend of thought, which is supported by several scholars. 

Alston himself considers that his realistic interpretation of religious belief is in 

contrast to "most conternporary Liberal theologians and religious thinker~."'~ In his 

recent works, he attempts to defend a moderate traditional position regarding 

13 S tiver, The Philosophy 4Religious Languuge, p. 79. 

!%id., p. 45. 

I %Wiam Alstoq Divine Nature and Human Language (Corndl University Press. Ithaca 8i 

London, 1989), p. 6. 



religious statements by using much up-to-date philosophical and psychological 

equipment, including analytical philosophy and functionaIism. L6 

As far as the third question is concerned, Alston attempts to defend a kind of 

literalism, which he c d s  'partial literalism'. This view of Aiston stands in contrast to 

the dominant theories regardhg religious discourse. What most contemporary 

theologians accept is that we cannot liternlly Say anything true about God. Alston 

proposes two different ways to prove his view of partial literdism regarding the 

possibility of speaking about God using our common language: one by discussuig 

irreducible metaphor in theology, and the other, by his functionalist account. Both 

these ways seem to be original in the field- Therefore, Aston uses new tooIs to prove 

his theories, and he is one of o d y  a few scholars whose answer to both questions (the 

second and third), are in contrast to the mosr present dominant theories. Moreover, 

his theory has had great impact on the methods of interpretation of religious 

statements and sacred texts and justification of reLigious beliefs. Thus, apart fiorn the 

importance of the topic of 1a.nguage and religious language itse- the elaboration and 

critique of Aiston's ar30uments contained in this thesis addresses a current and 

controversial trend of thought that has not yet been subjected to sustained 

examination. 

Alston has not elaborated his detailed position in any particular place in his 

work. 1 try to grasp his view fi-om his various writings and to present it in a coherent 



way- 1 will also show the fundamental roots and philosophical bases of his 

argpments. In addition, 1 will compare in a number of places Alston's view of 

religious language with several other distinguished philosophers and theologians 

such as (here in the order in which they appear in this thesis) Ludwig Wittgenstein 

(1 889-1 95 1), Dewi Zephaniah Phillips (1934-), Peter Winch (1926-), M. Jarnie 

Ferreira, Patrick Sheny (1 93 84, Steven Lukes (194 14, Paul Tillich (1 886-1 965), 

John Hick (1922-), and D. Gordon Kauhan (1925-). This comparison would 

provide us a deep comprehension of the main points of challenge and conrroversy 

among scholars of religion regarding religious language. Arnong theologians with 

whom 1 wiIl compare Alston's view are dso some Muslim scholars, particularly 

Mdpmmad Husayn Tabâtabâ'î (1 90 1- 198 l), an Iranian theologian and philosopher. 

This comparison is between scholars corn two different traditions, Christianity and 

Islam. In the light of this cornparison we can see what kinds of common or different 

elements can we find in the analysis of religious language of two different belief 

systems. In the li&t of comparing Alston with others, including Muslim thinkers, 1 

will try to give, on the one hand, a better perspective on Alston's position, and, on 

the other hand, deeper answers to the key questions brought up with respect to the 

status of religious statements. 

Finally, 1 want to see whether Alston's argument in answering the key questions 

regarding religious language is successful or not. To what extent is his theov 

acceptable theory? I will show that there are several deficiencies in both his main 

analysis of religious language and the philosophical bases of his ar-ment. There are 



dso aspects of the issue that have not 3een developed, and even have been neglected 

in his discussion. 1 thus will attempt t a  elaborate the basic flaws and inconsistencies 

in his arguments and wiu complete his view of religious laquage. 

Thesis Structure 

As mentioned earlier, arnong three key questions regarding religious language, 

the present thesis concentrates on the second and the third problems. The present 

thesis consists of four parts. Part One indudes a chapter on Alston's Life and Works 

and a Literature Review. Foilowing this introduction, Part Two, including chapters 

three and four, deals with the second question. Part Three, con ta in i .  the next four 

chapters, centers on the third question; this followed by Part Four, Examination and 

Conclusion. A more detailed picture of zhe chapters is as follows: 

The first chapter will briefly review Alston's career. We will survey his 

education, his positions in universities, his main interest in scholarly studies and 

researches and his professional works irm various fields. 

The second chapter will review t h e  literature on religious languase. This chapter 

will provide us a historical background for Aiston's view. Various theories on 

religious language wiii be divided into two categories: non-cognitivist and 

cognitivist. We will briefly look at t h e  views of David Hume, AEed G. Ayer, 

Antony Hew, R -M. Hare, Braithwait- Paul Van Buren, David Tracy and Gordon 

Kaufman, as examples of the former, a n d  St. Thomas Aquinas, Matthew Arnold, and 

Willem F. Zuurdeeg, as examples of the laner category. In this chapter we also 

review the falsification controversy and multiple reactions to it. 



The next chapter will discuss whether Christian discourse is a distinct language- 

game, or not. To answer this question, we wiil f is t  chri& sharply the features of a 

distinct language-game. Then we s h d  see to what extent c m  these features be 

applied to Christian discourse? Then the argument will turn to h d  how can we 

reaiize religious concepts. 

Chapter four includes three sections: The first section seeks the criteria of 

judgment about religious statements. 1s there any concept of truth applicable in 

various language-garnes, including religious lansage, or caa we only do this job 

inside each language-garne? We will see that, on the one hand, Aston's view is in 

contrast to those of D. 2. Phillips, Peter Winch, and M Jarnie Ferreira. Aiston's 

position, on the other hand, is alrnost sirnilar to  that of Sherry and Lukes. 

Section two of the fourth chapter tums to Aiston's main criteria of the truth of 

any proposition, includhg religious statements. Nston's main doctrine regarding the 

tmth of refigious statements, which distinguishes him from Phillips, Winch, 

Wittgenstein, and several other thkers ,  refers to a deep philosophicd point, namely 

a realistic conception of truth. We will see what is the basis for Xston's position of a 

concept of truth applicable in al1 language-games. What is the relation between truth 

and epistemic consideration? Does the former depend on the latter? 

The third section shows the result of Alston's realistic conception of truth on his 

view of religious realism. What kind of relation does h e  see between religious 

language and the kind of approach that he takes regarding the concept of truth? A 

basic question about religious. statements, such as 'God exists', is whether the 



evaiuation of this and other religious statements as m e  or faise c m  be connected to 

an objective reahty or not. To what extent is that reality "independent of our 

cognitive machinations? Or do they have sorne other status? 1s their tmth to be 

assessed in some other way?"" ..ilsron's realistic theory of truth would iead him to 

follow the same doctrine regardkg reliejon. To cl* Alston's position, 1 wiil 

explain the meaning of religious irrealism. 1 will then compare Aisron's position with 

different doctrines, including the views of the Expressivists, Tillich's symbolism, 

John Hich and D. Gordon Kaufinan. 

Part Three, incIuding chapter five to eight, is an attempt to see how is it possible 

to speak about a divine issue by a human lanwa,oe. One of the main answers to this 

problem is considering the Ianguage of religion a symbolic langage. Chapter five 

gives us Aston's reaction to this answer. Chapter six and seven discuss the 

possibility of speaking almost literaily about religious statement. They gîve AIston' s 

bvo different ways to prove his partial Iiteralism in religious l a n ~ a s e :  one by 

discussing irreducible metaphor in theoIog and the other, by his functionalist 

account. Chapter eight will compare Alston's partial literalism with the position of 

sorne Muslim scholars, particularIy M ~ a m m a d  Husayn Tabâlabâ'î. 

In the concluding chapter 1 will review Aiston's position regarding the two key 

questions in religious lanwage, xvhich are the focus of the present thesis and raised at 

17 Alston, "Realism and Christian Faith," in Inremationai Journal for Philosophy of Religion, 

38 (1995), p- 40. 



the outset of introduction. 1 will then give rny detailed criticism and outline the 

modifications of his views I believe to be necessary, as well as offer my own answers 

to these two crucial questions. 



Part One 

In this part, which presents preliminary background discussions for the thesis in 

nvo chzpters, we wili talk about Alston's life and works and the Literature review of 

multiple positions regarding religious laquage. 



Chapter 1. Alston's Life and Workw 

1.1. Introduction 

This chapter briefly reviews Alston's career. We wiu survey his education, his 

positions in universities, his main interest in scholarly midies and researches and his 

professional works in various fields. William Payne Alston, an h e n c a n  analytic 

philosopher, was bom in Nov. 29, 192 1 in Shreveport, Louisiana. His mother's name 

was Eunice (Schoolfield) and his fatherys name was William Payne (a salesman). In 

Auwst 15, 1913 W. Alston marrïed -Mary Frances Collinsand with whom he lived 20 

years. They were divorced in 1963 and he married Valerie Tibbens in July 3 of the 

same year. Alston has one child, Frances Ellen f?om his first marriage. 

18 The sources of data in this section are as foilows: 

Stuart Brown, Diane CoiIinson; and Robert Wilkinson eds., Biographical Dictionary of 

Twentieth-Cennq PhiZosophers (London and New York: Routledge, 1996): pp. 19-20. 

. . 
"Aiston: William P(a-e)," in Contempomty Attthors. First Revision, 5-8 (1969), p. 29. 

".41ston7 William P(ayne)," in Contemporary Authors. New Revision Series, 7 (1 9 82), p. 2 1. 

'Wston, William P(aye)," in Contemporay Authors, New Revision Series, 37 (1992): pp. 

15-16. 

"Aiston. William Payne," in Who S Who In Amencn, 53rd Edition (1999), p.73. 



1 -2. Alston's Education 

iUston did his higher education studies in the Centenary Coiiege of Louisiana 

&orn which he got his B. M. in 1942. Then he followed his studies in the University 

of Chicago from which he got his Ph-D. in 195 1. 

1 -3. Alston's Career 

Alston's career can be listed as follows: 

hstructor of philosophy at University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, from 1949 to 

1952 

Assistant Professor at University of Michigan from 1952 to L956 

Associated Professor at Cniversity of Michigan korn 1956 to 196 1 

Professor at University of Michigan fiom 196 1 to 197 1 

Professor of philosophy at Rutgers New Brunswick, Y. G., 1971-76 

Professor of Philosophy at 'L-niversity of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign 1976-80 

Professor of Philosophy at Syracuse University, New York, 1980-90 

Visiting assistant professor at University of California, Los Angeles, 1952-53 

Visiting lecturer at Harvard University, 1955-56 

Fellow at Center for Advanced Study in the Behaviord Sciences, 1965-66 

Besides teaching at universities, Alston has had the foUowing appointments: 

Chairman of phiIosophy section of Michigan Academy of Art and Sciences, 

1954 

Chaiman of the Department of Phiiosophy at University of Michigan: 1961-64 



Chaimian of the Department of Philosophy at University of Illinois, 1977-80 

President of the western division of Amencan Philosophical association, 1978- 

79 

President of the Society for Philosophy and Psychology, 1978-79 

The first president of the Society of Christian Philosophers, 1979-8 1 

Editor of several Journals, including Philosophical Resemch Archzves, 1 974-77 

and Cornell Studies in Philosophy of Relis-on 1 9 87- 

Aston is also the founding editor of Faith and Philosophy, 1982-90 "a journal 

which has been a major vehicle for a movement characterized, like his own work, by 

the rigorous application of modem philosophical and logical techniques to traditional 

question in the philosophy of religi~n."'~ 

Aiston's interests are philosophical theology, epistemolog, philosophy of 

Ianguage, philosophical psychology, and modem philosophy. He has also paid 

special attention to the relationship between philosophy and psycholog. He says of 

himself 

1 have Iong been interested both in philosophy and psycholop and in 

their interplay. I feel that psychology in ùi is  cou tq ->  in its (comrnendable) drive 

to be empirical, has neglected the critical examinarion of its basic concepts, and 

that it wouid profit f?om such an esamination, of the sort philosophers are trained 

to c a r y  on. 1 have done sorne of this and hope to do more.20 

19 Brown, et al., Biographical Dictionan> of Twentierh-Cenniry Philosophers. p. 19 

20~ontemporury  uth hors. New Revision Serfes, 3 7 (19921, p. 16. 



However, ccAlston's major influence has been in the philosophy of religion and 

in epistemology."2' He has been influenced by Reid, Hegel, Whitehead, 

Wittgenstein, J. L. Austin and WiIfrid ~ e l l a r s . ~ ~  

1.4. Awards, Honors 

Alston has received several awards, inciuding : Rackham summer research 

feliow, 1954, 195 7; American Philosophical association feUow, 1935-56; Ford 

Foundation fellow in behavioral science, 1962; D.H.L., Church DiWiity School of 

the Pacific, 1988; National Endowment for the Humanities fellow, 2988-89; and 

Chancellor's Exceptionai Academic Achievement award, Syracuse University, 1990. 

1.5. Works 

Alston is the author of more than one hundred articles and severai books. His 

major published books are as follows: 

(Editor with G. Nakhnikian) Religiotrs Belief and Philosophical Dzo~cghr, 

Harcourt, 1 963 

(Editor with G. XaKhnikian) Readings in Twentieth Centziry Phzlosophy, Free 

Press of Glencoe, 1963 

(Translater with Nakhnikian) Edmund Husserl, The Idea of Phenomenology, 

'Jijhoff, 1964, 

"Ibid., p. 19. 

%id., p. 19. 



(With R B. Brandt) The Problem of Philosophyr I~ztrodzrc tory Readings, 1 967, 

3d edition 1978, 

Philasophy of lnngrrage, Prentice-Haii, 2 9 64 

Divine Natzrre and Hzirnm Zmgiage, Corneil University Press, 1 989 

Epistemic Jzrstz~cntion, Comell University Press, 1 9 8 9 

Perceiving Gad, Cornell University Press, 

The Reliabzliry of Sense Perception, 1993 

A Realistic Conception of Trrith, 1 9 96 

-4lston has been contnbutor to severai books, rncluding the following: 

Faith and Phzlosophers, S t. Martin' s, 1964 

Philosophicd Interrogations, Holt , 1 9 64 

The Phiiosophy of Psychology, Macmillan, 2 974 

Valzres cnrd Moral., Reidel, 1978 

1.6. Surnrnarv Comments 

Aston's Life and work show that his main interest is in interdisciplinary 

discussion between philosophy, psychology and religion. His religious arguments 

concentrate on philosophical theology. Alston's psychological works also tend to 

focus on the relation between philosophy, psychology, and religion. His functional 

analysis of religious laquagez is an exampie of his tendency to psychology and 

" ~ e e  Chapter 7 of the present thesis. 



philosophical psychology. On the other hand, although he draws on ail three 

disciphes, since Alnon's main background is in philosophy, his writkgs on religion 

are philosophical more than psycholo@cai. 

Part One of the present thesis includes preliminary discussions for Alston's ~ i e w  

of religious language. M e r  finishing the chapter on 'Introduction' and a bnef review 

of Alston's Me and work as such a background discussion, the present thesis still 

needs another introductory topic, namely a bnef survey of various doctrines 

regarding the language of reli@on, what is the center of debate in the next chapter. 



Chapter 2. Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to give a literature review of examples of classical 

and modem theories of religious Ianguage, with particular attention to the problern of 

secse and reference for such a lansage. This problem is crucial to .AistonYs 

perspective on t a h g  of God. This chapter will provide us a historical background 

for ,41ston7s position and wilI show us the exact location and conte- of his Iiew. 

1 will divide the various opinions on reiigious language into two categories: non- 

cobonitivist and cognitivist. The former includes scholars who do not see any factual 

information and any r e d  reference for talk of God. This group will be divided into 

two subgroups according to their difference in @king any sense to God-talk. Such 

talk for one group is nonsense and for the other is meaningful, although without any 

real reference. David Hume, Al&ed G. Ayer, and Antony Flew are major exarnples 

of the first subgroup, and R. M. Hare, Braithwaite, Paul Van Buren David Tracy and 

Gordon Kauhan are of distinguished thinkers who belong to the second subgroup. 

The cognitivists are those who find both sense and reference for religious talk of 

God. Among who belons to this category I will refer briefly to the positions of St. 

Thomas Aquinas, ~Matthew Arnold, WiIlem F. Zuurdeeg, and Aiister McGrath. 

Throughout the course of human history, people have talked of the gods and 

God. PeopIe have ~enerally taken for ganted that their speech concerning God or 



gods is meaningfùl. Various thinkers, however, have challenged the assumptions 

underlying this attitude. Among them are the empincists most of whom have 

objected to religious belief to begin with. Empiricists are those philosophers who 

limit human knowledge tto expenence.'" Yet aii empiricists do not have the same 

position regarding taik of God. They can be divided into two major groups: those 

who believe such talk to be nonsense, and those who consider talk of God to be 

meanin-&l, although without any real refere~~t. '~ I bnefiy explain their views as 

foIlows : 

2.2.1. The Fivst Categov 

A. David Hume 

David Hume (1 7 1 1- 1776) has brought up one of the clearest objections to 

religious ideas. Hume rejected the idea that speaking of God has any meaning. Hume 

holds that 

If we take in our hand any volume of divinie or school metaphysics, for 

instance: let us ask does it contain any absu-act reasoning concerning quanti- or 

number? No. Does it contain any esperimentai reasoning concernuig rnarter of fact 

and existence? 30- Commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but 

'"renence W. Tilley, Talking of God. An Inrrodirction to philosophical AnaIysis of Religiozls 

Language (New York: Paulist Press, 1 W8), p. 1. 

3 John Grime, An Advaira Vedanta Perspective on kngztage (DeIhi, India: Sri Satguni 

Publications, 199 I), pp. 170- 17 1; and Tilley, Taking ofGod, p. 2. 



sophisûy and  usi ion.^ 
For Hume, what he calied the 'religious hypothesis' is nonsense and useless. He 

iimits himseif to observed facts and concludes: '*?Io new fact can ever be inferred 

f?om the reiigious hypothesis ... beyond what is already hown by fact and 

obser~ation."~~ Thus, belief in God is nothing more than sophistry and illusion 

A more recent thuiker in this iine is Sir Aifired Mius Ayer (1910-1989), whose 

name is often associated with logical positivism. This is a philosophical movement 

which sprang from the meetings of scholars, including mathematicians and logicians, 

between 1922 and 1936 in the farnous 'Vienna ~ i r c l e . ' ~ ~  Ayer is one of the most 

eloquent representatives of the movement of logical positivism in ~ n ~ l a n d . ~ ~  He tried 

more than others to expand and promote the discussions of the Vienna Circle in the 

English-speaking world. His particular work on logical positivism, Langzmge, Tnrth. 

and ~ o g i ~ , ~ '  has been considered one of the most iduential books of the twentieth 

century." This movement raised the problern of the verifiability of ail philosophical 

15 David Hume, An Inquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Edited b y  L. A. Selby-Bigee 

(Oxford: Osford Universi- Press, 1902): vol. 12' p. 16 4. 

'%id., p. 147. 

"~ancey- Mlurphy, Beyond Liberalisrn and Fiindamentalism. p. 39. 

2!3 Brown, et ai., Biographical Dictionary of Twenrieth-Cenncty Philosophers, p. 884. 

30 A. J. Ayer, Langzrage. Trrrth, and logic (New York: Dover Publications, 1949). 

" ~ u r ~ h y - ,  Beyond Liberalism and Fundamentalism, p. 40. 



discourse. For positivists, Ayer maintains, before any attempt to determine the truth 

or fdsehood of any proposition, we should consider whether it is meanin-&l or not. 

The critenon for being me-1 is verifiabi~it~.~' As Ayer puts it: 

We say b a t  a sentence is factrraiiy sigdicant to a given persoq 6 and o d y  

ic he knows how EO ver+ the proposition which it purports to express - that is, if he 

hows  what observations would lead 'hk under certain conditions, to accept the 

proposition as being true or reject it as being false." 

Therefore, empirical observation is the oniy critenon of tmth and falsity of any 

sentence. 

Ayer applies his view to relicjous utterances. The theist, he argues, may consider 

his experiences factual experiences. Nevertheless, "we may be sure that he is 

deceiving him~elf,"~" except if he oners us empirically verifiable propositions. He 

concludes that, "those ghîlosophers who fil1 their books with assertions that they 

intuitively 'know' this O-r that.. .religious truth are merely providing material for the 

psychoanalyst."3' Like Hume, Ayer attempts to establish the meanin@essness of 

religous beliefç. Like =urne, he believes that only two types of statements can be 

considered meaningfùl: tautologies (which d e h e  thernseIves, for instance, 'B equals 

By) and that which can be verified empiricaily. Therefore, religious claims that are 

" ~ ~ e r ,  Langzmge, Trurh, and Logic. p. 120. 

"&id., p. 35. 

"~bid.~ p- 120. 

%id., p. 120. 



not ernpirically ver5able or fdsifïable are dubbed 'meaningJess.' He briefly gives 

his position on speech about God as follows: 

For to say 'God esists' is to make a rnetaphysical utterance which cannot be 

either m e  or fdse. And by the same criterio- no sentence which purports ro 

describe the nature of a transcendent god can possess any iïteral significance ... dl 

utterances about the nature of God are nonsensical-'6 

For Ayer, since taiking of God does not offer any new fact about the actual 

world, it does not have any literai meaning Such talk does not establish any fact- It 

can be only an expression of one's attitudes and feelings. 

C Antony Flew and Fals~~cation Challenge 

In a literature review of religious language, we cannot ignore the basic role of 

the "Falsification Challenge" which was raised by a number of key scholars in a 

conference held in 1950. A distinguished thinker in this challenge is h t o n y  G. N. 

Flew (1923-) who is an atheist philosopher. In this conference, which had ~i~onificant 

effect on the philosophy of religion for the next quarter century, severai scholars 

discussed the issue of religious language. The result of their discussions, known as 

the University debate, was published in the journal University. Scholars in this debate 

had been influenced by logical positivismy which ernphasizes the univocal approach 

to language in general. This philosophical movement had particular result for 

religious language. It brought up the rneaninglessness or senselessness of religious 

36 ibid., p. 115. 



In the University discussion, Antony Flew argues that a meaningfùi factual 

statement should be empiricaliy fdsifiable. He cla&es his view throu& a parable 

derived kom an earlier essay by John ~ i s d o r n . ~ '  According to Flew's stoxy, trvo 

explorers went to a jungle and found a clearing with multiple flowers and weeds. 

One of them said, "There is a sardener for this plot." The other denied that. They 

stayed there to £ïnd out which one is correct in his claim. They did not see any 

gardener. The Believer said, "But perhaps he is an invisible gardener." They 

est ablished a barbed-wire fence behg electdïed. They posted bloodhounds. Yet they 

did not find any sign of a gardener. Still the Believer insisted on his claim, sayîng: 

"But there is a gardener, invisible, intangible, insensible to electric shocks, a 

gardener who has no scent and makes no sound, a gardener who cornes secrerly to 

look after the garden which he loves."" Finally the Skeptic, disappointed, said, "But 

what remains of your original assertion? Iust how does what you cali an invisible, 

intangible, etemally elusive gardener differ fkom an imaginary gardener or even from 

no gardener at In the opinion of Flew, when we are go@ to q u a l q  our c l a h  

37 The essay which, according to Antony Flew, is a hauntins and revelatory article has been 

published in several books, inctuding the followings: John Wisdom, "Gods," in Logic and 

Lnrrgrtage, ed.. Antony Flew, (Odord: Basil BlacketI, 1968), pp. 187-3061 and E. D. Klemke, 

ed., Contempora- Analyn'c and Linguistic Philosophies (Buffalo: Prometheus Books, l983), pp. 

338-352. 

3 8 Flew and MacIniyre, eds. New Essays in Philosophiccrl Theologcv, p. 96. 

39~bid., p. 96. 



we should be carefûi not to lose Our original assertion. "Someone may dissipate his 

assertion completely without notic- that he has done so. A fine brash hypothesis 

rnay thus be killed by inches, the death by a thousand qu~ca t ions . ' yM This story, 

according to Flew, leads to particular danser for theological assertions. On the one 

hand, we should notice that "Ifthere is nothing which a putative assertion denies then 

there is nothing which it asserts either: and so it is not really an assertion." On the 

other hand, the Skeptic asked the Believer, "Just how does what you cail as invisible, 

intan@bIe, eternaily elusive gardener differ fiom as irnaginary gardener or even fiom 

no gardener at d?"' By this question he was asserting that the original statement of 

the believer had been destroyed gradually by qualification so that it was not an 

assertion any more. There seems not to be any understandable event or events that if 

they happen they are considered by religious people to be enough reason for 

accepting "God does not exist" or "God does not really love us." Flew finally 

concludes that since we cannot ernpincaIiy falsi@ religious statements, we c m o t  

consider them factual assertions. 42 

Richard M Hare's Answer to Rew 

Richard M. Hare (1919-), the Oxford moral philosopher, aixempts to answer 

Flew's criticism of religious talk of Gcd. His answer indicates that he does not 



belong to the Company of those narrow empiricists who view religous statements as 

nonsense. He adrnits Flew's idea that talking of God is not a factual assertion. For 

him, nonetheless, such talk is the manifestation of the intentions and attitudes of the 

speaker- Hare maintains that we can understand religious langage by referring to 

what he labels bliks." Religious assertions make blik;? 

Although Hare does not propose his definition of blik, the stories through which 

he clar5es his view indicates that what he means by this tenn is ''a fùndamental 

attitude, stance, or presupposition that a person takes to the facts andor the w ~ r l d . " ~ ~  

There are different bliks. Everyone has a blik, and the blik can be of various types - 

sane or insane, productive or non-productive. unlike most attitudes, bIIks cannot be 

changed. Hare illustrates his view by $\-hg an example. Suppose a paranoid 

believes that ail dons intend to rnurder him. Kis friend tries to change his view by 

showing him various respectable dons who have conducted themselves very well 

toward him. After introducing the paranoid "to al1 the mildest and most respectable 

dons that they can find, and after each of them has retired, they Say, ''You see, he 

doesn't reaily want ta murder you; he spoke to you in a most cordial manner; surely 

you are convinced nownJ6 But the paranoid says al1 these dons want to cheat me with 

their behavior; they are really plotting against me. In the opinion of Hare, the 

""~lik" is a word with its specific meaning in Hare's own teminolog. 

-x Fiew and PvIacIntye, eds. Nau Essays in Philosophical TheoZogy pp. 100- 102. 

45 Tiliey, Talking of God, p. 2 7. 

16 Flew and Machve  eds ., New Essqs in Philosophical Theology, pp . 99- 1 00. 



paranoid's belief that al1 dons are plotting against him is an insane blzk. Insane b l i h  

are very different fiom those of a more normal belief Nevertheless, our belief, which 

is in accordance with human nature, is a sane blzk On the one hand, we cannot 

fds@ a blik, thus, it is not a factual assertion. On the other hand, it is essential for us 

to have the sane blik, because it aEects greatly our ways of conduct and 

communication with o ther~ . '~  

Basil Mitchell's Answer to Hew 

Basil Mitchell (1 9 17-), a British philosopher and ethicist, answers Flew in a way 

different fiom that of Hare. In Mitchell's view, a religious believer undersrands that 

the existence of pain is not in harmony with his religious belief that "God loves 

human beinjs." However, because of his trust in God, he does not aüow any-thing to 

count decisively against that statement. He is thus, not a pure observer of the 

statement "God loves human beinss"; rather his attitude in this regard is the attitude 

of a believer. We c m  consider the believer's sentence, "God loves human beings" as 

genuine claim because on the one hand, he lets some things to count against rhis 

belief, and on the other hand, he can assert evidence for his position.J8 

47 Ibid., pp. 100-102. 

a Ibid., pp. 103-5, For a critique of views of Hare and Mitchell see: Duff-Forbes, Donald R., 

"Theology and Falsification A-" in Ausrralian Journal of Philosophy, 39 (August 196 1), pp. 

143-54. 



At the end of the discussion Flew gives his own conclusion. His Most si-@kant 

point can be considered his answer to Hare's critique of hirnself. He asserts, 

1 nevertheless, ~t-ant to insist h t  any attempt to analyze Christian reiigious 

assertions as espressions or dfirmations of a blik rather than (at least would-be) 

assertions about the cosmos is fûndarnentdiy misguided, First, because thus 

interpreted they would be entire- unorthodox. If Hare's religion really is a blik, 

involving no cosmological assertions about the nature and activities of a supposed 

personal creator, then surely he is not a Christian at all.49 

In Flew's view, believers do not want to consider their reliejous statements bIiks? 

but they express them as factual assertions. We can find Flew's idea in more general 

and explicit way in his later book God and ~hiloso~hy..~~ In this book he holds that 

"Certain phiIosophers have tried to analyze the rneaning of religious utterances 

entirely in normative as opposed ro descriptive or would be descriptive, terms. This 

bizarre enterprise 3 s  a mockerÿ of the faith of the saints and ~athers."" In Flew's 

view, due to the f a a  that analysts of religious Ianguage consider talk of God non- 

cognitive, they are not able to present a satisfactory explanation of the way the saints 

and the Fathers talked. Flew believes that taik of God is possibly true. While this 

49 Fiew and Machtyre eds., New Essqs in Philosophical Theology, pp. 1 O7- 108. 

50 Antony Flew, God and Philosophy (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 1966). 

"Ibid., pp. 22-23; see also: S. E. Toulmin, n2e place of Reason in Erhics (Cambridge: 

Cambridge Universi-, 1950), pp. 212-2215 and E. L- Mascall, Erïstence and Analogy (London: 

Longrnans, 1949), pp. 49-62. 



position of FIew is daerent fkom that of Ayer, both and also probably Hume have 

the same view regarding the falsehood of ciaims made by believers. "So a major part 

of the sense of taik of God is a daim as to the way the worId is - a creation of an 

Infinite ~reator."" 

According to Flew, for most believers, God to whom we refer in Our talk of Hirn 

is "A Being which is unique, unitary, incorporeal, Ilifinitely powerfiil, wise and good, 

persona1 but without passions, and the maker and preserver of the   ni verse."*^ Such 

a Seing is the reference for Christian talk of God. 

John üïck's Answer ta Hew 

There were severd other answers to Flew's argument, sorne of which were 

pronounced in the same conference. This controversy, however, was foliowed later 

by several reactions, arnong which John Hick's (1922-) answer is regarded as one of 

the more influentid. 

Uniiie Flew, Hick attempts to prove thar divine existence is in principle 

verifiable. First, he defines the concept of verification as the removing of doubt or 

ignorance regarding the tmth of some proposition. When we Say that p is verified, it 

means that something c m  lead us to conceive clearly the tmth of p. According to 

John Hick, verification in theological propositions is not purely logical. Rather, it is 

both logcal and psychoIogical. When we Say that p is verified, it implies that 

52~iIler; Talking of Go4 p. 1 3.  

53 FIew, God and Phiiosophy, p. 28. 



someone has venfied it. Thus, it deals with human consciousness. The psychologicai 

aspect of verification is that it involves particular experience in a human being - the 

experience of discovering the truth of a particular proposition. There is, however, at 

the sarne tirne a logical dimension in the notion of venfication. Thus, verification 

cannot take place except with the hifiliment of both loejcal and psychological 

conditions. 53 

In Hick's view, dïfEerent features of the concept of verification can be applied to 

the statement 'God exists.' E c k  spells out his view by referring to the notion of 

eschatological verification. To elucidate his position Hick gives an example of ttvo 

persons who are travehg jointly in the sarne way. Neither of them has passed this 

road before. They have, nevertheless, diEerent ideas regarding the end of the road. 

One of them believes that the way will not lead anywhere, but that he has to 

continue, since there is no other choice for him. The other believes that there is a 

Celestial City at the end of the road. They have different interpretations about the 

pleasant and unpleasant happenings for them during their travel. The issue, however, 

they discuss is not experimental. They do not have dEerent expectations regarding 

the corning details of the road, but they expect dserently about their ends. 

Consequently, although their discussion is not about an experimental issue, it is a real 

 asil il Mitchell, ed., The Phzlosophy of Religion (Odord University Press, 197 l), pp. 54-55 - 



issue, because at the end it will becorne evident that one of them has been rïght and 

the other w r ~ n ~ . ' ~  

Hick does not forget that the acceptance of the idea of an eschatoloc$cai 

verification of theism logicaiiy depends on another issue, that is whether Our personai 

being will continue to exist after our death or not. This is a basic controversial issue 

that aEects our present argument on the eschato1ogica.l verification of theism. Here, 

Hick switches to this central question: to what extent can we speak about the critena 

of personal identity between the inhabitants of this world and of the Resurrection 

World? Hick clarifies his view by &ring three examples. First, supposing that in a 

particular meeting in this country someone suddenly and in a rnysterious way 

disappears and at the sarne time the same person with all his charactenstics appears 

in another meeting in Australia. As Ms second example he supposes that rhe person 

in the meeting in America dies, and at the same tirne someone who is sirnilar in al1 

Es features, even with the same things in their mernones, appears in Australia. In the 

opinion of Hick, in these two examples, the factors that direct us to use the word 'the 

same person' for both who was in a meeting in Arnerica and who is in Austraiia far 

outweighs the factors preventing us eorn this usage. If we use 'the same person' for 

such strange cases, it wouid not be irrational. 

Hick's third picture is iike the second example, with the difference that a replica 

of the deceased person appears in the other world, not in Australia. In Hick's view, 

5'~bid.y pp. 58-60. 



the same point that he mentions for the fin two examples cm be applied to the third 

pictue? 

The only thing that Hick wants to conclude fiom gicing his examples is that the 

following idea is not setf-contradictory: God will create again our bodies. Its creation 

will not be from physical matter. Nevertheles, our bodies in the other world with 

their diEerent features, inctuding their consciousness, wiii be so sirniiar to Our 

present bodies that we will be able to Say for each person 'the same person' has been 

raised up ag in  in a new He. Therefore, we cannot reject this idea at the very 

beginning as rnear~ingless.~~ 

Thus far Hick has argued that the doctrine of a s u ~ v a l  prediction after death, 

can be a subject of verification in future. Hick, however, is aware that this does not 

imply the existence of God. Even if the resurrection of the body occurs, the atheist 

might Say that what has happened is a surprising natural fact? 

At the beginning of his discussion, Hick defined the concept of verifkation as 

the removal of doubt or ignorance regarding the tmth of some proposition. He 

considered this as the central core for the concept of verification. Here, he maintains 

that this feamre of verification cm be found in the statement, 'God exists.' Hick 

believes that if two possible experiences occur together, that will remove our rational 

"~bid., pp. 60-64. 

"~bid., p* 65- 

'8~bid.z pp. 65-66. 



doubt of God's existence. First, we experience that GodSs purpose for human Me, as 

it has been explained in the New Testament, has been realized. Second, when we 

encounter the fùlfiIlment of God's purpose, we reaIize that what has occurred is the 

fulfillment of God's purpose for human me, and we do not consider it as a naturd 

state of affairs. What is necessary to achieve this goal is that we experience Our 

communication with God. If we encounter such a Supreme Bein,o, we may hope that 

he is God, but we cannot claim that we have reco3gnized His i&ty and greatness, 

since it is beyond our capability to realize ~ i m . ' ~  

John Hick also points out that the verifiability of theism is for everyone. It is not 

possible for some people and impossible for otherç. Another charactenstic of a 

verifiable prediction is that it may be conditional. If we look at the sentence, "there is 

a computer in the next room-," we can Say that there are conditional predictions 

invoIved with it, for example, '=if someone enters into that room he dl see the 

computer-" Kowever, we are not obliged to go to that room to see it. The sarne idea 

can be made regarding the staternent 'God exists.' We said that this statement can be 

proved for us in the other world and it c m  be a subject for a fùture venfication. 

Nonetheless, there might be a condition for such a proof of God's existence. The 

condition rnight be giving voluntary response to God'ç revelation in this world. If 



this is the case, the only people who may find a support for their beliefs in the other 

worId would be theistic belie~ers.~' 

In this part we discuss the views of some scholars who do not see any factuai 

information and any real reference for t ak  of God. Such speech, still, is rneaningfid, 

since it can serve sorne purpose. Among scholars who belong to this category are 

Benedict Spinoza, Richard Bevan Braithwaite, Richard M. Hare, Paul M. Van Buren, 

David Tracy and Gordon Kauhan. We reviewed Hare's position in the discussion of 

various scholars who participated in 'Falsification Challenge' in 1950. Hence, in the 

following discussion of these thinkers 1 wili exclude Hare's argument. 

A. Benetlict Spinoza 

According to Benedict Spinoza (1632- 1677)) a rationalist metaphysician and 

unorthodox Jew, the meaning of Scripture is not tnith. Comprehending Scripture 

does not provide for us  comprehension of God or truth. The tme meaning of religion 

%id._ p. 70: For more discussions regardhg Hick's view of eschatological verincation see: 

b v k a ,  Gregory S tephen, "Eschatological Falsificatio~" in Religiozrs Studies, 12 (June 1 W6), pp. 

20 1-51 and Nielsen, Kai, "Eschatofogical Venficatioq" in Cancldian Jotrrnal of TheoZogyI 9 

(October 1963). pp. 27 1-8 1 ; and Penelhurn, Terence, Prob[ems of Religious Lnngzlage, 

Philosophy of Religion Series, (London: hIacrnillan, 197 1 ; New York: Herder and Herder, 1972), 

pp. 66-86. In this book Penelhum provides a defense of Hick's theos  of eschatological 

venfication. 



is the promotion of righteousness. Spinoza holds: "If a man, by believing what is 

tnie, becomes rebellious, his creed is impious. If by believins what is faIse, he 

becomes obedient, his creed is pious; for the tnie knowledge of God cornes not by 

cornmandment but by Divine g&."61 The only thing that God requires fiom human 

being is "a knowledge of His divine justice and charity, and that not as necessary to 

scientific accuracy, but to ~bedience."~' In the opinion of Spinoza, what is of import 

for religion is not philosophical and scientific knowledge, rather obedience to ~ o d . ~ ~  

The function of reiigious language is to promote piety. What is essential regarding 

one's religious ideas is not their truth or falsehood, rather how it promotes 

righteousness.64 

B. Richard Bevan Braithwaite 

Richard Bevan Braithwaite, a British philosopher of science (1900-1990), in his 

short book, An Empiricist 's V k v  of the Name of Religiozrs Belief; '* considers moral 

- - -- 

61 Benedict de Spinoza, "Tractatus TheoIogico-poli tic us^" in The Chie f Works of Benedicr de 

Spinoza, Trans. by R. H. M. Elnies, 2 vols., vol. 1 (London: George Bell and Sons. 1889): p. 18 1. 

%id., p. 181. 

a3 Ibid., pp. 180-18 1. 

%id., pp. 182-184. 

os Braithwaite, An Empiricist S Yiew of the Nature of Religiozis Belief (London: Cambridge 

Universiv Press, 1955), reprinted entirely in Ian T. Ramsey ed,, Christian Ethics and 

Conrernporuv Phzlosophy (London: SCM Press, 1966). 



or ethical assertions as the prirnary element in reiigious t a k  of God. Regarding the 

cnterion for being a Christian, he maintains that, 

A man is no& 1 thi& a professing Christian udess he both proposes to live 

according to Christian moral principles and associates his intention with thinking of 

Christian stones; but he need not believe that the empirical propositions presented 

by the stories correspond to ernpiricai fact.& 

Thus, according to Braithwaite, we shouId not ask about factud information in 

religious assertions. The criterion for their meanin30fUhess is their employrnent and 

benefit in hurnan conduct. 

Speaking of Matthew Arnold's (1 822- 1888) view as his mide, Braitbwaite holds 

that Arnold's purpose was "'cementing the aliiance between the imagination and 

conduct' by regarding the propositional element in Christianity as 'literature' rather 

than 'd~-rna."'~' h o l d ,  however, allows that rhere is a reference for these Literary 

pieces, sornething which he calls Etemal nof otrrselves rhnr mnkes for nghfeozrsness. 

Rejecting Arnold's view, Braithwaite holds that the meaningfiilness of religious 

utterance does not necessarily depend on accepting a reference for it? 

66 Ramsey ed., Christian Ethzcs and Contemporary Philosophy, p. 68. 

"Ibid., p. 69. The quotation is fiom Arnold Matîhew, God and the Bible A Revieiv of 

Objections to 'Literatztre and Dogma ' condon Smith, Elder, l875), p. 13. 

68 Ramsey ed., Christian Ethics and Contemporary Philosophy, pp. 68-70 Braithwaite7s 

theory of religious Imguage has been svidely discusssd and criticized by several authors. For 

more details in this regard s e :  Austin, William Harvey, The Relevcrnce of Niturai Science to 

Theoiogy (London and Basingstoke: The Macmillan Press, Ltd., 1976): p. 32-47; and E~ciny, 



Paul M. Van Buren (1924-) follows Braithwaite and Hare in their conception of 

religious langage. He concludes from various analyses of religious langage that 

instead of a cognitive conception of faith, we have to choose a non-cognitive, 'blik' 

conception. His analytical view can be expressed in bvo theses: 1) For him, "The 

language of faith has meaning when it is taken to refer to the Christian way of Iife; it 

is not a set of cosmologicaI  assertion^."^^ 2) He prefers a 'blik' conception of faith 

and "a biik, the discernent and commitment of faith, is by definition something that 

is ~ived."'~ Like Hare, Buren rejects the factuality of religious assertions. Yet, he tries 

to find the meaning of such statements in Hare7s notion of bIik. 

D. David Tracy 

For David Tracy (1939-), an American catholic theologian, the 'meanings7 

present in the Christian tradition are different fiom the 'meanings' present in 

cornmon human experience and language. The task of theolog is to correlate these 

two 'meanings.' As Murphy rightly describes Tracy's view, for him, "investigation 

of the Christian tradition pertains primarily to the existentid meanings expressed in 

AEed Cyril, "Religious assertions in the Li& of Conternporary Philosophyy" in Philosophy, 32 

(July, 1957): pp. 206-18. 

69 Paul van Buren, The Secular Meaning of the Gospel: Based on an Analpis of  lrs Language 

(New York: Macmillan Company, 1963): p. 10 1. 

70 Ibid., pp. 97,10 1. 



the New Testament's Christological texts, in which metaphors, syrnbols, and images 

are used to express the reiigious si_dcance of the proclamation that Jesus is the 

~hrist."~' Some readers of Tracy may think that he is supporting a cognitivist 

position in religious language, since he tallcs of the 'referents' of t h e  teut. For hh, 

however, these referents are not "the meaning 'behind' the text," such as the actual 

goal of the author or the socio-cultural condition of the t es .  On the contrary, the 

referent is "the meaning 'in front of- the text, Le., that way of perceiving reality, that 

mode of being-in-the-world which the text opens up for the intelligent reader."" 

Tracy explains this mode of being Christian such that the t e a  opens up as "livins as 

though in the presence of a gracious ~ o d . " ' ~  Therefore, in Tracy's view, the use of 

the word referent is a basis to support a completely expressivist position of religious 

language. Hence, as Murphy accurately descnbes Tracy, for him, if there is any 

meaning in reli@ous language, this is because it "expresses a way of experiencing 

reality that can be called religious."'" Tracy maintains: 

Religious language does not present a new, supernatuml world wherein we 

may escape the oniy world w e  know or wish to h o w .  instead, that laquage re- 

presents our always threatened basic confidence and trust in the very meanin3&iness 

of even Our most chenshed and most noble enterprises, science, rnoralitv, and 

71 Murphy, Beyond Liberalism md Ftmdomentalism, p. 48. 

"~av id  Tracy. BZessed Rage for Order: The New Pluralzsm in Theology (New York: The 

Seabury Press, 1973): p. 5 1; s e  also Paul Ricoe- ''Interpretation Theor);" pp. 12-1 9. 

73 Tracy' Blessed Rage for Order, p. 52. 

71 Murphy, Beyonci Liberalism and Fztndamenralism, p. 48. 



c~l ture . '~  

Therefore, the job of theology is the interpretation of such a basic faith, plus the 

interpretation of the faith expressed in religious texts. Moreover, theology should try 

to indicate the identity or  sameness of these two faiths. 

E. Gordon Kaufman 

In the opinion of Gordon Kaufban, an Amencan protestant theologian, the task 

of the0103 is the interpretation and critique of religious larpage that already exists 

in the culture. Theologians should try to comprehend the nature and root of such 

cultural religious langage. For Kaufman, the broad experience of the whole culture 

possesses the on& of religious tems. -Meaningfùlness of words such as 'God,' 

'divine,' and 'hoIy,' depends only upon their success in interpreting and forrning 

expenence. 76 

Kauhan sees religion as a response to life's mystery: Who or what are we? 

What are the realities with which we have to deal in Our Me? What is the meaning of 

human existence? Various views, including sorne great religous traditions, have 

appeared in the course of history to answer such questions. Among each tradition 

there are cornrnonly accepted ideas, rituds, and symbols, and nurnerous controversial 

- . - .- 

" ~ r a c ~ ,  Blessed Rage for Order, p. 13 5 

7 %auhan, Gordon D., An essay on theological rnethod, Third Edition (Atlanta, Georgia: 

Scholars Press, 1995), pp. 10-1 1. 



issues as well. The deepest and most significant symbol is 'God', for which we do 

not know what to say.'" 

In this part we mm to name some scholars who not only find sense in religous 

tdk of God, but dso see reference for it. Nancey IvIurphy refers to this cognitivist 

approach as a "propositional" theory of religious language. She believes in a direct 

relation between such theories and modern referential theories of langage. The only 

dzerence is that Ayer and Company defend a materialistic rnetaphysic. They 

emphasize that "meanin=@ Ianguage must refer to and describe realities available to 

the five sen se^."^* Murphy however, states that "conservative theologians reco-miize 

imrnaterial realities as well and daim that these are prirnary referents of religious 

laquage. Doctrines, if true, refer to and accurately represent these supra-ernpirical 

states of af£ài r~ ."~~ 

77 K a u h w  In Face ofMvsteryl p.  29. 

7s Murphy, Be-vond Liberalism and F~tndamenralisrn~ p. 42. 

79 Jhid., p. 42, For a distinction between CO-nlltivism and non-cognitivism and the supporters 

of each position, see aiso J. Kellenberger. The Cognitivity of Religion Three Perspectives 

(Berkeley and Los AngeIes: Universi- of California Press, 1985), pp. 22-36. 



A. St. Thomas Aquinas 

Accordmg to Thomas Aquinas (d. 1274), we can make reference to God to the 

extent that we are able to understand Him through nature. NonetheIess, in namin% 

God and descnbïng Him by various aitributes, since he is infinite beins he is still 

beyond our understanding. Consequently, we cannot capture h i .  by any of the 

names that we give Him. The way that Aquinas su,o,aests for taking of God is an 

analogical way, "for in analogies the idea is not, as it is in univocal, one and the 

same; yet it is not totdiy diverse as in equivocal."sO 

B- Matthmu Arnold 

Like Aquinas, for Arnold (1833-1888) religious talk of God has both meaning 

and reference. He rejects the idea that religious salvation is "unquestionably annexed 

to a right knowledge of the ~odhead."'' In his view, the word 'Gad' in the Bible 

does not mean "a term of science or exact knowledge, but a term of poetry and 

eloquence, a term thrown out, so to speak, at a not hIly grasped object of the 

speaker's consciousness, a literary term, in short."s' Therefore, it is wrong, Arnold 

would argue, that we conceive God and its reference in a literd or scientific way 

30 -Anton C. Pegis, ed.. The Basic Wdtings of Saint Thomas Aqzrinas, Two volumes (?Jew 

York: Randorn House, 1945), vol. 1, p. 120. 

8 1 Maihew Arnold, Literature and Dogma: An Essay Toward a Better Apprehension of the 

Bible (New York: ~Macmil lq 1898), p. 6 .  

97 %id., pp. 10-1 1- 



For h o l a  the object of religion is condztct or righteoumess which is 'three- 

fozlrths of Iffe.' Because of such an objective, religion is similar to morality. 

Referrinj to the definition of religion, he holds that "the mue meaning of religion is 

thus, not simply morality, but morality touched by ernot~on."~~ Arnold gives a mord 

sense, which promotes right conduct, to religious lanwage. Such a 1anguage talks of 

and refers to a Power that we can reaiize it in the context of human We and that 

promotes righteousness. Based on Arnold's position, we cannot explain this Power in 

a literal way. Here, we cm only use a poetic language.s" 

C WiIZem Frenerick Zuurdeeg 

WilIem Frederick Zuurdeeg distinguishes three types of Ianguage: 'use- 

lanpage, ' ' is-laquage, ' and ' ernploy-language. ' 'Use-lan~age' is a specific 

language according tu specified strict rules for definite purposes. Such a langage is 

ofien used in science for giving a hypothesis to explain particular phenornena.8s The 

second sort of language, 3s-language', expresses one's conviction, and thus, it is 

essential for religious utterance. For Zuurdeeg, the term 'conviction' means, "al1 

persuasions conceming the rneaning of Me; conceming good and bad; conceming 

gods and evils; c o n c e h g  representations of the ideal man, the ideal state, the ideal 

"~bid., p. 18. 

84 Ibid., pp, 18-20. 

8 \~iIlem F. Zuurdeeg, An AnaZytical Philosophy of Religion (Nashville: Abingdon Press. 

1958), p. 59. 



7286 c 
society; concerning the meaning of history, of nature, and of the dl. Conviction' 

in Zuurdeeg's terminology clearly includes religious beliefs. The reason that 

conviction is expressed in 'is-lanpage' is that it deals with the whole personality. It 

shows what a person 'is' as a whole, whereas science deais only with the inte~ect.~' 

The certitude involved in conviction is much stronger than that of science and 

mathematics. This is the reason that a believer may give his or her life for the sake of 

a conviction. Based on such a difference between convictional belief and ordinary 

knowledge and science, Zuurdeeg concludes that "whereas we use a scientific 

terminology, we are our  conviction^."^^ 

While the lanpage that we often use in religion is 5s-languagey, and what we 

always use in science is 'use-language' there is another sort of language, 'employ- 

language,' that we need in theology. Zuurdeeg defines this third type of language as 

follows: 

Employ-language is akin to is-language in that it is reIated to and tries to 

espress the personality center in regard to rnatters of uliirnate importance. Employ- 

language is akin to use-Ianguage in that it implies an element of distance, of 

reflection. Employlanguage differs from is-lmguage because of this reflective 

element. s9 

36 Ibid., p. 26. 

87 Ibid., pp. 26-27. 

85 Ibid., p. 57. 

Sg~bid., p. 59. 



Therefore, employ-language helps us to speak reflectively and to _Ove an 

explmation of We and its meaning. 

D. Alister M c  Grath 

Aister McGrath (1953-) is a contemporary scholar who ernphasizes the 

cognitive, referential nature of religious language. He does not consider, however, 

that human language is sufficient to speak of transcendent reality. He maintains that 

"the transcendent can never be wholiy captured in f i t e  language, so that we are 

obliged to rely upon image and models which elude precise d e h i t i ~ n . " ~ ~  He who 

interprets theological terms fiom an instrumentalist position does not rnake any 

reference to something which is 'really out there.' Rather, such a theory relates 

religious beIiefs to phenornena, to hurnan perception. A realist interpretation, 

however, 'kanies with it a cornmitment to a belief in the reality of those things 

which constitute the denotation of the terms of the theological language of that 

t h e ~ r ~ . " ~ '  

go~lister E. McGrath, The Genesis of Doctrine: A Sîudy in the Foundanons of Docrrinal 

Ct-ïticzsrn (Osford: Basil Blachvell, 1990), p. 3. 

''Ibid., p. 3 .  





Richard Braithwaite (1900-1990), Richard Hare (19 29-), William A k o n  (1 92 1-), 

Paul Van Buren (1924-) David Tracy (1939-), Gordon Kaufinan, and Afister 

McGrath (1953-) as cognitivists. 

It seems to this author that neither of these theories offers a comprehensive 

analysis of religious language. Therefore, it is necessq  to delve more deeply into 

these theones and arguments. 

1 do not agree with the first group of non-cognitivists, including David Hume, 

Alfred G. Ayer, and Antony Flew, who are so innuenced by empiricism that they 

reject any validity for religious belief We cannot reject al1 rneaning in religious 

belief when history demonstrates the powerful idluence, both negative and positive, 

of religious belief on human beings. 

As far as the other theories discussed in this chapter are concemed, ifseems that 

there is always something rnissing in these analyses of religious language. These 

scholars often overemphasize one aspect and ignore the other. h o n g  those who 

commit tks  error are the second group of non-cognitivists, mainly Benedict Spinoza, 

Richard Bevan Braithwaite, Richard LM. Hare, Paul M. Van Buren, David Tracy and 

Gordon Kauhan.  These scholars assert that there is no factual information and no 

real reference for talk of God - but such talk is still meanin,oful for them, since it c m  

serve some purpose. This thesis disagrees with them in that it proposes a possible 

factual reference which can be found in religious assertions. Cognitivists, on the 

other hand, do not devote a comprehensive attention to al1 aspects of religious 

Iangua_ee. Zuurdeeg, for instance, while he accepts both cognitive and non-cognitive 



aspects of religion, overemphasizes o n e  aspect. While he is accurate in his emphasis 

on 5s-langage' in religion, he does mot pay proper attention to its descriptive aspect. 

Moreover, 1 do not see that his clarification of 'employ langage' is convùicing. 

What he presents to differentiate 'is--languageY and 'use-language' is not clear in his 

theoy9* 

We \vill now turn to Part T ~ o  of the thesis, in which we look for the 

characteristics of religious discourse and its cornrnonality or ciifferences from other 

sorts of discourses. 

 ille lem F. Zuurdeeg, An Analyticd Philasophy of ReIigion, p. 59. 



Part wo 

Of the two main questions regardmg religious laquage Listeci in the introduction 

to this thesis, Part Two deais with first question, namely: What are the characteristics 

of religious discourse? This question will be discussed in the two foilowing chapters: 

"Alston's view of language-game and religioq" and "Alston's perspective on truth 

and religion." In Chapter three 1 attempt to i d e n m  the feanires of the language of 

religion that distinguish it fiom other Language-games. Chapter four is an attempt to 

find cornmonalities between religious and other discourses. 



Chapter 3. Alston's View of Language-game 
and Religion 

3.1. Introduction 

In c l w g  Alston's view of religious language, it is necessary that we look at 

its features. One of the most common discussions of religious language is the 

consideration of it as a sort of 'language-game' with its own characteristics. 

'Language-game' and ' fom of Me' are two key concepts in the philosophy of 

Ludwip Wktgenstein (1889-1951). The impact of laquage-game theory on 

considerations of religious language is a significant issue for philosophy of religion, 

since it deeply uifluences our comprehending of God's nature and our interpretation 

of theologicai concepts. There are several questions regarding the relation of 

language-game and religion, among which the following will be discussed in this 

chapter: 

What are the definitions of language-garne and form of We? 

What is the effect of the Wittgensteinian view of Ianguzge-games on Alston's 

perspective on religious language? 

What are the characteristics of a distinct language-game? 

How does Alston apply these charactenstics to religious discourse? In other 

words, to what extent is Christian discourse, according to him, a distinct language- 

game? 



3.2. Definition of 'language-me' and 'Form of Life' 

In his later work, Philosophical Investigation, Wittgenstein cnticized his earlier 

position of language and the way of leamhg ~ o r d s . ' ~  He emphasized the different 

usages of words. We see in ordinary language that there are several appropriate uses 

for words, not just one kind such as a scientific one. Wittgenstein says: 

Think of the tools in a tool-box: there is a hammer, pliers, a saw, a s c r e ~  

driver, a rule, a glue-pot, glue, nails and screws. The hct ions  of words are as 

diverse as the fllnctions of these objects. (And in both cases there are sirnilarities.) 

Of course, what confUses us is the uniforrn appearance of words when we 

hear them spoken or meet them in script and print. For their application is not 

presented to us so clearly. Especially when we are doing philosophy.w 

We can express this idea in another way and Say that there are various sorts of 

'language-games.' Wittgenstein refers to the process of leaming language, during 

which the child utters a given word when the teacher points to a particular object or 

even in a simpler way, the leamer repeats the words d e r  the teacher. Both these 

processes, Wittgenstein says, "resemble language." He continues, 

We can also think of the whole process of using words ... as one of those 

games by means of tvhich children l e m  their native language. 1 will cal1 these 

games 'language-games' and ~~ sornetirnes speak of a primitive language as a 

language-game. 

And the processes of naming the srones and of repeating words afler 

someone might also be cdied language-games. Thuik of much of the use of words in 

games like ring-a-ring-a-roses . 



1 shall also c d  the whole, consisting of Ianguage and the actions into which 

it is woven, the ' k m g ~ a ~ e - - ~ e . ' ~ ~  

Wittgenstein compared language with a game pIayed according to fked rules. In 

his thought, there is a relation between systems of communication and games in 

everyday lXe. It is through games that children leam the language of their parents.96 

"The rules of these games are not identicai with the regularities an observer might be 

able to detect. Rules naturally cause or support regulariues of acting."97 

'Fom of Me,' according to some interpreters of Wittgenstein, refers to an entire 

culture; while according to others, it means spec5c activities within a culture, 

including education, politics, different sorts of occupations, and the lil~e.'~ Speaking 

of meaning of form of Me, Norman Maicolm, an American philosopher and one of 

95 Ibid., p.  5 .  

96eiotr Buczkowski ed., The Social Horizon of Knowledge (Rodopi, Amnerdam, Atlanta, 

1991), p. 8. 

97 Ibid., p. 8, For more details on Wittgenstein's view of language-game see: Monk, Ray, 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, The Duty of Genius (New York: The Free Press, 1990), pp- 336-346; James 

Wm, McClendon and Jr. James M. Smith, Convictions, De@sing Religious Relativisrn 

(Pennsylvania: Trinity Press International, 1994), pp. 21-25; Norman Malcolm, 'The 

groundlessness of Belief," in Contemporury Perspectives on Religious Epistemology, eds. R, 

Douglas Geivett and Brendan Sweetmag (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), p. 100; 

John Churchil, ''The Coherence of the Concept 'Language-garne'," in Philosophical 

Investigation, 6 (Oct- 1983), pp. 239-259. 

Ç 8  Stiver, The Philosophy of religious language, p. 62. 



Wittgenstein's interpreters, maintains that there are multiple forms of Me, each of 

which has its own language. It is not a language such as English or French, but rather 

a method of talk involving suppositions and ways of reasoning that separate multiple 

forms. Science is a form of Me. Religion is also another fom; "it is language 

embedded in action - what mttgenstein c d s  a 'language-garne. Y '199 

Referring to the meaning of 'language-game' and 'fom of We,' Alston 

maintains that there are ambiguities in Wittgenstein's w-ritings regarding these two 

notions. Because of the ambiguities, these concepts are susceptible of different 

usages and explanations, not all of them rnutually c~mpatibie. '~~ Patrick Sherry aiso 

refers to the difnculty of realinng precisely what Wittgenstein rneans by his concept 

of 'fom of Me', since Wittgenstein gives few e~arn~les . '~ '  P. M. S. Hacker defines 

form of life as foliows: "Agreement in language, possession of common concepts is 

%orman Malcolm, "The Groundlessness of Belief," p. 100. 

loow'iarn Alston, 'The Christian Language-game," in The Auronomy of Re2igiou.s BeIieJ A 

Cntical Inquiry, ed. Frederick J .  Crosson (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 198 L), 

p. 128. 

10 1 Patrick Sherry, Religin, Tmth and Language-games (London: M a d I a n  Press, 1977), p. 



what Wittgenstein..calls 'form of Me', a common way of conceptualinng 

experience together with the accompanying kinds of beha~ ior" '~~  

Speaking of meaning of ' fom of life', Alston fkst points to the familiar 

understanding of ' fom of Me' in a religion. He says: "It is obvious that involvement 

in a religion is a 'fom of We' in a natural sense of term. Moreover, this is not just 

one partial section of life among others, it imposes a certain form on the whole of 

one's life."lo3 The way that a religious believer fulfils his or her responsibilities, 

works, feelings and communications with others is difFerent fiom a non-believer's 

way of We. Religion affects one's way of seeing social problems and dispositions 

toward other people. Alston's use of the correlated Wittgensteinian notions of form 

of life and language-game is different fiom the farniliar comprehending of these 

notions, although there are also similarities between them.lo4 In the opinion of 

Alston, "a language-game is a more or less distinctive and more or less unified 

pructice of using language. The terrn Yom of Ee' is thrown in to emphasize the 

point that a practice of using languase is ùitegraliy connected with non-linguistic 

7 ,  105 activities. At the outset of his discussion about the Christian language-garne, he 

- -- - - - - - - 

IO2 R. M. S .  Hacker, Insight and Ilusion, Wittgenstein on Philosophy and the Metaphysics of 

Erperience (Oxford: CIarendon Press, 1972), p. 220; see also: Wittgenstein, Philosophical 

Investigation, p. 8 8 .  

1 O3 Alston, 'The Christian Language-game," p. 128. 

'%id., p. 128. 

'051b~d., p. 129. 



refers to the arnbiguities of both Wittgensteinian notions - 'laaguage-garne' and 

'fom of life.' He concentrates, however, his argument on language-game and 

maintains that "In this article 1 will use 'language-game' rather than 'form of life' as 

,Y LQ6 being less ili-çuited to the concept with which 1 shail be workhg. Foiiowing 

Alston and cli~Iry;rg his position, 1 will also concentrate on his view of religious 

language-game rather than reiigious forms of We. 

3.3. Characteristics of a Distinct Lm-mage-garne 

Alston's main question regarding Wittgenstein's view of language-game 

concems the characteristics of a distinct language-game. In AIstonYs view, 

Wittgenstein does not clarifjr this issue; rather he presents conflicting principles in 

his Philosophicd ~nvesfigati~n.'~~ Sometimes Wittgenstein considers diverse 

i l l o c u t i ~ n a r ~ ~ ~ ~  forces as founding various language-games. Some of his examples of 

language-garnes are as follows: 

GiWig orders, and obeying them 

Describing the appearance of an object, or giving its measurements 

R e p o ~ g  an event 

Specufating about an event 

106 Ibid., p. 129, 

107 Ibid., p. 129. 

108 illocutionary act is "the act done in speaking." Illocution is "an utterance in which an 

iilocutionary act is perf'ormed. Thus in uttering, for example, the word, ' l o o k  out," 1 may wam 

someone. Antony Flew, A Dictionary ofPhiZosophy (London: Pan Books, 1979), p. 163. 



Forming and testing a hypothesis 

Asking, thanking, cursïng, greetuig, prayinglOg 

According to Alston, Wittgenstein in "the earlier section with the 'primitive' 

laquage-games of giving orders and giving reports points in the same direction. YYILO 

In some cases, Wittgenstein attaches 'content' limitations to illocutionq force - 

for instance, when he considers color-ascription, coafessing motives as language- 

games, or when he says: "The language-game '1 rnean (or meant) this' (subsequent 

explanation of a word) is quite difEerent fkom this one: '1 thought of ... As I said it.' 

The latter is akin to 'It reminded me of  ..""' 'We even suggests in one place that 

whatever we do with a given word, in this case 'game', counts as a distinct language- 

game."112 

Alston concludes eom these passages of Wittgenstein that he does not intend to 

use 'language-game' with any particular and distinctive cnt erion. M e r ,  his main 

concem here, is to conclude that any kind of speech act forms part of a learned 

practice, which includes both linguistic and non-linguistic dimensions, and 

furthemore, "understanding some of the details of this [practice] in particular cases 

- - -  - 

I o%ingenstein, Philosophicd hestigation, p. 1 1. 

110 Alston, 'The Christian Language-game," p. 129. 

" '~ittgenstein, Philosophical Investigation, p. 2 17. 

112 Aiston, "The Christian Language-game," p. 129. 



enables us to make a proper response to the phdosophical problems that are raised 

about various spheres of di~course."~'~ 

The main question for Alston concerning the relation between religion and 

language-game is whether Christian discourse is a distinct language-game or not. To 

answer this question first, he  tries to clarQ sharply the features of a distinct 

Ianguage-garne, b ecause Wittgenstein has used this term in sever al situations without 

rnentioning any particular cnterion of individuation. Aordïng to Alston, we can 

separate a particular laquage-game fiom others by referring to three aspects: 

ontology, epistemology, and ideology (see chart 2 p 4  Here 1 wili discuss Alston's 

view of these aspects. 





A. Ontolo Hcal Aspect 

For Aiston, each language-game relates to a particular 'and of entity that has its 

own ' categoreal ' l5 features. There is a difference between characteristics of 

'physical-world language-game' and 'human-person laquage-game.' Some 

characteristics of the former are as follows : 

a) Their substances are relatively filed so that their self-identity rernains stable 

through changes. 

b) They have mas, shape, size and other physical features. 

In a like marner, we see particular characteristics in the 'human-person 

language-game' s ~ c h  as foliows: 

a) They have living body. 

b) They can use their minds and will for their actions. 

c) They can decide fgr their own f i i ~ e . " ~  

B. E~istemolo~ical Aspect 

Language-games are aiso distinguished f?om one another in that the justifkation 

of claixns in a particular game does not essentially depend on the acceptance of 

anythmg fiom other language-games. In other words, we may k d  a particular 

element, which can be calIed epistemic autonomy, in each language-garne. In order 

- - - -  

"'~t is Alston's temiinology, which apparentIy means 'kategorical". 

11%- rd., p. 13 1. 



to clarify this idea, Aiston maintains, "An essentiai part of what one leanis in 

Iearning of a partidar language-game is how to make Qustïfied, approved) 

'immediate' applications of some of the terms of that game, on the basis of 

ml17 experience. The reason Aiston calls these applications 'immediate' is that the 

subject does not just* these applications by ùiference and does not base them on his 

or her other howledge. The basis for these applications is rather experience. Thus, 

"the 'player' has acquired the abiïty to react dzerentiy to various 'cues' in his 

experience, without thereby taking those cues as themselves objects of knowledge or 

'il18 belief fkom which the applications in question are inferred. Consequently, the 

epiaemic autonomy of the physicd-world language-game means that the 

justification or rationality of a specinc physical-object perceptual belief is that it is 

shaped as a component of a leamed and reliable practice. The rationality of this 

belief does not depend on its denvation fkom m e  statements about the features of 

that e ~ ~ e n e n c e . " ~  

C- Ideoloaical Aspect 

Ideology here refers to the 'conceptual scheme' or set of  concepts that c m  be 

applied to certain things. In other words, a conceptual difference c m  differentiate a 

language-game fiom others. DifEerent concepts are applicable tu different situations. 

I 17 Ibid., p. 133. 

''8~bid., p. 133. 

"?bid., pp. 133-4. 



The main point is that we can use padcular types of notions for, e-g., physical 

objects, and we cannot apply them to other objects. Someone can ask whether a 

particular person is reading a book or not, but no one can ask whether a table is 

reading an article. Ir may be difficuit, in the abstract, to distinguish between the 

categorical characteristics which are appropnate for one kind of objects, and to give 

special concepts for them. Nonetheless, there are also nurnerous O bvious examples. 

For instance, spatiai position and qstalIine structure are two different categorical 

features of physical objects. While physical objects have the former in every possible 

world, they do not have the latter in some possible worlds. 12* 

3.4. Application of the Characteristics of a Distinct 

Lm-gage-garne in Christian Discourse 

After explaining the three dimensions (the ontological, ideologicai and 

epistemological) by which we may separate a language-game fiom others, Alston 

tries to see whether he can apply these three dimensions regarding the distinctness of 

Christian discourse, or not. 

With respect to ontological aspect, Aiston maintains that God is the main 

distinctive ontological conunitment of Christian discourse. This does not mean that 

Christian discourse is Lùnited to God, since it also covers human beings, inner 

experience and the like. God, however, is the findamental entity for th is  discourse, 

"%id., pp. 132, 6 .  



because creation is totally dependent on God's existence. Therefore, we can consider 

God as the main distinctive cornmitruent of Christian discourse. God's entity has its 

own separate categorïcai characteristics such as being-itseK necessary being and 

idhite being which cannot be iimited to any particular species. Tallcing about a 

distinct ontology for God wodd be more clear, if we were to reject the 

'anthropomorphizing' tendency regarding God' s existence, and no t simply consider 

him a bigger or more perfect person, instead following the classic tradition in its 

emphasis on the uniqueness of God's existence and attributes."' 

As far as the epistemological aspect is concemed, as Alston spelled out earlier, 

what is necessary for epistemic autonorny of a language-game "is that there be an 

established practice of immediate applications of terms on the basis of 

expenence."ln Alston believes that we c m  find this crucial requirement in the 

Christian language-game. Religious training in Christianity teaches a believer to see 

God's manifestations in multiple things in the world. A believer learns to see both 

good and evil events as God's blessings which are sent to people to test them and 

provide appropriate conditions for their moral development. One learns to tmst in 

God in encountering a difficult situation. In Alston's view, al1 these cases include 

sornething that can be called 'mediated immediacy.' In al1 these cases we learn to see 

X as Y. In other words, what we had learned to consider a particular situation as 

'2'~bid., pp. 139- 140. 

'%id., p. 142. 



involving an X, now we look at it as a Y also. Furthemore, the immediacy that we 

have here is epistemic. It means that our reason for recogniring X as Y is not rationai 

thuiking; rather it is Our e~perience. '~~ 

Regarding ideology, Alston emphasizes the conceptual distinction between 

Christian and other Ianguage-games. 

So far we have discussed three distinctive features of language-games and their 

application in Christian discourse. Now we tum to elaborate Aiston's view of 

doxastic practice, since he sees a close relation between the Christian language-game 

and doxastic practice. 

3.5. Wittgenstein's Influence on Alston's View of Doxastic 

Practice 

Alston's account of doxastic practice is based upon Wittgenstein's treatment of 

language-games. Here, 1 will explain the meaning of doxastic practice, and I will 

then refer to the application of language-game in Alston's analysis of doxastic 

practice. "A doxastic practice can be thought of as a coUection of dispositions or 

habits, each of which yields a belief as output that is related in a certain way to an 



input."'" Almon includes Ï n  his defition sense-perceptual doxastic practice, which 

covers different kinds of such habits.12' 

Aiston sees a close relation between the Christian language-game and doxastic 

practice. In his discussion of language-game, he switches to the argument about 

doxastic practice.126 This is because, according to him, when we discuss epistemic 

issues concerning belief, "we will achieve a more direct application in that topic if 

the practices to which we appeal are speciikaliy practices of belief-formation. ,Y 127 

Aiston's treatment of doxastic practice is related to Wittgenstein's language- 

game in the followùig points: 

1. Plurality of doxastic practices: There is an irreducible plurality of doxastic 

practices. There are several ways of forrning beliefs. These ways are Merent in their 

methods of justification and their styles of moving from inputs to beiief outputs. 

Various kinds of beliefs have Werent methods of assessments. 

2. Pre-reflective genesis: Human beings acquire doxastic practices before they 

become clearly and consciously aware of them and try to evduate them. Everyone is 

12 4~il l iam Alstoq ''Taking the Curse Off Language-games, A Realistic Account of Doxastic 

Practices," in Philosophy and the Grarnmar of Religious Belief; eds. Tessin, Timothy and Mario 

von der Ruhr (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1995), p. 34. 

12.5 Ibid., p. 34. 

1 26 &id., p. 34. 

1 27 Ibid., p. 34. 



inevitably engaged in doxastic practices by the time he or she reaches the age of 

reflection. "Practice precedes theory." 

3. Socidy established: Most doxastic practices are completely social: "socidy 

established by socidy monitored learning, socidy sanctioned and socidy 

~hared." '~~ For instance, the fonn of our perceptual beliefs is based on the conceptual 

design that we learn f?om Our comrnunity. Aiston does not reject the role of innate 

mechanisms and tendencies in the establishment of doxastic practices. What he 

emphasizes is that they are not the whole bases. 

4. Engagement in wider spheres of practice: The practice of fomllng perceptual 

beliefs is closely connected to "leamkg to deal with perceived objects in the pursuit 

of our ends."12' In the same way, learning to form belief in God will lead oneself to 

change his or her behavior, attitudes and feelings toward God. I3O 

On the one hand, Alston emphasizes that his idea regarding the charactenstics of 

doxastic practice has been influenced in those aspects by Wittgenstein and by his 

foiiowers' views of Ianguage-game. On the other hand, he dissents f?om their 

position as follows: 

1. Alston does not agree that there are separate concepts of truth and reality for 

each language-garne. 

12*bid., p. 36. 
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2. Epistemic conception of 'tsuth' and 'reaiity' should be replaced with a 

realistic perspective on both concepts. This point is connected to the previous one, 

since by accepting the second point we are able to apply one concept of tmth to dl 

Ianguage-games. I3  ' 
3. As Alston dissents Eorn Wittgenstein's position, he, like agree with the view 

of D. Z. Phillips, one of the main foilowers and interpreters of Wittgenstein, 

regardhg religious statements and beliefs. Phillips has an anti-realist position. He 

emphasizes an intemalist critenon for each lmguage-game. Alston, however, 

maintains that, at least in theistic religions, the commitment of oneself to the reality 

of a Supreme Being is necessary to (the unial) religious form of Me. Such a Supreme 

Being is in no way tied up with the existence of any religious language-game. 

4. As the r e d t  of previous differences, Alston states that "1 have deciined to go 

dong either with the idea that nothing outside a given doxastic practice can have any 

bearing on the epistemic statu of beliefs within the doxastic practice, or with the 

idea that there can be no extemal criticism of a doxastic practice. Y, 132 

3.6. Summary and Comments 

Alston refers to Wittgenstein's concept of 'language-game' to elaborate his view 

of religious language. Referring t O the meaning of ‘language-game' , Alston 

131 The details of Aiston's view of epistemïc and realistic connection of truth will be 

discussed in the next chanter. 

'32~bid., p. 37. 



maintains that there are ambiguities in Wittgenstein's writings regarding these two 

notions. Because of the ambiguities, these concepts accept different usages and 

explanations not aU of them mutualiy compatible.133 In the opinion of Aiston, "a 

language-game is a more or less distinctive and more or less d e d  practice of using 

,7134 language. Aiston's main question regarding Wittgenstein's view of language- 

game concerns the characteristics of a distinct laquage-game. In Alston's view, 

Wittgenstein does not dari@ this issue; rather he presents contlicting principles in 

his Philosophical Investigati~ns.~~~ Alston nibsequent!~ presents three characteristics 

of a distinct language-game: ontological (each language-game relates t O a particular 

kind of entity which has its own categorïcd features), epistemological (the way for 

justification of claims in a particular game does not essentiaily depend on the 

acceptance of anything fiom other language-games), and ideological (conceptual 

scheme or set of concepts which can dserentiate a language-game f?om others). 

While, like Aston, 1 believe in the distinct features of multiple language-games 

in general and of religious discourse in particular, I see several probiems in his 

suggested perspective in both aspects, to which 1 wiU refer in Chapter 9, 

(Examination and Conclusion). 

1 3 3 ~ 1 ~ ~ 4  'The Christian Language-game," 12 8. 

lMTbid., p. 129. 
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Moreover, regarding ideology, Alston emphasizes the conceptuai distinction 

between Christian and other Ianguage-games. Here, someone, nonetheless, may ask: 

How can we underscore this conceptual distinction, since we take theological tems 

f?om our talk of creatures? On the other hand, it is a famous idea that we carinot use 

words for God and creatures in the same meaning. How is it possible that we use 

terms like cause, make, love, speak, and so on, for a supreme necessq being with 

the sarne meaning that we use them for human beings? To recognize the conceptual 

distinction between Christian and other language-games depends on giving a clear 

idea regarding the acquiring religious rejecting the 

possibility of taking theological concepts h m  our ordinary Ianguage. Nonetheless, 

since Alston's view in this regard is ambiguous, his perspective on conceptual 

distinction between Christian and other language-games would be ambiguous. 

The ambiguity of Alston's view regardmg the way of comprehending religious 

concepts can be elaborated as follows: 

At one point, Alston says: 

1 have argued elsewhere that if we make our t e m  that apply to human 

beings abstract and unspecific enough they could conceivably apply in the same 

sense to God. Nonetheless, even if that is so, the fâct remains that when we are 

dealing with concepts at a more speci6ic level, the level at which we are actually 

working in most first-Ievel religious discourse, we cannot fail to recognize that what 

it is for God to speak, love, forgive, or rnake must be radically different fiom wbat it 

is for human beings to do those things. And so insofkr as Our concepts embody that 

distinctiveness they will be simiificantly different fiom the concepts we apply to 

human persons. Of course that in itself does not show that these concepts are 

irreducible to concepts applying to creatures, but 1 am unaware of any prornising 



attempt to camy out such a reduction, at lem among thinkers who fiilly recognize 

God's categoreal uniqyeness 

The fist sentence in this passzige shows that according to ,dLLston, we can use 

words that are applicable in our life, to God. Nonetheless, first we should make them 

abstract and unspecified enough to be able to use them for God. The second and the 

third sentences indicate that he is not very cornfortable with his previous idea 

regarding the possibility of using the abstracted f o m  of concepts that we apply to 

human beings, to God. The result of his second sentence is that, when there is such a 

distinctiveness in the concept that we use for God's action, there wilI be considerable 

merence between those concepts and that we use for h a n  action. In the fourth 

sentence, however, he wants to raise the possibility of reducibility of religious 

concepts to the notions that we apply to creatures, but the problem that he sees here 

is that he is not aware of anyone "at least among thinkers who fûlly recognize God's 

Y, 137 categoreal uniqueness who has made such an attempt. 

After the fourth sentence, Alston brings up this question, ccHow is the Christian 

conceptual scheme to be acquired if it cannot be expiained on the basis of conceptuai 

77 138 schernes that apply to creatures? Ahton's response to this question is based on 

the Wittgensteinian idea regarding the way of acquiring a language-garne. Alston's 

answer can be explained as foliows: One signincant point of Wittgenstein is that 



l e m h g  a practice plays an essential role in obtaining the basic terms of a language- 

game. This practice deais with both ling~istic and non-linguistic component S. Our 

vocabulary regarchg the physical-object is obtained neither from definitions 

constituted on a phenomenal base nor fiom 'ostensive definition', which means that 

someone brings Merent kinds of physicd objects and he or she uses appropriate 

words in pointhg them out.L39 "Tt is rather that in being trained to react appropriately 

to physicai objects, in the iight of their nature, condition, and distribution in space, 

we acquire the concepts, the temiinology, and the practical skills at once, as a 

complete package."140 We cannot obtain just part of this package. Aiston emphasizes 

the role of Wittgenstein in the way of acquiring the meaning of words. He admires 

Wittgenstein's emphasis on 'use' as the clue to linguistic meaning. "We come to 

understand what it is for a word, phrase or sentence, to mean what it means by 

coming to understand (relevant features) of how the expression is used, what users of 

the language do with it."14' Alston, after explaining the way of obtaining the physical 

object vocabulary, applies his idea in Christian discourse. He ernphasizes the role of 

use and practice in comprehending Christian beliefs. Acquisition of meaning in both 

cases, religious and physical concepts, is "in the course of learning to react 

- -- - -- 
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appropnately to the distinctive entities of that l a n g ~ a ~ e - ~ a m e . " ' ~ ~  Ho wever, 

according to Alston, Wittgenstein has not made it clear that "what there is about use 

that determines meaning. 7: 133 

The question that Alston raises here and answers indicates that he does not insist 

on the applicability of the concepts and words that we are using in our He, to God. 

Rather, Alston's idea here shows that there is no way to explain Christian concepts 

by referring to words that we apply to the creanire. The only way is referring to the 

Wittgensteinian position regarding the role of 'use' in acquiring the meaning of 

concepts. 

However, this view of Atston seems to be  in conflict with his position 

elsewhere. What we may gather f?om his statement in another passage is that 

although he emphasizes the role of the Wittgensteinian concept of 'use' and 

'practice' in the conceiving of religious tems, he does not see it as the whole story. 

He considers it to be one side of the picture.L" Speaking of the other side of the 

picture, he by and large adrnits the role of anaiogy between religious concepts and 

what we use outside the refigious context. We comprehend God's lordship through 

cornparing it with a king's lordship in this wodd. God's forgiveness is conceived, to 

142 AIston, 'The Christian Language-game," p. 142. 

143 Alston, "Taking the Curse Off Lsnguage-games," p. 17. 

144 Ibid., p. 38. 



some extent by referring to human forgiveness. If forgiveness were completely 

different between God and human beings, "we shouid never corne to narning it." L45 

There is another point in Aiston's writing which c o d s  that he does not see 

Wittgenstein's view of the role of use in acquiring words as the ody solution for 

cornprehending religious language-garne. This point is Alston's answer to the 

question whether it is possible for someone who is outside a religious language-game 

to understand something &om that game or not. In Alston's view, each language- 

game has a 'closed circle' for its concepts. Aithough we can defhe all concepts of a 

particular language-garne based upon concepts within it, there is not such a 

possibility of definition according to 'outside' concepts. He says: "The history of 

philosophy is iittered with unsuccessful atternpts to do just this - exhibit physical 

object tems as construas out of phenomenal tems, P-predicates as definable 

physicalistically, action concepts as built up out of causal concepts, ethical concepts 

as d e h b l e  psychologicaiiy, and so on."'46 Therefore, according to AIston, the 

attempts to define physical object terms, or ethical concepts, and so on by concepts 

fiom other language-games have not been always successfùl. On the other hand, he 

believes that the language we utilize for religious concepts is not a separate language; 

rather we utilize the common language, which includes some particular terms. He 

rejects the claim that those who are outside a language-game do not bave any access 

'"bid., pp. 37-38. 
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to realize something from that game and the beliefs within it. This is an extreme view 

which is a result of emphasizing the role of the Wittgensteinian concept of 'use' in 

understanding reiigious t e r m ~ . ' ~ ~  Since those who are outside a religious language- 

garne "can be fully in possession of the secular bases for the relevant analogies, they 

can have some grasp of the religious affirmations. And they c m  have some idea of 

the form of life Uivolved without participating in it thern~elves."'~~ A complete 

comprehension of Christian beliefs depends on being a believer of that religion. 

There are, yet, common understandings among human beings which provide enough 

opportunis for a discussion and dialogue between belïevers and non-believers 

regardiing the rationality and justification of Christian affirmations.L49 

Aston's view of language-games is rooted, to some eaent in Wittgenstein's 

thought and to some extent in medieval philosophers and theologians. The influence 

of Wittgenstein on Alston is evident in his emphasis on the distinctness of each 

language-game, his view of doxastic practice, and the way of acquiring religious 

concepts. The influence of medieval theologians is visible in AIstonYs ontological 

distinctive character. One of the features that Alston suggests for distinct language- 

games and then applies in Christian discourse is ontological. It seems, however, that 

ontological distinction between God and creatures is not an original view. Rather, it 

147 Ahton, "Taking the Curse Off Language-games," pp -37-3 8. 
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has been also addressed by medieval philosophers and theologians such as 

Augustine, Anseim, Aquinas and Avicenna. Considering this ontological merence 

as a basis for distinction among language-games seems, however, to be an original 

position. 

As far as Alston's view regarding the way of acquiring the physicai object 

vocabufary is concemed, 1 wish to argue that aIthough he accepts Wittgenstein's 

rejection of 'ostensive definition,' emphasiàng instead the role of use in 

comprehending the meaning of words, he should accept to some extent the 

possibiIity of 'ostensive defhition-' This is because he does not consider 

Wittgenstein's position the whole story in perceiving all concepts of a language- 

game. Instead, Alston also refers to common understandings among fiuman beings, 

which provide the possibility of a dialogue among different religions. According to 

this common understanding, Alston would be able to  say that if someone does not 

know the name and characteristics of a physicai object, we cannot to some extent 

introduce it to him or to her by pointing to it and using some generai categoncal 

words that he or she already knows. Thus, he cannot reject t o t d y  any possibility of 

Iearning a vocabulary by 'ostensive definition.' 

In this chapter we addressed the question of the basis for separating religious 

language-games f?om other games. Now we should see if there is any basis for 

comecting religious discourse to other discourses. In other words, we should try tu 

detect any common bais between various language-games. This is the center of the 

debate in the coming chapter. 



Chapter 4. Alston's Perspective on Truth and 
Religion 

4.1. Introduction 

1s there any concept of truth applicable in multiple language-games, inciuding 

religious Ianguage? This is the aspect of Alston's view of religious language 1 will 

examine in this chapter. Alston in his discussion of religious language refers several 

times to common comprehension among human beings. While he believes that there 

are distinctive features for each language-garne, and that we can accordingly separate 

religious language-garnes kom other games, this distinction between various 

language-games does not, in his view, prevent there being a common comprehension 

of the truth shared by ail language-games. In other words, he does not consider that 

Wittgenstein's idea of the role of 'use' explains all aspects of language-games, 

including religious language-games. It is possible for someone who is outside a 

particular religious language-game to comprehend to some extent religious 

statements and concepts expressed through it. Alston concludes that comrnon 

understandings among human beings may facilitate dialogue among different 

religions. 

As another example, Alston in his analysis of doxastic practice makes it clear 

that his ideas regarding the characteristics of doxastic practice have been ïnfiuenced 

by Wittgenstein and his foilowers' view of ianguage-games. He dissents, however, 

fkom their position in some aspects. Mainly, he does not agree that there are separate 

concepts of truth and realiîy for each language-garne. 



In order to examine Alston's assertion that al1 Ianguage-games, including 

religious statements, share in common principles and understanding, we must clarify 

his particular view of truth. We must also see whether there are any common truth- 

cnteria for rationality and justification of a religious statement, or not. Alston's 

cornprehendùig of truth has a key role in his understanding of religious language. We 

find that Alston does not have an epistemological conception of truth. Instead, he 

bases his analysis of religious statements and universal concept of tnith on realism. 1 

will examine what is implied by this view in three sections: 

1. Contextuality and universaïty of truth-criteria in religious belief 

2. Alston's realistic conception of truth 

3. Alston's religious realism and its effect on several approaches in religious 

irrealism, including those of the expressivists, Paul Tillich, John Hick, and Gordon 

D. Ka&an. 

4.2. Contextualitv and Universalitv of Truth-Criteria in 

Reli&ious Belief 

1 will lirst examine Alston's main daims regarding the issue. 1 will then 

Compare Alston's views with those of D. 2. Philiips and Peter Winch, who tend to 

disagree with him, as weil as h s e  of Patrick Sherry and Steven Lukes, who tend to 

agree. Findy,  I will review M. Jarnie Ferreira's criticd view of Alston. 

The recent development of argument about religious belief is due to the rise of 

social scientific perspectives on topics such as the possibility of commensurability 



between contexts and contextuaiity of contexts. As Ferreira puts it, "The best of the 

discussion has self-consciously attempted to waik the £ine line of guaranteeing both 

the autonomy and the objectivity of religious belief - sufEcient autonomy to satis@ 

the demands of devotion and sufficient objec tivity... to satise the demands of 

rea~on." '~~ Alston himself attempts to ensure "a certain autonomy - ontologicaliy, 

sernanticaily and episternoIogica1 - (for Christian beiief as ô language-game) without 

sacdcing traditional claims to objective tr~th."'~' On the one hand, in his view, 

there are common standards (beyond ail language-garnes) for evduating language- 

games and beliefs. On the other hand, Alston believes that tnith is not the sarne in 

various contexts. lS2 

Alston makes three main claims in support of this view: 

1) There is a concept of truth applicable in al1 language-games. In the opinion of 

Aiston, denial of the idea of the common sense notion of truth stems entirely fkom 

verificationist ways of thinking, which still play a signifîcant role in our 

contemporary philosophy even though they shodd have been totally rejected by 

now. 153 

 erreira ira, M. lamie, "Universal Cnteria and the Autonomy of Religious Beliec" in 
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2) When there is a concept of truth that we can use in multiple language-games, 

"the way is opened for assertions validated in one Ianguage-game to contradict 

assertions validated in another. Where it happens, it is clear that at least one of the 

garnes is off the mark, and the task of evaluating language-games takes on a special 

i~ 154 urgency- 

3) Apart fkom his emphasis on the universali@ of the concept of tmth for all 

Ianguage-games, Aston believes in the context-dependency of the ways that 

detemine the truth (standards of justification). He maintains that "what is said by 

assertions in different language-games will be irnportantly different, because we wiU 

be referring and generaiizing over dserent ranges of entities, and applying different 

concepts to them. (And hence what is required to be justified in an assertion d l  be 

correspondingly d ~ e r e n t . ) " ' ~ ~  We may also regard Alston's acceptance of the 

Wittgensteinian concept of use and practice as indicating Alston's defense of 

contextuality . 

We cm compare Alston's view, on the one hand, with philosophers of religion 

such as D. 2. Phillips, Peter Winch, and M. Jamie Ferreira, whose rnethods contrast 

with Alston's strategy, and on the other hand, with Patrick Sherry and Steven Lukes 

who have alrnost the sarne view as Alston. 

154 Ibid., p. 148. 
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Aiston's method of insuring autonomy is similar to that of Philiips and Wich  in 

that they al1 agree upon the context-dependency of truth. What dserentiates, 

however, Alston &om Phfips and Wich is Alston's position regarding the universal 

concept of truth. Phillips and Wmch believe that we have various concepts of truth 

and reality according to difirent language-games.'s6 Alstonys ciifference with 

Phillips and Winch has also been accurately mentioned by Ferreira. He points out 

that they do not posit a common concept of truth and reference. Alston, however, 

dows  that tmth may be examined according to neutral criteria such as consistency, 

sufficiency, or weakness of clarification. Furthermore, Alston suggests three 

'positive' tests for objectivity (a) that "the language-game is played" @) that it does 

L 56 For Phillips' view see: his book, The Concept of Prayer (London: Routledge 

and Kegan Paul, 1965), p. 8; and his article, 'cRelïgious Beliefs and Language-game," 

in Fuith and phiZosophzca2 enquiry, ed. D. 2. Phillips (New York: Schocken Books, 

1971), pp- 92-93. In this article, he tries to discuss and answer objections to saying 

that religious behefs has distinctive language-game. For Peter Winch's position, see 

his following articles: "Asking Too Many Questions," in Phzlosophy and the 

Grmmar of Religious BeZiefi eds. Timothy Tessin, and Mario von der Ruhr (New York: 

St. Martin's Press, 1995), pp. 208-9; and "Understanding a Primitive Society," in 

Rationality' ed. Wlson (Odord: B a d  Blackweil, 1977)' pp. 78-1 12; and his 

following book: The ldea of Social Science and its Relation to Phzlosophy (London 

and Henley: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1958), pp. 100-1 10. , 



not contradict anything "that is nrmly established in other language-games we play" 

(c) that "it is interndy coherent."ls7 Thus, again, Alston differs fiom Phillips and 

Winch in his reaiistic conception of truth. (1 WU enlarge on this in the next section.) 

Sherry's position on various types of tnith is similar to that of Alston. He 

advocates John Austin's (19 1 1- 1960) version of the correspondence theory of truth, 

according to which "a statement is said to be tme when the histone state of &airs to 

which it is correlated by the demonstrative conventions (the one to which it 'refers') 

is of a type with which the sentence used in making it is correlated by the descriptive 

>il58 conventions. Therefore, the truth of any religious statement such as 'The Lord 

sent Jesus Christ into the world' depends on its descnbing rightly a histone state of 

af faus.  lS9 

In the opinion of Sherry, we should not talk about multiple types of truth, since 

it solves n~thin~.'~~ He even rejects dzerent kinds of truth between difEerent 

religions. Instead of speaking about various types of tnith, Sheny prefers to 

157 Crosson, The Autonomy of religfous belief; p. 158; and Ferreira, 'Vniversal Criteria and the 

Autonorny of Reiigious Beliee" p. 8. 

158 Sherry, Religion, Tmth and Language-games, p. 1 7 8. 

1.5 %id., p. 178; see also Sherry, 'Tmth, and the Religious Language-game," in Philosophy 47 

(Jan. 1972), pp. 18-37; and George Pitcher ed., Truth, (Englewood C W s :  Prentice-Hali, 1964), p. 

22. 
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distinguish between various kinds of religious beliefs.16' Because of varieties in 

religious statements, each may require a particdar kind of verincation For example, 

verifkation of statements regarding spirituality "consist[s] in showing that a 

possibility of spiritual transformation is reahable and that it is appropriately 

described in t ems  of a padcdar model." Verification of eschatological staternents 

are "only in the future - which is not to say that one may not inquire now about the 

grounds someone has for making such statements. 77 162 

However, despite the emphasis on the comrnon concept of truth, Sheny also 

holds, lÏke AIston, that depending on the context there are dEerent methods for 

v e w n g  the correlation. M e r  his acceptance of the fact that what is often being 

described by religious doctrines are unique states of affairs such as God7s existence 

and His transcendence, he maintains that "Since these states of afYairs are unique, 

their verifkation ... may be peculiar. It often seems very diEcult to conceive reIigious 

doctrines and to see how people can c l a h  to know that they are true. We seem to be 

dealing with peculiar kinds of evidence." 163 

Alston's insistence on both the universality and contextuality of cnteria in 

religious truth is also very close to Steven Lukes' appeal to both autonomy and 

cornmensurability. Alston and Lukes have almost the same approach to the issue. 

'6'~bid., pp. 180-18 1. 

?bid., p- 183. 
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Lukes divides the criteria of rationaiity that we can use to evaluate the beliefs of a 

society into two groups: the critena which are comrnon for all kinds of beliefs in the 

society, which he c d s  'rationai (l)', and context-dependent criteria which can be 

applied only to particdar beliefs, which he cals 'rational (2)? Lukes in his critique 

of Winch maintains that we cannot consider ail criteria to be culture-dependent. On 

the contrary, "the existence of a common reality is a necessary precondition of our 

164 understanding S's language. However, in Lukes' view, this does not imply that 

everyone should agree upon all the facts. Indeed, it is possible that we cannot 

translate into another language any given tnie statement in S's language and vice 

versa. Lukes' view thus, is that "'S' m u t  have our distinction between truth and 

falsity if we are to understand its language, for, ifper impossible it did not, we wodd 

be unable even to agree about what counts as the successful identification of public 

ob je~ ts . " '~~  Furthermore, suice mernbers of both "primitive and modem cultures" 

predict almost in the same ways, and their languages are understandabIe for each 

O ther, they presumably share in an independent reality . 

In Lukes' view, the critena of rational (1) are the "criteria of truth (as 

t, 167 correspondence to reaiity) and logic which are "laws of identity and non- 

-- 

164 Steven Lukes, "Some Problems About Rationahq," in Rationaliîy, ed. Bryan Wilson, 

(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1977), p. 209. 
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contradiction, and the concept of negation"16g AU societies share in these criteria. If 

there are different criteria of truth and logic between us and the society S ,  there 

"would be l  no grounds for attributing to them language, thought or beliefs and wej 

would a fortiori be unable to make any statements about t h e ~ e . " ' ~ ~  The universal 

cnteria, or rational (l), would help us to evaluate a belief as irraîional in different 

ways, "incIuding that of being inconsistent or contradictory, false, and being arrived 

at or held deficiently (on irrelevant or insutticient evidence, for e ~ a m ~ l e ) . " ~ ' ~  

In addition to his emphàsis on the universal critena of truth, Lukes aIso points, 

like Alston, to the contextually-provided criteria of truth. As an example, he says, 

"Thus a study of Nuer religion provides the means for deciding whether 'twins are 

birds' is, for the Nuer, to be counted as truc.""' Also, there are context-dependent 

criteria of 'meaning' as weli as "cnteria which make particular beIiefs appropriate in 

particular circurnstances," "criteria which spec* the best way to amive at and hoId 

beliefs" and "what counts as a 'good reason' for holding a belief. Y Y  172 



4.3. Alston's Realistic Conception of Tmth 

Alston's main doctrine regarding religious truth, which distinguishes him Eom 

Phdhps, Winch, Wittgensteiq and several other thinkers, refers to a deep 

philosophical point, nameiy the realistic conception of truth. This is the basis for 

Aiston's position of a concept of tmth applicable Ui all Ianguage-games, including 

religious statements. As an unreconstructed realist, Alston maintains that "truth is 

independent of epistemic consideration, of what is recognized in one or another 

language-game as constituting justification, rationality, or ac~e~tabi l i ty ." '~  The truth 

of a proposition depends only on the content of the proposition, on what it ~ a ~ s . " ~  

An o v e ~ e w  of what I will discuss in this chapter is as foiiows: 

Different meanings of realism 

Alston's onginal source for his way of thinking of realism 

The reason that Aiston c d s  his position 'alethic realism' 

The unconscious acceptance of the realistic conception of tmth by dserent 

schools of thought 

The main principles of alethic realism 

Particular relation that exists between these principles 

A brief review of different supporters of epistemic conception of truth 

Aiston's objection to this approach 

'"crosson ed., The Auronomy of religious belief; p. 138. 
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Alston's answer to an objection made to his view 

What does realism mean? Realisrn in its traditional, medieval and contemporary 

senses is a metaphysical position. Realism in its traditional understanding has one of 

the following two rneanings. A) The idea of belief in the red or irreducible existence 

of sorne land of entity. B) Rejecting the view of the existence of evetything as either 

mental or essentiaiiy dependent on the mental form. We see the metaphysical 

position in medieval realism regarding universals. The same position is found in 

contemporary realism regarding volunt ary psychological postures or regarding moral 

feat~res."~ Alston's use of the terrn 'realism' is partially different from those 

metaphysical views. He proposes a new style which is "taking the realism-irrealism 

contrast to concern the understanding (interpretation) of a certain body of discourse - 

scientinc, moral, evaluative, observational, religious, aesthetic, or whatever." '" 
Realism is among those deep and essential philosophical topics that date back to 

Plato and Aristotle. Plato rejected the idea that moral values are dependent on social 

conviction. His theory of forms is associated with one type of moral reaiism. On the 

other hand, since he tended to negate the reality of the objects of the senses, he is 

considered an idealist. Uniike Plato, Aristotle was a realist regarding the objeas of 

- - 

'"~lew, A Dictionary of Philosophy, ppp. 299-300, and AIston, 'Xealism and Christian 

Faith," p. 37. 

L76~lst0q c'Realism and Christian Faith," p. 37. 



the senses. E s  view had a great impact in the Scholastïc tradition. His opinion was 

always an alternative even in early twentieth century, which was the M i e  of the 

predominance of absolute ideaiism in Amencan and British intellectual circles. In the 

1890s, Russell and ~Moore were among those who revolted against absolute 

idealism. L77 

As Alston maintains, his original source for his way of thinkùig of realism is 

Michael Dummett, who writes, "Reaiism I characterize as the beiief that statements 

of the disputed class possess an objective tnith-value, independently of our means of 

knowing it; they are true or false in v h e  of a reality existing independently of 

However, Alston's concept of realism is not exactly the same as Dummet's 

notion. 

In Brown, et al., eds. Biogruphical Dictionary of Twentieth century Philosuphers, pp. 897-8. 

For more details of realism see the foliowing primary sources: Roy Bhaskar, A ReaZïst Theory of 

science, (Leeds: Leeds Books, 1975); Hiiary Putnam, ''Three Kin& of ScientSc Realisrn," in 

Philosophical Quarterly 32 (1 98Z), pp. 195-200. As secondary sources, see: Michael Dummett, 

cCRealism," in S'theses 52 (1964), pp . 55- 1 12; and Herbert Schneider, Sources of Contemporary 

Realism in Arnerica, (Indiana: Bob bs-Memll, 1964). 

178~ichael DummeK Tmth and Other Enigmus (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

1978), p. 146. 



Alston c d s  his position alethic realism, for a realistic conception of tmth is the 

center of his view. The word alethic, which originates fiom the Greek aletheia, 

means truth. '" 
In Alston's view, every one with any thought can, and usually does, accept, in 

her or his right rnind, the realistic conception of tmth, such as Metaphysical realists 

and irrealists, who agree or deny the reducibility of physicai objects to patterns of 

sensory expenence, or who accept or reject the reality of abstract objects like 

numbers and properties. Alston States: 

The usual nrn of departmental irreaiists, including idealists, take d that their 

statements are made tme or fàise by virtue of whether what they say to be the case 

actudy are the case. The typical idealist or phenomenalist supposes that the claims 

he makes about the (mental or pfienomenal) nature of the physicai world are tnie if 

and only if that is the way the physical world is .''O 

It is obvious for everyone that "the statement that gold is maileable is true if and 

only if goid is rnalieabIeY' However, Alston belîeves that those who embrace the 

epistemic conceptions of tmth deny, whether they realize it or not, the realistic 

conception of truth. For in their view, what is necessary for the tmth of a statement 

such as 'gold is malieable' is not just gold's being malleable; rather something else is 

179~lston, 'Xealism and Chrisrian Faith," pp. 39, 58. 

"%id., p. 38. 

'''Ibid., p- 38- 



4.3.2. Main prznciples of Alethic Realism 

Alston's particular sense of alethic realism is a conjunction of three claims 

regardhg the assumed statements, S ' s, in a particular body of discourse, D. 

a). S's are genuine factual statements. 

b). S s are true or false in the realistic sense of those tenns. 

c). The facts that make true S's m e  hold and are what they are independently of 

human cognition. 18' 

These principles can be  explained as follows: 

a) "S's are genuine statements of facts, just what they appear to be." This point 

excludes any idea that considers statements expressions of feelings or attitudes, "or 

bits of fictional narrative-" 

b) The falsehood or truth of S's are in a realistic sense of these concepts. The 

content of the statement is the only condition that is necessary to comprehend the 

truth of that statement. If what a statement is about is as the statement says it to be, 

the statement will be true in a realistic sense. As Alston states the schema here is: 

"The statement that P is true if P. Any substitution instance of the schema obtained 

by replacing P with a declarative sentence that can be used to make one of the S's is 

a tme, and, indeed, necessarily, analytically tme, by virtue of the meaning of 

cme- '"183 

?bid., p. 39. 

183 Ibid., pp. 37-38. 



c) 'Tor any such true statement that P, the fact that P (the fact that renders the 

statement true) obtains and is what it is independently of our attempts to cognize it - 

our theories, conceptual schemes, and the like." In other words, "the range of facts 

that make the true statements of the class of S's true, hold and are what they are 

73 184 independently of our cognitive doings. This point, which is a rnetaphysicd 

constituent of a realistic conception of tnith, attributes the independence of our 

cognitive doings to a particular r e a h  of facts. Alston refers to this point as 

cognitive-independent realisrn. In his view, this point does not irnpIy that the facts in 

question do not depend on muid at all. Rather, it is in harmony with Berkelyan and 

absolute idealisrq because dependency of facts about reality for what they are on 

humm cognition of the facts is acceptable for neither of these positions. Meanwhile, 

Alston maintains that his cognition-independent realism is not harmonious with 

Kant's view of the physical world, because in his transcendental idealism he "takes 

the physical world to be structured by Our cognitive activity. And, for a given 

domain, it rules out currently fashionable forms of conceptual-ontological reIativisrn 

for that domain, and such far-out views as deconstructionism." lS5 

What is the particular relation between these three principles of alethic realism? 

In the opinion of Alston, these principles are 'nested', so that denying any of them 

leads to the denial of the following one and acceptance of any of them leads to the 

184 Ibid., p. 39 

185 Ibid., pp. 38-39. 



acceptance of its previous claim. Rejecting the first clairn wodd imply the 

impossibility of second claim which says, 'S's are true or false in a realiçtic sense of 

these tems.' This is because the realistic conception in this claim is defined for 

statements of fact. By denying the second claim, "the question of the status of the 

facts in terms of which the statements are true or fdse in the realistic sense carmot 

&se (denial of 9." On the other hand, "if we assert 3, we are commïtted to there 

being statements in the domain (1) that can be assessed for tmth or falsity in terms of 

whether what they assert to obtain actudy does obtain (2)."'86 

According to AIston the statements regarding truth of Kant, the emotivists, 

theoreticians of coherence, and pragmatists regarding the meaning of truth, are ali 

non-realist, because they deny one of his three principIes of realisrn. Those who 

argue for emotivism regarding ethics are ethical irrealists, because they deny the kst  

principle. They do not see any fact behind ethical statements except the expressions 

of attitudes or feelings. The theoreticians of coherence and pragmatists are alethically 

non-realists. Aithough they accept the first principle, they deny the second prïnciple. 

According to these theories, "the truth of a statement consists in some epistemic 

status it has (being integrated in a coherent system, or 'Ieading' us fruitfblIy fiom one 

part of our experience to another) rather than in the actual obtaining of what the 

statement cIaims to be the case." An example of a position that is alethicaliy non- 

realia because it denies the third, although not the £ira and second claims, is that of 



Kant, who beiieves that our cognitive activity determines the constitution of the 

physical world. l" 

4.3.3. Eozstem zc Conception of Tmth 

The chief alternative for those who do not accept the realistic conception of truth 

is supporting an epistemic approach to the issue. This position, according to Alston, 

is the basic foundation for someone like D. 2. Phillips who believes that multiple 

language-games have different concepts of truth. Non-religious and religious 

expressions have various criteria and meaning of tmth and fdsity. When we Say that 

the sentence, 'God raised Jesus fiom his death on the third day' is tme, we do not 

mean to convey the same sense of truth as when we Say, 'The First World War 

occurred in 19 14-18, in Europe, arnong most of  the great Western powers.' In the 

same way, the word 'red' has various meanings in these statements: 'God redy  

exists' or 'John Calvin r e d y  existed in 1509-64."88 'Tor a belief or statement to  be 

true is for the subject to be in some favorable epistemic situation vis-à-vis that belief 

or  ~taternent."'~~ 

The epistemic conception of tmth has been a common view in last 150 years. 

This view is evident fiom absolute 

conternporary American pragmatism. 

idealism of the nineteenth-century until the 

Examples of the supporter of the epistemic 

188~s ton ,  'Taking the Curse Off Language-Games," p. 2 1. 

18?bid., p. 21. 



conception of tmth in this period are: The British philosopher Francis Herbert 

BradIey (1846-1 W?), and the American philosophers William James (1 842-19 IO), 

John Dewey (1859-1952), Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914), and Brand Blanshard 

(1892-1987). Among more recent scholars who continued this h e  are the British 

PhiIosop her, Michael Dummeît (1 925-), and the American Philosopher, Hilary 

Putnarn (1926-). For them, the truth should be explained in epistemic terms. 

Speaking of his perspective on truth, F. H. Bradley says: "If you ask what is truth, 

you are led to answer that it is that which satisfies the intellect."lgO What does satisfy 

the intellect? A n s w e ~ g  this question, he holds: "an ideai expression of the 

Universe, at once coherent and comprehensive. It must not conflict with i t~e l f . " '~~  In 

the pragmatist's line there is William James, who asserts: "true ideas are those that 

we c m  assirnilate, validate, corroborate, and ver@." lg2 John Dewey suggests an 

instrumentalist view of truth. It is deterrnined by being instrumental to "an active 

reorganization of the given environment, a removal of some specific trouble or 

perplexity."'93 Then, if any theory, idea, or conception succeeds in accornplishing 

this work, it is reliable and txue. If it increases confùsion or fails to eliminate defects, 

1 9. H. Bradley, Essays on Tmth and Reaiiv (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962), p. 1. 

lg'~bid., p. 223. 

1 wiiam James, Pragmatism (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard uni ver si^, Press, 197>), p. 97. 

193 John Dewey, Reconshzrction in Philosophy, Enlarged Edition with a New Introduction by 

the Author (Boston: The Beacon Press, 1963), p. 156. 



it is false.lg4 For C. S. Peirce's "the opinion which is fated to be ultimately agreed to 

195 by all who investigate is what we mean by the truth. Brand Blanshard, however, 

explains the tnith of a proposition fk t  by its coherence "with experience as a whole, 

uitimately by its coherence with that fùrther whole, d-comprehensive and fully 

7 3  196 articulated, in which thought can corne to rest. Putnam, a contemporary 

philosopher, however, cnticizes what he calls 'metaphysical realism' because of its 

s i w c a n t  consequence, narnely "that truth is supposed to be radically non- 

episternic, ... so the theory that is 'ideal' kom the point of view of operational utility, 

inner beauty and elegance, 'plausibility', 'simplicity', 'conservatism', and so on 

r i  197 might be faise. The alternative that Putnam suggests is not descnbing tmth with 

rational acceptability tout cour?; rather he says: "tnith is an idealkation of rationai 

acceptability. We speak as if there were such things as epistemicdy ideal conditions, 

and we call a statement 'me' if it would be justifïed under such  condition^."'^^ In 

194 Ibid., p. 156, 

195 C .  S.  Peirce, 'Wow to Make Our Ideas Clear," in CollectedPapers, eds. C. Hartshorne and 

P. Weiss (Cambridge, M a s :  Harvard Universi@ Press, 1975), p. 268. 

1% Brand Blanshard, The Nature of Z%ought, 2 vols., vol. 2 (London: George Allen & Unwin 

Ltd., 1948), p. 264. 
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p. 125. 
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Putnam's hternalist position, truth "is some son of (idealïzed) rational acceptabiiity - 

some sort of ideal coherence of our beliefs with each other and with our experience 

as those experiences are themselves represented in our belief system - and not 

correspondence with mind-independent or discourse-independent 'states of 

affairs. '"'99 

Alston 's Objection to the Epistemological Conception of Truth 

Alston puts forward a schema to embody the fiindamental characteristic of the 

concept of the tmth of every statement or belief The schema is: "It is true that P, iff 

The truth-value, in its alethic realism version, of every belief "is a matter of 

whether what the belief is about is as it is believed to be."20' My belief that 'The First 

World War occurred in 1914-18' is true if the Fîrst World War did happen at that 

tirne. This hdarnental characteristic of the concept of the truth leads to a crucial 

problem for the epistemic approach to mith. Alston explains the problems through 

giving as an example the statement, 'God is omnipotent. ' 

Referring to the 5rst problem, Alston maintains that, based on a realistic 

conception of tmth, ail that is required for the tmth of this statement is that God be 

omnipotent. "We cannot impose any epistemic requirements for truth without 

'%id., pp. 49-50. 

2 OOThr~u~hout this thesis, 1 foiiow Alston in using the term ccB" to mean "if" 

20'~lstoq ' T h g  the Curse Off Language-Games," p. 22. 



violating the truism in question, accordhg to which God's being omnipotent is by 

itseif sufficient for the truth of the proposition. 71202 

In Alston's opinion, the aniy point that an epistemic theorist can raise regarding 

the first problem is that "the statement in question, contrary to appearances, realiy 

ascribes a certain epistemic status to the staternent - the status varying with the 

,7203 particdar fonn of epistemic theory in question. This point, Aston says, would 

lead an epistemic theorkt to the second problem, which is as foliows: 

It is evident that people, usually do not speak about the epistemic status of 

something. No one can daim that al1 of our rehgious and non-religious assertions are 

fkom such kinds of statements. Philosophers are not even involved ali the time with 

epistemology. Furthennoree, "our opponent will h d  it impossible to spec@ of what 

statement it is an epistemic status which is asserted by saying 'God is omnipotent.' 

The obvious choice wouid be the staternent that God is What the 

opponent has clairned is that d staternents, including 'God is omnipotent,' are about 

the epistemic status of some statement. If we ask hirn 'Which statement do you 

mean?' he will not be able to answer this question except through an idhite regress, 

"in which at each stage the statement that is said to have a certain epistemic status is 

itself a statement to the effect that sorne statement (other than itself) has a certain 



3,205 epistemic status. Consequently, the second problem would lead the opponent to 

an incoherent position. 

Then Alston goes further and maintains that even if we welcome the epistemic 

conception of tmth, we caanot accept that there are multiple conceptions of tmth for 

different language-games. In such a case also, all language-games wiu have the same 

concept of truth, although the methods to judge what is true Vary according to 

dinerent language-games.206 

Alston heie refers to one of the critiques of his view. According to this criticism, 

even though Alston's view is right, it is not a significant position. The signi£ïcant 

point is to cl* the way in which we state what is m e ,  and îhose ways Vary in 

different language-garnes such as religion, interpersonal relation, and so on. Aiston 

accepts the second part of the objection in which there is emphasis on the 

significance of deteminhg the ways, which are not the sarne in all Ianguage-games, 

to know how to teli what is true. He does not, however, agree that his view regarding 

a universal concept of tmth is insignificant. The reason is that "if we miss this point, 

we wÏU fail to realize that whether what we say or think is true or not, in the last 

analysis is up to us. It depends on how things are independent of Our language- 

games, conceptual schemes, and other maneuverings. n207 



4.4. Alston and Religious Irrealism 

Alston sees a close relation between religious language and the kind of approach 

that we take regarding the concept of truth. A basic question about some religious 

statements, such as the existence of God, is whether the evaluation of religious 

statements as true or fdse can be comected to an objective reaiity or not. To what 

extent is that reality "independent of our cognitive machinations? Or do they 

[religious statements] have some other status? 1s their truth (or other positive status, 

n208 in case 'truth' is not applicable) to be assessed in some other way? Alston's 

realistic theory of tmth would lead hirn to follow the same doctrine regarding 

religion. 

To cl* Alston's position, 1 will explain the meaning of religious irrealism. 1 

will then compare Alston's position with different doctrines, including views of Paul 

Tillich, John Hick, and D. Gordon Kauhan  There are two reasons for choosiag 

these scholars. Firstly, they have prominent role among scholars of religion. Tillich 

has written five hundreds works, and "his writings have been highly inûuential on 

Protestant theology in the second half of the twentieth ~ e n t u r ~ . " ~ ~ ~  Kick, one of the 

great philosophers of religion of the past thirty years, has been influentid on several 

crucial topics in the field, including the rationality of religious beliefs, the problem of 

208~lston, 'Reaiism and Christian Faith," p. 40. 

2C~oh-~herbok,  Who 's Who in Christianity (Routledge: London and New York: 1998), p. 

293. 



evii, and life after deathzLO Secondly, what these scholars suppon, namely the 

particular expressivist theories of religious tmth and reaiism, are in senous conflict 

with Aiston's doctrine. Comparing Alston7s opinion with these opposite views would 

provide us a better comprehension of both sides. 

We cm realize f?om Alston's view of religious reaiisdkreaiism that he is only 

concemed with one of its various forms, which he calls alethic realisdirrealism, 

Metaphysical irrealism regarding religion has multiple types. One of its weIl-known 

forms is atheism, the denial of the existence of God in any interpretation or as a 

mpreme personal deityZ1' Some thinkers are atheists, but not alethic irrealists. For 

example, Bertrand Russeil, who is an atheist, is not an alethic non-realist, since 

Russell supposes that there are objective facts according to which we can judge the 

truth or falsity of religious beliefs. What has made him an atheist is that he does not 

consider this objective reality a supreme personal deity. The same point is true 

regarding Julian Huxley, whose version of the Trinity is a naturalistic interpretation. 

For him, God the Father is the force of non-human nature; God the Holy Spirit is the 

ultimate objectives or goals for which people exert their best effort. He sees God the 

Son "as human life itself which is, more or less, utilizing the forces of nature in the 

pursuit of those ideals. The unity of these thee Persons in one God is interpreted as 

" O S .  Brown, et al., Bibliogruphic Dictionaty of twentieth-Century Phzlosophers, 330. 

21 1 Ibid., p. 40. 



the essential unity of all these aspects of Huxley, in spite of his naturaiist 

version of Christianity, takes there to be objective realties for evaluation of reiigious 

claims; however, these facts for him are not of a supernaîural sort. In the foiiowing 

discussion 1 will compare Aston's position with expressivism, then with those of 

Tillich, Hick and Kaufinan. 

4.42 Alsfon and Expressivism 

Expressivism, emotivism and non-coCenitivism are dserent terms with almost 

the same sense which are well known in ethics and also have been appiied to 

religion. An expressivist in ethics rejects the real status of moral statements and 

rather considers them as expressions of feelings and Alasdair Chalmers 

MacIntyre (1 929-), a British analytic philosopher, defines the theory of emotivism as 

follows: ccEmotivisrn is the doctrine that all evaluative judgments and more 

specificaily all moral judgments are nothing but expressions of preference, 

expressions of attitude or feeling, in so far as they are moral or evaiuative in 

,7214 character. He gives an example of the case of unity between a factual judgrnent 

and a moral judgment. He says: "'Arçon, being destructive of property, is wrong' 

-- - - 

217 -Mian Huxley, ReZzgion Without Revelation (New York: New American Library, 1 %8), p. 

240. 

'%id., p. 4 1. 

2'4~lasdair MacIntyre, Afier firme. A Sfudy in Mord Theory (Notre Dame: University of 

Notre Dame Press, 198 l), p. 1 1. 



unites the factual judgrnent that 'Arson destroys propem' with the moral judgment 

that 'Arson is wrong.' But the moral element in such a judgment is aiways to be 

sharply distinguished fiom the fact~al ."~ '~ According to emotivisrn, although factuai 

judgments are true or false, moral judgments are neither tme nor false. Fwthermore, 

unlike factual judgments, mord judgments may not be secured by any rational 

method. The purpose of moral judgments is to express our own feelings and produce 

thern in others- Charles Lesiie Stevenson (1 908-1 979, an American analytic 

philosopher and a great advocator of emotivism, States that the sentence 'This is 

good' has approxhately the same meanhg as '1 approve of this; do so as well.' 

Other emotivists maintain that the sentence 'This is good' means 'Hurrah for t h i ~ ! ' ~ ' ~  

An example of expressivism in religion is George Santayana (1 863-1952), a 

Spanish philosopher, who does not believe in God. Religious beliet or 'myth' as he 

prefers to Say, has two constituent parts: (a) some kind of evaluation, which is @) 

stated through a mode1 of a story or picture. For example, "the Christian myth of 

God's incarnation in Jesus Christ and His sacrificial and unmented death on the cross 

to atone for our sins can be regarded as a symboi of the mora.1 value of self- 

33217 sacrifice. Instead of saying 'self-sacrifice is a valuable characteristic', reiigious 

doctrine gives us a story of sacrificiai death of a supernaturd person. In Santayana's 

- 

215 Ibid., p. 11. 
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thought, religious myths, besides being expressions of emotions and attitudes, direct 

and guide us in our Me. He sees religion as poetry which has effects on human 

behavior. Thus, Santayana's d o h e  can be referred to as an expressivist- 

instnimentalist approach to religion. 

The term 'instnunentalism' has been taken fiom the philosophy of science. 

There are things known as quarks and positrons which we cannot observe and whose 

reality we cannot discem. When an instrumentalist speaks about such entities, he 

does not want to discover their reality; rather, narning and taking about them are 

useful tools which help a scientist to follow his or her research about observable 

phenornena. Likewise, t W g  of religion with an instrumentalist approach is for 

O rienting human ~ i f e . ~ ' ~  

Here 1 will refer to the answers of Alston and Alasdair C. MacIntyre to 

expressivism. MacIntyre, who is among those scholars who rejecî expressivism, is 

currently a profcssor of Philosophy in the University of Notre Dame. 1 will discuss 

iiis view, since he is a distinguished contemporary and influentid thinker who 

criticizes expressivism in a way different fiom Alston. Moreover, the former rejects 

expressivism in ethics and the latter in religion, so their views may be seen as 

complementary. 



MacIntyre 's A m e r  to Fxgressivism 

MacIntyre criticizes the theory of emotivisrn which is another name he gives to 

expressivism, as follows: 

1. According to one of his critiques, this theory involves vacuous circularïty. If 

someone asks emotivists ' m a t  kinds of feelings do you mean, when you Say that 

moral judgments express attitudes or feelings?' they will reply 'Feelings of 

approvai.' If we again ask them 'What kind of approval?' they may answer that there 

are several kinds of approval. MacIntyre States that 'Tt is in answer to this question 

that every version of emotivism either remains d e n t  or, by i d e n t w g  the relevant 

kind of approvai as moral approval - that is, the type of approval expressed by a 

specificaiiy mord judgment - becornes vacuously c i r~ular . "~ '~  

2. MacIntyre's second reason for rejecting emotivism is based on his 

distinguishing between personal and impersonal preference and evduation. When 

you ask me to do something and 1 ask you, 'Why should I do so-and-so?' you can 

reply to me in two different ways. The first way is that you reply, 'Because 1 wish it.' 

This is a personal answer that does not give me any reason for the benefit of action 

itself. The second way is that you give me a reason for the action itseif independent 

fiom you who utter it. M e r  clarifyùig the dserence between personai and 

impersonal preference, MacLntyre maintains, "This seems sufficient to show that 

21%ac~ntyre, Afer V'irtue. p. 12. 
. 



there is some large clifference in meaning between members of the two classes; yet 

the emotive theory wishes to  make thern equivalent in meaning. 2'220 

3. MacIntyre' s third reason for rejecting emotivism is that one shouId distinguish 

between the meaning of moral statements and their use. The use of moral judgments 

can be understood as purpose or fûnction of these statements. He clarifies his view 

by giving an example of a teacher who has gotten angry because of a wrong answer 

of his or her student regarding an aithmetical question, and says angrilyl 'Seven 

times seven equals forty-nine!' Then MacIntyre concludes that "But the use of this 

sentence to express feelings or attitudes has nothlng whatsoever to do with its 

meaning- 

Alston's Reply to EkpressivLFm 

Alston also rejects expressivism. Among his reasons is that expressivism denies 

a real interaction between God and human beings in this world and the Day of 

Resurrection. This interadon is a fundamental element in Christianity, and it has 

two sides. From God's side, God is considered an active being in the worId who has 

particular plans for the creation of human beings. God effectively follows his 

purpose by "selecting the Hebrews for a specid mission and destiny, cornmunicating 

hïs will to us through the- rescuing thern fi-om bondage in Egypt, seeking to 

%id., p. 13. 

221 Ibid., p. 13.  



influence them through the pr~~hets"~",  and the like. From Our side, for instance, we 

communicate with God through prayer. This interaction between God and people is 

considered to be in its real sense, implying the actual presence of God in the worid as 

a Supreme Being independent fkom our existence and our cognitive ~ ~ s t e r n . " ~  

This idea is denied by expressivism-instrumentalism. God in this doctrine is not 

a reai object, but irnaginary- Thus, we carmot assert reai interaction with God on the 

basis of His imaginative form. "We can7t even suppose that we do, unless we are 

psychotic." Therefore, by taking an expressivism-instrumentalist position we wodd 

lose the center of reiigious traditi~n.~" 

Another basic point in Chnstianity denied by expressivism-instnrmentalism is 

"the status of God as the source of being for ail other than h i r n s e ~ " ' ~ ~  This is also a 

cruciai point in Christian belief, even if it is less central than the previous one. We 

cannot keep such a belief by looking at God as "an imaginative constmct or by a way 

31226 in which the Real appears to us. Such a being does not have enough power to be 

the source of being for everything else. 

x ~ s t ~ n ,  clReaiism and Christian Faith," p. 45. 

"Ibid., p. 46. 
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4.4-3. Alston and Paul Tillich 

For Paul Tillich, the only thing that we can deal with regarding the reality and 

real dserentiation of God's attributes is symbol. 'Xeal symbols provide no objective 

knowledge, but yet a mie a~areness." '~~ Thus, we have the possibility of obtaining a 

true awareness of God. Nonetheless, "the criterion of the truth of a symbol naturaily 

cannot be the cornparison of it with the reality to which it refers, just because this 

7,228 reality is absolutely beyond human comprehension We would in fact be 

disappointed if we were to Iind any similarity between God and what we Say about 

God. Our 'God' is being shaped by symbols of God, "which 'point to' His reality by 

'participating' in E s  power and being."229 In addition to what is ordinarily known as 

symbols, such as the lamb, water, and the shepherd, symbols include any concrete or 

conceptuaiizable thing such as the Holy Spirit and God. "Speaking of God the Father 

is an appropriate way of symbolizing Being Itself because fatherhood is one of the 

'places' in the world where we are 'grasped' by the power of being, one of the 

aspects of the world that reveals or mediates Being to us. , 230  

227 Sidney Hook ed., Religious Experience and Tmth (New York: New York University 

Press, 196 1), p. 3 16. 

228 Ibid., p. 3 16. 

'29Tillich, "Religious Symbols and Our Knowledge of Goci," in The Chrishan SchoZar 38 

(1955), pp. 189-197. 

m~ls toq  'Xeaiism and Christian Faith," p. 42. 



In comparing AIstonYs view of religious realism with Tillich's religious 

symbolism, we can see both a simiIarity and a Merence. They bcth share in thesis 1 

of alethic realism. By accepting this principle, Tillich will be separated fiom 

expressivism. Alston, however, thinks that Tillich' s symbolism is clearly connected 

to expressivism. Meanwh.de, Alston, by emp hasizing an O bvious reIation between 

Tillich and expressivism, does not mean to equate Tillich with the expressivists. 

Rather, Aston believes that Tillich keeps himself away f?om expressivism's clear 

rejection of the traditional view that expressions of religious idea are statements of 

fact. Explaining accurately Tillich's position, Alston maintains that for Tillich 

religious statements have a particular basis, which is Being-Bself as an objective 

referent . Nevertheless, "the conceptual and cognitive inaccessibility of Being-It self 

prevents us fiom assessing those affinnations as true or Mse of Behg-Itself in a 

realistic s e n ~ e . " ~ ~  ' 
The main merence between AIston's realism and Tillich's position is 

comected with Alston's second and third principles of alethic realism, wbich are 

denied in Tillich' s expressivism. Nevertheless, d e r  hesitating to count Tillich as 

someone who accepts or rejects the second principle, Alstofi then maintains that he 

does reject it. He haily makes this assertion because he believes that "for Tillich a 

religïous 'afEmationY is not really thought of as making a claim as to how reality is 



at some point (hence not really a factual staternent), but as ' pointing to' some aspect 

of the world that effectively puts us in touch with Being-ItseE 3,232 

4.4- 4. Alston and Hick 's position 

One of the main ciifferences between Alston and Hick springs f?om Hïck's 

simiIarity to Kant. Since Alston does not agree with Kant's epistemology, he would 

object to Hiclg whose idea is very close to Kant's position. In Kant's theory of 

knowledge, he distinguishes between phenomenal and nournenal reality. Then he 

maintains that our theoretical knowledge cannot reach to the reality itself. It only 

grasps the phenomenal world, the ways in which reality appears to Our senses. In the 

sarne way, Hick asserts that the Real as it is in itself, a nournenal reality, is 

compietely inaccessibie for us. In fact, he goes further than Kant, rejecting the 

possibility of applying our concepts to the Real. In the opinion of Hiclg the Real 

"transcends human c~nce~tual i ty."~ '  B y applying Kantian concepts to religion, the 

Red would have several interpretations depending on the varieties of religious 

traditions, rather than one human schematization of various sensations by a unique 

set of ~ a t e ~ o r i e s . ' ~ ~  

232 Ibid., p. 42. 

233 John Hick, An Interpretation of Religion (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989), 

pp. 350, 266. 
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Another fundamental issue which separates Alston's religious realism fiom Kick 

is that he does not apply iiteral tmth to religion. Instead, he replaces it with 'rnythical 

truth.' "A statement or set of statements about X is mythologicdy tnie if it is not 

iïterally true but oevertheless, tends to evoke an appropriate dispositional attitude to 

X Mythological tmth is practical."235 Thus, unlike Alston, the realistic conception of 

mith is not the cntenon for the evaluation and judgment of a religious statement as 

being true or fatse. The critenon is that a specik religious belief evokes the proper 

attitude in beiïevers. 

4.4.5. AIsfon and KaufWlan 's View 

Aimost in the same way that Alston's position is dEerent fkom Hick, it is 

difYerent fiom Gordon Kaufman, the Harvard theologian who presents a view similar 

to Hick. Just as we see a soa of distinction between phenomenal and noumenal 

reality in Hick, who foliows Kant's approach to knowledge, K a h a n  brings up a 

new idea of distinguishing between the real and the available referent of God. He 

maintains that we do not have any access to conceive or expenence the real referent 

of ~ o d ?  "It must remain always an unknown X, a mere limiting idea with no 

1'237 content. The available referent is our imaginative construct of God. 

23 %ck, An lnterpretation of Religion, p. 348. 

236 Gordon D. Kaufkm, God the Problem (Cambridge, M A :  Harvard University Press, 

1972), p. 85. 
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In the opinion of Alston (and here 1 agree with him), the main difference 

between Kaufhan and Hick is that while Hick's emphasis is that the real is what we 

experience and relate to, K a h a n  gives sigdicant role to  "the available referent as 

79238 the object of religious responses. This imaginative construct of God is the 

principal object of theological research. The task of theologians is to "examine the 

available (traditional) fomulations of the concept, develop critena for criticizing 

them, and propose more adequate r e c o n ~ e ~ t i o n s . " ~ ~ ~  Although K a u h a n  does not see 

any possible knowledge of the real God, he stresses the role of available God in this 

world as an ordering p ~ c i p l e  for ~ e . ~ *  Believer's orientation and devotion is 

c o ~ e c t e d  and concentrated on this God. Nonetheless, "the real referent appears only 

as an 1-know-not-what in the background that is somehow the ultimate ground of all 

this-m24L 

Alston is also accurate when he maintains that Kaufman's tendency in his later 

works, The ïkeolugical Imagiization, and In Face of Mysfery: A Comtmctive 

Theology, is to drop out completely the real referent. K a u h a n  replaces the real 

referent by 'mystery' which should not be taken as "descriptive of some object of 

theological awareness or knowledge," but rather "an intellectual b a e m e n t  in the 

D8AIston, 'Realism and Christian Fa.&," pp. 43-44. 

Y%u£inan, God the Problem, p. 87. 

'%id., p. 97. 
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face of ultimate questions.77242 For KaUrman, referring to an available referent of God 

using our talk and experience is not (any more) an intermediary way to the real 

referent. Rather, God is within an imaginary scheme. "The Vnagekoncept of God 

does not function simply as referring to  some being which is grasped and understood 

just in terms of itself; on the contrary, it f indons  as the principal focal point of an 

overd  world-picture, and it is in terms of that interpretive frame that it must be 

u n d e r ~ t o o d . " ~ ~ ~  It is not necessary to assume a speciflc existent being, God. It is 

within the world of nature that we should realize all realities. 'We should, in our 

attempt to constnict conceptions and pictures of humanity, the world, and God, try to 

speak oniy in terms of this world, of the realties of this ~ e . " ' ~ ~  

The expressivist position in K a h a n  regarding traditional theistic talk of God 

has less ambiguity than in Kick's view. The realistic conception of tmth regarding 

God-taik has been clearly rejected in Kaufman. A combination of expressivism and a 

sort of instnimentalism is another similarity between Kauhan and Hick. Kaufhan 

clearly draws a parailel between instnimentalisrn in science and his idea of God. 

Having such an approach in any idea, whether in science or religion, implies the 

significance and value of those ideas for action, even if we do not have any access to 

242 Ibid., p. 44. 

243 Gordon D. Ka- The Theological Imagination (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 
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understanding of its truth-value. "IfL this sense 'right' ideas do not necessarily 

coincide with 'true' idea~."~" M e r  explaining the meaning of instrumentalism and 

its application in science, Kaufhan States: "In a similar way, it may weli be nght to 

act in accordance with the conception of God and what that implies about our world 

and ourselves even though we are unclear whether or in what respects that notion is 

t r~e.""~ Thus, Kaufinan in his recent writings presents a pure expressivism- 

instrumentalism' view which leads to the denial of  ail three principles of Alston's 

alethic reaiism. 

Another similarity we see between Hick and K m h a n  is that both emphasize the 

positive advantages of belief Ui God as a center for devotion and receiving guidance 

and orientation for our Me. Both consider the issue of admitting a special 

imaginative construct a practical issue. 

4.5. Surnrnarv and Comrnents 

Ln this chapter 1 traced Alston's view of any possible concept of tmth applicable 

in multiple language-games, including religious language. 1 elaborated the answer in 

three sections: 

' " ~ a u h m ,  God the Problern, p. 108. 

**%id., p- 108. 



4.5.1 - The First Section 

In the first section, we looked at Alston7s position on contextuality and 

universality of truth-criteria in religious belief On the one hand, in his view, there 

are common standards (beyond ail language-games) for evaluating language-games 

and beliefs. On the other hand, Alston believes that truth is not the same in various 

c ~ n t e x t s . ~ ~ ~  It is the result of the commonality that we can evaluate assertions of 

various religions. E s  idea is in contrast to that of Phillips, Wmch, and Ferneira. 

Alston's strategy, on the other hand, is very close to Steven Lukes7 appeal to both 

autonomy and comrnensurability . Their positions, however, have been criticized b y 

Ferreira. While, I would argue, Ferreira's objection to Lukes can be accepted 

(aithough it needs to be elaborated fiirther), his criticism of Alston is problematic. 

Lukes' main purpose is to offer 'criteria of rationality' by which we can 

determine the reason for belief in s ~ r n e t h i n ~ . ~ ~ ~  We can evaiuate any belief by 

refening to Lukes' universal and context-dependence criteria of rationality, when 

there is a clear line between these two types of cnteria. In other words, in evaluating 

any belief we should know when we should refer to 'rational (1)' and when to 

'rational (2)'. Otherwise, they may violate each other. There seems, however, to be 

Z47~rosson, The Autonomy of religious belief; p. 13 8. 
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arnbiguity in Lukes' view of these criteria. Ferreira apparently points to this 

ambiguiv when he criticizes Lukes and says: 

A potential problem ernerges. There is a universai criterion of truth as weil 

as contextual criterion of tnith. There are supposedly universal criteria which d o w  

one to cnticize a belief for being arrived at deficiently, yet there are contextuaiiy- 

provided critena which specify 'the best way to amve at' a belief. Moreover, criteria 

of logic are said to be universa17 yet beliefs in partïcular contexts "may or rnay not 

violate the laws of 10g ïc .~~~ 

To complete Ferreira's criticism, 1 may add that it is difncult to evaluate any 

belief on the basis of Lukes' criteria because, in his view, the contextuaiiy-provided 

cntena "rnay or may not violate the laws of 10~ic ."~*~ While Lukes' 'rational (1)' 

does not let us violate laws of logic, his 'rational (2)' leaves open the possibility of 

its violation. 

Alston's account of the universality of standards of tmth has been cnticized by 

Ferreira in several ways, including the fouowing: 

A) Ferreira States: "In Alston's account the question of the relation of context- 

dependency to universality is raised fkom two different directions." For the fkst 

direction he quotes Alston: "if a common concept of tmth applies to aii language- 

garnes, the way is opened for assertions validated in one language-garne to contradict 

assertions validated in another. Where this happens ... the task of evaluating language- 

24 verreira, "Universai Critena and the Autonomy of Religious Belief' p. 6, Ferreira's directs 

quote is fiom: Wilson, Rationalis: p. 2 1 1. 
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games takes on a special ~ r ~ e n c ~ . " ~ ~ '  Then he criticizes Alston and brings up the 

following question: 

How to reconciIe Alston's requinment that we evaluate critena of 

justification to see whether they conduce to tmth (138) with his demand for the 

contextdependence of critena of justification (on the b a i s  of a distinct ontology, an 

'irreducible conceptual scheme' (40)' and the learned 'immediate' applications of 

terms (133-4). Alternatively phraseci, it Ïs the question of the relation between the 

cuniversal-ness' or ccommon-ness' of the concept as such and Ïts contextual 

application.2s2 

B) Speaking of Alston's second direction, Ferreira quotes f?om Alston when he 

maintains that there are, "certain language-game neutral standards and criteria, e.g., 

consistency and parsimony, as weiI as more elusive criteria of adequacy of 

explmation, that, since neutrai, can be used in the higher-level language-garne of 

evaluating ~ a n ~ u a ~ e - ~ a m e s . " ~ ~ ~  Then Ferreira raises again the same problem of the 

relation between the universality of criteria and their contextual apphcation, and 

continues, "In so far, then, as Alston's univerd notion of tmth and 'neutral' criteria 

are meant to alIow contradiction and evaiuation between contexts, one need to raise 

the question of the relation of common standards to their contextual application."254 

C) Ferreira refers to Aston's similarity to Phillips and Winch regarding the 

admission of context-dependency and Alnon's difference with them regarding the 

~ ' ~ r o s s o n ,  The Autonomy of religious belief; p. 148. 

252 Ferreira, "Universai Criteria and the Autonomy of Religious BeIief," p. 5. 
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universal notion of truth. Then Ferreira says: "We need to ask, however, precisely 

how the context-dependency Aiston wants is mitigated so as to allow the 

contradiction and evaluation he sees the need to maintain (for clearly if context- 

dependency were total, neither contradiction nor evaluation would be possible). ,7255 

D) Ferreira maintains that what Alston considers neutral standards, such as 

su£Eciency of clarification, parsimony and consistency, do not guarantee the 

possibility of contradiction and evaluation. "Such standards in themselves don't 

guarantee objectivity or commensurability since they need to be applied, and 

Alston's account ... does not effectively guard against their being applied in ways 

which violate their common or transcontextual intent, 11256 

According to the present author, as far as Ferreira's objections to Alston are 

concerned, the following observations c m  be made: 

A) What Ferreira c d s  the ikst and second directions in Alston's view of the 

relation of context-dependence to universality are two bases in Alston's argument for 

the necessity of having a concept of tmth that applies to ai i  language-garnes. In other 

words, Ahton's concern in the passages that Ferreira quotes here, is his view 

regarding the basis of the universality of truth, rather than the relation between 

universality and context-dependence. 

255 Ibid., p. 8. 

2s %erreira, C'Uni~ersal Criteria and the Autonomy of Religious Belief," p. 9, also see pp. 10- 
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B) It seems that Ferreira is aware of two reasons Alston has for holding that all 

language-games have a common concept of truth: a) opening the way for the 

possibility of contradiction among language-games and then their evaluation b) 

neutral standards and criteria, e-g., consistency and parsimony. 1 think, however, that 

there is one more signifïcant reason that he has not addressed, and that is Alston's 

realistic conception of truth. This theory of ~ t h  plays a key role in Alston's view of 

a common concept of t r ~ t h . ~ ' ~  

C) Ferreira apparently considers Alston' s view regarding a universal concept of 

truth and reference a correspondence notion of tnith and reference. Ferreira says: 

"The strategy used (by Aiston) to insure autonomy without Ioss of cornmensurability 

is to apped to a concept of truth as correspondence and presumably a concept of 

justification as 'counting toward correspondence,' which are common to al1 

,3258 contexts However, Ferreira's view may not be accurate, since Alston's version of 

truth is not the same as the correspondence theory of truth. We reafize this point Çom 

some of his passages in which he maintains that there is a tendency to consider the 

realistic conception of truth as a particda type of correspondence theory. "The 

statement that P is mie iff there is an actually obtaùling fact (the fact that P, 

naturdy) which it 'matches', or with which it 'corresponds. ï ~ y 2 5 9  Then he maintains 

257 For the detaiIs of Alston's view in this regard, see: Chapter 4.3. Alston's Realistic 

Conception of Tmth- 

?bid., p. 4. 
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that giwig an acceptable form of correspondence theory is a diEcult task, which 

requires a separate discussion; he says that he wili not concentrate here on this 

issue.260 Thus, Alston does not agree with some version of the correspondence theory 

of tnith. Moreover, if it was the same as Alston's reaiistic conception of tnith, he 

would not require a separate discussion for it. 

D) Ferreira repeats several times the same question regarding Alston's view. The 

question is about the relation of universal cnteria to their context-dependent 

application. It seems that this point is common in all last four critiques of Ferreira. It 

is explicit in the fïrst two critiques, and irnplicit (even though it represents the core of 

Ferreira's critique) in the Iast two critiques. Ferreira's third critique is that the 

admission of context-dependency in a broad sense would prevent any possibility of 

contradiction and evaluation. Thus, his question is about the relation between 

universality and contextuality. When Ferreira has one question regarding Alston's 

argument, it is better to elaborate once without any repetition. Ferreira's fourth 

critique also apparently refers to the same question that he brought up already. f i s  

main concem in the fourth point is that there is a possibility of violation in applying 

both common and contextuai standards. 

E) As fàr as Ferreira's main question regarding the relation between universality 

and context-dependency in Alston's argument is concerned, the following point can 

be made: 



The way that we can prevent the possibility of violation between universai 

cntena and context-dependent criteria of truth is to cl* the area of each of the m o  

kinds of cnteria. If we consider the context-dependent standards total, so that they 

cover every standard, there wiil not rexnain nny room for universal criteria. Even if 

each of these two kinds of standards is ambiguous, there will be the possibility of 

violation in their application. We may, however, distinguish between them. 

Universal cntena are like consistency, sufnciency or weakness of clarification. We 

c m  ve* the truth of any language-garne according to these neutral criteria. On the 

other hand, context-dependent standards are those which relate to variation that 

exists between difFerent ranges of entities. Alston means the latter when he holds that 

we cannot accept the idea of philosophers such as PIato, Descartes and Locke who 

used to think about finding general principles of assessment for multiple kinds of 

beliefs. Religious beliec perceptual belief, and arïthmetical belief each has its own 

principle for assessment. Principles such as "being founded on a sufncient ground" 

as the only way for justification of various beliefs, is a very unspecified principle 

which is not very ~ s e n i 1 . ~ ~ '  Moreover, methods of research are S e r e n t  arnong 

multiple language-games. For example, the language-game in philosophy seems to 

be diEerent fiom experimentd sciences; research in the latter more than the former 

deais with expenence. When there are various methods of research in difTerent 

26'~lston, "Taking the Curse Off LanguageGames," p. 35. 



language-games, each method has its own spec5c criteria of verincation. 

Meanwhile, al1 methods share in common standards of -th like consistency. 

G) There are two small errors in the reference Ferreira gives to Aiston's article. 

P. 138 should be 148 and p. 40 should be 148. 

4.5.2. Second Section 

In the second section 1 referred to Aiston's realistic conception of tmth as the 

basic foundation for his position of a concept of truth applicable in ail language- 

games, including religious staternents. Alstonys particular sense of alethic realism is a 

conjunction of three claims regarding the assumed statements, S's, in a particdar 

body of discourse, D. 

a) S's are genuine factual staternents. 

b) S's are true or false in the realistic sense of those terms* 

c) The facts that make true S's true hold and are what they are independently of 

human 

Aston, on the other hand, rejects the epistemic conception of Wh, since it is the 

main alternative for those who do not accept his position. We can find a second 

reason for Alston to reject the epistemic conception of truth, although he does not 

explicitly mention it. The reason is the close relation that he sees between an 

epistemic conception of truth and rejecting any commonality between multiple 

language-games. Whoever scpports the former, cannot reject the claim that various 

2 Q ~ i s t ~ 4  "Realism and Christian F a "  pp. 3 9. 



language-games have diverse concepts of tnith and reality. We can conceive this 

point fkom Alston's reply to someone who wants to emphasize the epistemic 

conception of truth, while belief in the necessity of one concept of tmth for ail 

Language-games. If someone asserts that even if we beheve that different language- 

games have distinct contents of epistemic standards, there is stiD a generai meaning 

of tnrth, "that applies across these dserences - namely s a t i s w g  whatever epistemic 

standards are appropriate."263 Alston rejects this view and says: '%ut it wodd s td  be 

true that what truth amounts to specifically wodd difTer in Merent  language- 

games. 93264 

W'hiie 1 agree, to some extent with Alston's alethic realism, 1 think it needs 

necessary modifications to which 1 will refer 

Alston in his discussion of tmth in several cases considers Phillips' view as one 

of his opponents who defends an epistemic approach to truth. It seems to the present 

author, however, that Alston's view of Phillips' position is not coherent. Alston 

maintains that Phillips does not propose the reason for his position that multiple 

language-garnes have different concepts of tmth. Although Ahton does not agree 

with Phillips' view, he stiil attempts to find the possible reasons for Phillips' 

ZQ~lston, 'Taking the Curse Off Language-Games," p. 45. 
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position. Refening to the reason for Phdlips' argument, Alston maintains that "the 

only possible basis 1 can think of involves an 'epistemizing' of tmth - holding that 

the tmth of a staternent or belief is to be constnied as an ideally positive epistemic 

status of that staternent or belief. ~ ~ 2 6 6  

Meanwhile, in another passage, Alston holds that to anive at Phillips' idea, we 

require a combination of two things: an epistemic conception of truth, and 

relativisation of episternic standards to various language-games. Since a statement 

would be true when it has suitable epistemic standards, and since there are multiple 

standards in different Ianguage-games, so there are several kinds of t r ~ t h . ~ ~ '  There is 

no harmony between these two passages of Alston, since according to the tirst 

passage, mentioned above, there is only one basis for Phillips7 view, while according 

to the second passage, there are two bases for his position. 

Another part of Alston's writing indicates more ambiguity in his position 

regarding Phillips' idea. We c m  realue 60m a passage of Alston in one of his 

articles268 that in his view, Phillips' position of religious language is close to the 

naturalistic expressivist view of Richard Bevan Braithwaite - although Phillips wants 

to avoid it. Religious stories for B raithwaite are helps for independently constituted 

mord goals. In his attempt to separate his position fiom the naturalistic expressivist 

266 Ibid., p. 21. 

267 Ibid., p. 22. 
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view, PhiUips considers both religious stones and moral goals, to be extemally 

related. Phillips' suggestion is îhat "the religious belief is itself the expression of a 

moral vision."269 Referring to this view of Phillips, Alston holds "that (it) stiU leaves 

us within the confines of an expressivist account that does not go beyond the purview 

of the natural world. '7270 

45.3. Thzrd Section 

The third section dealt 

realistic theory of truth Ied 

with Alston's reaction to religious irrealism. Alston's 

him to follow the same doctrine regarding religion. 1 

compared his view with Machtyre, Tillich, John Hlck, and D. Gordon Kaufhan. The 

Iast three scholars argue for the expressivist theory of religious truth and realism, 

which are in serious conflict with Alston's doctrine- 

As far as the views of AIston and Machtyre regarding expressivism are 

concerned, the foiJovGing observation can be made: 

A. Examining Views of Alston and Maclntyre Regarding Eixpressivism 

While 1 do not agree with expressivism either in ethics or in religion, 1 think 

necessary modifications should be made in the manner in which both MacInîyre and 

Alston criticize expressivism. 1 can ch* my view as foilows: 

2 6 9 ~ .  Z. Phillips, Religion Without ExpIanation (Odord: Basil BlackweU, 1976), pp. 140-45. 
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1. MacInye  raised three problems regarding ernotivism. As far as MacIntyreYs 

views regarding the theory of emotivism are concerned, the following points can be 

made. 

a) MacIntyre in his first cntical point mentions that if someone asks emotivists 

to identm the kind of approval they mean, they cannot answer this question except 

in a circular way. This argument of Machtyre, yet, may be rejected. This is because 

if someone asks emotivists 'What kind of approval do you mean?' they may answer 

that 'The approval of the speaker, who gives a moral judgment.' When Stevenson 

asserts that the sentence 'This is good' means '1 approve of this; do so as well' we 

can comprehend that the approval in this sentence is not a vague kind of approval, 

but rather it is the approval of the speaker who states that 'This is good.' Therefore, it 

does not involve a vacuous circuIarity, because everyone has his or her own 

approval. Furthermore, according to emotivists, there is nothing in mord judgments 

except the expression of feelings and amtudes. Hence, the approval that cornes fiom 

moral judgment is also based on feeling, and everyone has his or her own feelings. 

Consequently, we may have different approvds based on the varïety of feelings 

which c a ~ o t  b e  adjudicated, hence confiict. 

b) MacIntyreYs second reason for rejecting emotivism is based on his distinction 

between personal and impersonal preference and evaluation. Speaking of this 

distinction, he maintains that, "emotive theory wishes to rnake them equivde~t  in 



 nea an in^."*'^ It seems to the present author, however, that emotivists do not make 

impersonal and personal preference equivalent in meaning. This is because they 

distinguish between factual and mord judgment. Nonetheless, they exclude mord 

judgments fiom impersonal meaning. According to emotivists, moral judgments do 

not have anything beyond feelings and attitudes, which are personal characteristïcs, 

not impersonal qualities. Thus, in the emotivists' view, although there is a ciifference 

between personal and impersonai preference in meaning, there is no room for 

impersonal preference in moral judgments. 

c) Macliityre's third reason refers to a distinction between the meaning of moral 

statements and their use. By proposing an arithmetical exarnple, he maintains that 

although we can use a sentence to express feelings or attitudes, it "has nothing 

7,272 whatsoever to do with its rneaning. Emotivists, however, can answer this by 

saying that MacIntyre cannot use an arithmetical example, which is a factual 

judgment, to draw conclusions about moral judgment. Emotivists differentiate 

between these two kinds of judgments. They believe that, unlike factual judgments, 

moral judgments are nothing but expressions of feelings. MacIntyre also does not 

give any proof for the necessity of distinguishing between use and meaning in both 

moral and factual judgments. Thus, emotivists may accept the diierence between the 

use and meaning in factual statements, not in moral statements. 



d) It seerns that Machtyre's third criticism about emotivism will be complete if 

he clar%es the dEerence between the use and the meaning in both mord and factud 

statements. We may use or express a factuai or moral statement with or without 

feelings, dependhg on various conditions. Furthermore, there is a clear dif3erence 

between the 'implication' and the meaning of a statement. Emotivists maintain that 

'Tnis is good' has approxhately the same sense as '1 approve of this.' Yet, in the 

opinion of the present author, they have confused the meaning of moral statements 

and their implications. Statements such as '1 approve of this' and so on are the 

implications of 'This is good.' Such statement as '1 approve of this' is an implication 

for eveq statement, whether moral or factual. For example, a factual statement such 

as 'The sky is blue' also implies that '1 agree with this.' Therefore, every statement 

irnplies our agreement with it. Likewise, when we reject any statement, it irnplies 

that we agree with the rejection of the statement. Hence, there is a dBerence 

between the sense and the implication of a statement; and emotivists have confused 

these two aspects in moral judgments. 

e) The theory of emotivism c m  dso be rejected by finding a way for the 

possibility of reai rational basis for mord judgments. Emotivists assert that we 

cannot find any real rational justincation for moral statements. By the word 'real,' 

they include the possibility of fkding purported rational justitication for moral 

judgments. We may, however, reject this argument by finding some universal and 

stable moral principles for al l  human beings. If there are such examples of moral 

judgments, we may find real rational justification for them. This is because we 



cannot have any universai moral statement except with universai cnteria and 

rneaning for them. When there are universal meanings and criteria, these c m o t  be 

based upon personal feelings and attitudes, because the universality of a moral basis 

implies that basis to be the same among various people. In contrast, proposing a 

moral basis on feeling implies that basis to be ditferent among people, because 

people are dzerent in their feelings. 

2. As fa as Alston's reason for rejecting expressivism is concerned, 1 agree with 

him, except 1 think the foilowing complementary points can be added to his 

argument: 

a) Apart fkom Alston's critical points of expressivism, the Iast two points 1 made 

regarding MacIntyre can be considered bases for rejecting expressivism in 

monotheistic religions, since we can find real objects, like God, in their belief 

systems- 

b) Alston holds that interaction between God and human beings is denied by 

expressivists. He apparently wants to criticize this doctrine because of its conflict 

with traditional Christian beiief If Alston, yet, has such purpose, he can also criticize 

expressivists for their denial of the existence of God. Rejecting the existence of God 

is also in conflict with traditional Christian belief Moreover, 1 think from a logical 

point of vicw, the expressivists' deniai of God's existence is more problematic than 

their deniai of the possibility of real interaction with God. God's existence is a basis 

for the possibility of any interaction with Hùn. When expressivists reject the real 



existence of God, interaction with such a God would be impossible, since interaction 

is performed between two sides. 

c) We may realize Çom Alston' s view that he has one more reason for rejecting 

expressivism - although he does not mention it when he tries to criticize this position. 

His main reason agaïnst expressivism should be his realistic perception of truth. 

Expressivism leads ;O the denial of aIl three theses of his alethic realisrn- 

Expressivists do not see any facts behind religious statements except the expressions 

of attitudes or feelings; this is completely contrary to Alston's thesis 1. According to 

this thesis, "S's are genuine statements of facts, just what they appear to be, as 

contrasted with, e.g., expressions of feelings or attitudes, or bits of fictional 

narrative. "" Since expressivism denies thesis 1, it leads consequentiy to the denial 

of the other two theses of alethic realism, because, as 1 spelled out already, its 

3 274 principles are 'nested . 

B. Ejw,ining Alston 's Yiav of Tillich 

On the one hand, 1 agree with AIston's understanding of Tillich, namely not 

equating his view with expressivism. Like Alston, it seems to the present author that 

Tillich is not an expressivist, since he emphasizes Being Itself as an objective 

referent for religion, aithough he considers this being an ambiguous concept. 

Expressivist s, nevertheless, do no t consider any referent for religious st atements . 

"Alston, 'Xealism and Christian Faith," p. 37. 
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Alston is also accurate in asserting that from Tillich's perspective any approach like 

alethic realism regarding the Iiteral correspondence between our God-tak and the 

divine, should be re je~ted .~~ '  

On the other hand, 1 think Alston's analysis of Tillich's view of religious tmth is 

incomplete. To h d  out Tillich's view of religious tnith Alston should also look at 

Tillich's position on the truth of religious fath., something that is apparently missing 

in Alston's analysis of Tillich. E s  view of the tmth of religious faith can be clarified 

as follows. 

For Tillich, the tmth of religious faith cannot be equated with any other kind of 

truth, whether scientinc, historicd or philosophical.276 He believes that the meaning 

of truth in each of these three ways is Merent fiom the meaning of the tmth of 

faith.277 The attempt of science is to c1an.Q the structures and relations in the 

universe. We can understand the tnith of a scientifïc report if it c m  describe 

sufnciently the structural Iaw which detennines reality. Every scientific tmth, yet, 

may change in its expressing adequately such realities. Furthemore, scientific 

progress and its changes do not lead to any changes of the faith. In Tillich's view, 

neither science nor faith has power to interfere with each ~ t h e r . ~ ~ '  

275 Ibid., p. 42. 
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Tillich suggests that the tmth of faith is also different f?om histoncal truth. 

Historicd tmths are factual truths, but faith cannot guarantee factual truths. Faith 

should explain the meaning of facts from the point of view of man's ultimate 

concem. "Faith cannot be shaken by historicd research even if its results are critical 

of the traditions in which the event is reported. This independence of historical truth 

is one of the most important consequences of the understanding of faith as the state 

of ultimate concem. ,3279 

For Tillich the tnith of faith is also different fiom philosophicd truth. According 

to a kind of pre-philosophical agreement about the meaning of philosophy, 

philosophical truth is truth c o n c e k g  the structure of being, but the tmth of faith is 

truth regarding one's uItïmate concern. ConsequentIy, scientSc, historical or 

philosophical truth cannot af3ï.m or negate the truth of faith. The tnith of faith also 

cannot a£Erm or negate other kinds of truth. 

In the opinion of Tillich, one can speak of the truth of religious faith only fYom 

the nature of faith as the state of being ultimately concerned which is an act of the 

whole personality. It is an inward action that occurs in the center of human self. An 

important element, in tus view, is the word 'concerned,' which indicates the 

relationship between two sides: a person who is concerned for an object, and the 

object itself which is Our concem. Tillich argues that man's ultirnate concern must be 



expressed symbolicdy. He also considers God as the fùndamentai s p b o l  of Our 

ultimate c o n ~ e r n - ~ ~ ~  

Titlich assigns two aspects to the truth of religious faith, a subjective and an 

objective aspect. Regarding the subjective aspect, faith is true if it sufnciently 

expresses an ultiniate concem. From this aspect we can make all religions 

understandable as a history of man's ultimate concerns, because every religion has 

some type of genuine symboIs which have sense for its own believers. Every religion 

has symbols that believers of that faith consider as genuine symbols. AU believers in 

various religions have subjective experiences. From the objective aspect, faith is true 

if it contains what is really ultimate. This standard helps us to judge other religions in 

terms of a 'Yes' and 'No', but not in terms of rejection. Tillich means that we should 

not reject or condemn someone's religion. Our critique regardhg other religions is to 

say whether their concern is Enily ultimate or n ~ t . ~ ' '  

Tillich's main criterion for the truth of faith is that its symbol expresses the 

ultimate in a way which is reaily ultimate, not idolatrous. This criterion covers all 

rnonotheistic religions and provides a kind of siniilarity Dong  such religions as 

Jewish, Christianity and Islam. This similarity can provide tolerance between the 

followers of these religions.282 

"%id., pp. 1&6. 
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C Examrmrning Alsfon's Kew of Hick 

As far as Alston's views of Hick are concerned, the following observations cm 

be made: 

Alston sees Hick as positioned between two difFerent strains, Kantian empincal 

realist-transcendental idealist, and semi-expressivist-instmmentalist. On the one 

hand, by referring to Hick's mythicd truth, Alston regards Kick's position as being 

very close to Santayana's expressivism-instninientalism. Although, in Aiston's view, 

it is not true to hold that E c k  "denies that what look like religious statements really 

are nich, and thought he does not deny that a realist conception of truth applies to 

h e m m 2 8 3  meanwhile, "the most important dimension of evduation for rellgious 

7,284 beliefs concerns a different kind (conception) of tmth. In taking this approach, 

Hick denies thesis 2 and 3 of aiethic realism, or at Ieast he makes a basic change in 

thesis 2. On the other hand, by referring to Hick's Kantianism, he regards f i c k  as a 

'Kantian empincal realist' For, Alston argues, "If we think of the gods as having 

phenomenal reality in the way Kant thinks of the physical world, we could take 

beliefs about them to be true or false depending on whether the phenomenal reality 

they are about is as they take it to be."285 Such a View accepts thesis 1 and 2 of 

"Ibid., p. 43. 
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alethic realism. The only missing component in this view is thesis 3, according to 

which the facts that make a statement true are independent of human cognition.z86 

However, firstly, unlike Alston's position, it seems to the present author that 

Hick's mythical truth leads to the denial of all three principles of alethic realism, not 

just principles 2 and 3. For Hick, the criterion of truth-value of a religious belief is 

"to evoke an appropriate dispositional attitude."*" E c k  explains his view through an 

example. If we suppose that there is "a cornmittee meeting at which what 1 regard as 

a viciously devious and unjust plan is being hatched. ,1288 1 can Say, using 

mythological term, that it is the work of a devil that is happening in this meeting. 

What is meant here is not that there is a real devil, in its literal sense, that directs the 

meeting. Rather, by expressing this statement 1 want to evoke in my audience doubt 

and hatred which are proper attitudes to what is happening here. The f i r t  p ~ c i p l e  of 

alethic reaiism is that religious staternents are "genuine statements of fact, just what 

they appear to bey as contrasted with, e-g., expressions of feelings or attitudes, or bits 

of fictional narrative."289 But Hick explicitly maintains that when he speaks of "the 

work of devil" as "what is happening in this meeting"290 he does not want to give a 

-p - -- 
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genuine statement of f a a  which is a requirement of the fist principle of reali~rn-*~' 

Moreover, Hick emphasizes that by bis statement he wants to  evoke a particular 

attitude.292 Meeting the condition of the fkst principle is to avoid considering 

statements as expressions of feelings or attitudes. 

Secondly, Alston argues that Hick's dis~guishing between mythical truth and 

Iiteral tnith ieads to the d e i d  of thesis 2 or at least to a severe modification.293 

However, 1 may argue that this view of Hick's leads to the denial of thesis 2, not to 

its modification. When we reach the point that Hick's view of rnythical tmth leads to 

the denial of thesis 1 of realism, consequently it would lead t o  the denial of thesis 2 

and 3, suice, agaiii as Alston rnaintains, these theses are 'nested.' Rejecting any of 

them would result the rejection of its successors. Moreover, the sufficient condition 

for the truth of a statement according to thesis 2 is that what a statement is about is as 

it says it to be, for example, the statement that sugar is sweet is tme if and only if 

sugar is sweet. The &cient condition for the tmth according to Hick's mythical 

truth, nevertheless, is to evoke a proper attitude.294 

Thirdly, Alston States that Hick's Kantianism would Lead to the denial of the 

third principle only.295 However, in the opinion of the present author this position 

291 As you can see in Aiston., "Realism and Christian Faith," p. 37. 

292 Hick, An Interpretation of Religion, p. 348. 
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dso leads to the denial of thesis 2. Like Kant, Hick distinguishes between the real as 

it is and as it appears to us. When we look at any statement we should separate 

between the reality of its content as it is and as it appears to us. This distinction 

implies that we do not have any access to the understanding of reality as it is in itself. 

Yet, the implication of thesis 2 is that not only do we have access to the reaiity of a 

statement as it is, but aiso the only way to judge the tnrth of a statement is that "what 

3,296 it is about is as the staternent says it to be Thus, the result of Hick's Kantianism is 

the denial of both thesis 2 and 3. 

The only way to consider Hick's Kantianism a position which does not lead to 

the denial of thesis 2 is to mod@ this thesis by extending the rneaning of 'real' or 

'reality' to include both the real as it is in itself and as it appears to  us. If Aiston, 

however, accepts this extension, he cannot Say that Hick's Kantianism would lead to 

the denial of thesis 3. This is because accordhg to thesis 3 the truth of any statement 

does not depend on human cognition. If Alston accepts that extension, human 

cognition itself will be part of the reality, and therefore there should not be any 

problem in considering the truth of any statement to be dependent to human 

cognition. 

As far as Alston's views of K a h a n  are concerned, his opinions can be 

qualified as foilows: 



1. There is a s idari ty between K a h a n  and Tillich to which Alston has not 

referred. Like Tillich, K a f i a n  seems to be disappointed in his search for words that 

can be used literally in speaking about God- The only possible way to talk about Him 

is using symbolic language. As Kaufban holds: "Our concepts are at best metaphors 

and symbols of his being, not literdy applicable."37 This is like Tillich's position 

when he says: "Our 'God' is being shaped by symbols of ~ o d ? " ' ~ ~  

2. Aston, by referring to passages of Kauhan's Wntings in his The ~eologica2 

hagrgrnation, and In Face of Mystery: A CortSfrzIctive ZheoZogy, atternpts to show that 

~ ~ 2 9 9  "the real referent tends to drop out altogether. Yet, 1 may argue that one of the 

passages in Ka&anYs writings to which Alston refers to support his argument does 

not support Alston's position- Kaufinan holds: 'Ziving within the world-view which 

has God as its focus is no merent f?om Living in si@cant relation to that God who 

is the focal center for this world-~iew."~~~ This passage shows that these two 

expressions lead to the same thing, Living in relation to God and living in the world- 

297 Kaufrilan, God the Problem, p. 95. 

298 Paul Tillich, 'Religious Symbols and Our Knowledge of God," in The Christian Scholars 

38 (1955)' pp. 189-197. 

299~iston, 'Realism and Christian Faith," p. 44. 
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view that has God as its center. Unlike Alston's view, it does not imply Kadinad s 

tendency to "drop out altogether'JO' the real referent of God. 

3. Alston uses the texm expressivism-instmmentalism as to i d e n t e  a trend in 

thought in confiïct with alethic realism. He tends to regard instrumentalism in 

religion as he does expressivism in its cod ic t  with religious realism. It seems, 

however, that instrumentalism implies neither realism nor irrealism. [nstrumentalism 

is compatible with both approaches. Being compatible with irrealism seems to be 

evident. Since instnimentalism does not necessarily imply religious realism, 

Kaufman's emphasis o n  the essential role of religious belief in human He does not 

imply any truth-value, in its alethic realism version, for those beliefs. This is because 

in an instrurnentalist position like that of Kadimin, we can talk about something 

which does not have any truth-value but is useful for a practical purpose. In other 

words, there is no contradiction between Kaufinan's emphasis on the role of religious 

belief in human Me and his denial of any knowledge of the reai God. An 

instxurnentalist can maintain a sort of belief in God because of its practical benefit for 

us; meamhile he or she is not obliged to g a n t  any truth-value, in its alethic reaiism 

version, to religious beliefs. 

On the other hand, unlike expressivism, insmimentalism is compatible with 

alethic realism. Expressivism necessarily denies Alston's first principle, but it is not 

a necessary requirement for instrumentalism. Someone may accept the usefidness of 

301~ston, ''Realism and Christian Faith," p. 44. 



religion or any other idea for Me, while he supports aiethic realism. Moreover, it is 

the idea of religious believers, most of whom believe in the real existence of God, 

that religion gives orientation and guidance to their iife. Consequently, mere 

emphasis on instrumentalism does not lead to the denial of any real object for 

religious beliefs. Taking this point into account, 1 can criticize AIston's view 

regarding Kaufman, when Alston considers him kresrlist because of his e'cplicit 

support of instrumentalism in religion and comparing it with instrumentalism in 

science. 

Alston in his doctrine of religion based on alethic realisrn and his critiques of 

irrealism apparently does not give much credit to the fiinction of religion- He does 

not speak of the extent to which we can refer to the function of religious beliefs 

among human beings to comprehend the value of those beliefs. hstead, he considers 

theones like instrumentalism and pragmatism about tmth in the line of the episternic 

conception of tmîh, which he himself rejects. We may conclude fkom Aiston's 

emphasis on a realistic conception of truth that for him, there is o d y  one way of 

finding out the truth-value of religious beliefs. As he holds: 'Whatever 1 believe, and 

whatever it takes to confirm or disconfirm it, its tmth value, in its alethic realism 

version, is a matter of whether what the belief is about is as it is believed to be. 7,302 

Nevertheless, it is not clear whether for him alethic realism is the only way to v e r q  

3mAlsto4 "Taking the Curse Off Language-Games," p. 22. 



religious beliefs. If this is what he means, his position seems problematic, since, 1 

think, besides alethic realism, we cm also refer to fùnctional cntena as a helpful way 

for evaluating religious beliefs. The foilowing functions, which corne out of reason, 

c m  be taken into consideration: 

a) There are numerous people who like to have a kind of relation to an absolute 

power which may be called God. They feel that they have a spiritual need which can 

be satisfied by having a relation to God. A valuable religion fuHis human's spiritual 

needs as one of the basic aspects of human being. This critenon is based on the 

acceptance of two different parts, body and psyche, in human nature. Each aspect 

relates to the other and requires its own fulnllment. A valuable religion is a 

significant factor that can help people to fulnll their spintual need and to achieve 

weIl being. 

b) The second fûnction of a valuable religion is encouraging its followers to use 

and respect the human intellect. Such a belief system would not indude unreasonable 

and irrational elements. If any religion inchdes superstitions and ndiculous stories 

and encourages its readers to accept them blindly, it would be a non-authentic 

religion. 

c) Another function of a valuable religion is its role in both individuai and 

society. 1 elaborate this point by referring to Tillich's position. In his view, religion 

has truth if it contains syrnbols that are alive. Such symbols wiU be capable of 

producing response, action and communication. Some religious symbols have been 

able to produce responses in a particular place or certain period of time in the past. It 



is possible that they do not elicit a response in other times or places. We may Say that 

such symbols have lost their mth. Any religion that does not create any interaction 

between its followers and what they believe in and does not have any dynamic 

process of reply and response, wodd be a fdse religion.303 

Although according to Tillich one of the criteria of the truth of faith is whether 

or not it is alive, he does not consider this a precise critenon in any scientihc 

s e n ~ e . ~ ' ~  Neither, would 1 argue, is this cnterion completely reliable. It is just a 

practical criterion that can be applied to the past but not easily applied to the present. 

We cannot know when a symbol of a present religion wiU die or how long it will take 

to die. 

Tillich refers to producing response and action as one criterion of the tnith of 

religion in the past. Nonetheless, 1 wish to argue that merely being alive and active in 

people's actions does not suffice to make an authentic religion. What is necessary is 

that the text produces a positive effect on those who relate to it, and not a negative 

eEect. If we find a religion that is alive in society but gives rise to negative attitudes 

and social characteristics, we cannot consider it a valuable religion. A tnie religion 

would for instance, not encourage hostility among human beings; rather it wouId 

emphasize respect and kindness. Furthemore, we may not consider a religion which 

is dead now as an invaluable religion. For it is possible for a true religion to lose its 



power and not produce any response and action, because of the mistakes of its 

followers or alteration of the religious text by special groups or person. In any case, it 

seems that one of the signs of an authentic and valuable religion is its power to create 

a society with good relations and communication between people, as well as power 

to reduce crimuid actions and other negative social behavior. 

d) Another function by which we can evaluate a religious belief is supporthg 

social justice and providing its fundamental principles for human kind. Such a belief 

should heIp people to remove any kind of discrimination between multiple races in 

their comrnunities. Social justice removes the superïorïty of men over women, or one 

nation or group over others. Any kind of discrimination or injustice among human 

beings which cornes out a belief is a negative sign for its evaluation. 

e) Evaluation of a religion would be positive if it gives tolerance to its followers 

regarding other kinds of beliefs and religions. This tolerance helps believers to avoid 

struggle and war among human beings. A nomauthentic religion may cause war 

among societies. The history of human beings indicates that some religious beliefs 

have been one of the main causes for bloodshed between different groups and 

nations. 

f) Another function for a vaiuable religious belief is emphasizing self-criticism. 

It helps its followers to puri@ their beliefs from idolatrous thought. A religion that 

does not encourage its adherents to criticize themsehes would be considered a non- 

authentic system of befief. Tillich considers idolatrous faith the weakness of ali 

faiths. He refers to Calvin's statement that the minds of human beings always 



produce idols. This occurs in all religions. People of aii religions, since they are all 

human beings, tend to create false ultimate concems and false idols. Every kind of 

faith has an inclination to tifl up its concrete symbols to absolute ~ a l i d i t ~ . ~ * ~  

A valuable feature that provides an opportuni@ for self-criticism is that a 

religion encourages and supports fieedom of thought and beliefs in the society. 

Moreover, fieedom of thought and befief is one of the individual and social 

fieedoms, which human beings need most intensely in order to  develop their 

potential. A valuable belief system should not suggest the imposition of belief on 

people and the use of any kind of force in t h i s  regard. 

From two main questions regarding religious language, mentioned in the 

Introduction of the present worlq we finished with the first question in Part Two. In 

this part, which included last two chapters, we were looking for the characteristics of 

religious statements, and any basis for commonality or  differences between the 

Ianguage of religion and other sorts of discourses. The next step is to turn to the 

second question, namely the followùig: Supposing that the language of religion is 

meaningfid, and possesses both commonality and dinerences with other languages - 
how shouid we interpret religious statements? Should we understand them 

symbolically, analogically, literaliy, or in some other way? These are the questions to 

which we tum in the next part. 



Part Three 

What is the appropriate method for analyzing religious statements? Should we 

interpret them syrnboiically, analogicdy, Iiterally, or othenvise? This is the central 

problem of this part. We may gather from Alston's various writings that he is trying 

to defend partial Literalisrn. This part clarifies his position in four chapters: In the first 

chapter, we will discuss Nston's critical reaction to Tillich's symbolism. In the 

second and the third chapter, we turn to the two different ways in which he proves 

his partial literalisrn: the irreducibility thesis in theology, and a functional account of 

religious language. The last chapter compares Alston's position with the ideas of 

some Muslim theologians. 



Chapter 5. Symbolic Language of Religion 

5.1. Introduction 

How is it possible to speak credibly about God employing human Ianguage? One 

fkequent answer to this problem consists in considering the language of religion a 

syrnboiïc language. In this chapter we will examine Alston's position regarding the 

symboiic language of religion. 1 will compare Alston's analysis of religious symbols 

with that of Paul Tillich (1886-1965). The reason for choosing Tillich is his 

disthguished d e  in theology in general, and in religious symbols in paxticular.306 

Moreover, Tillich's cognition of symbol has had a key role in his whole doctrine of 

religion, as he himself States, "The centcr of my theological doctrine of howledge is 

,9307 the concept of symbol. In addition, his doctrine of religious symbols has had 

great influence on other theologians who talk in terrns of ~ ~ r n b o l s . ~ ~ ~  In the opinion 

of Alston, the ignorance of scholars nowadays regarding partial literaiism is rooted in 

"the prominence of those who, like Tillich, construe the otherness of God so 

306 For the importance of Paul Tillich see also the present work Chapter 4.4. Alston and 

Rdigious Irrealism, p. 95. 

307 Paul Tillich, "Reply to Interpretation and Criticism," in The the0200 of Paul Tillich, ed. 

Charles W., KegIey & Robert W. Bretall (New York: Tbe Macmillan Company, 1956), p. 333. 

308 Stiver, The Philosophy of Religious Language, pp. 2 1,122. 



radically as to leave roorn for no commonality of rneaning"309 between God and 

human beings. In this chapter, 1 wili fïrst review Tillich's idea of religious symbol. In 

this regard, 1 will discuss his distinction between symbols and signs, the tùnctions of 

symbols in general, the function and the naNe  of religious symbols, and their truth. 1 

d l  then turn to Alston's position on relïgious symbols by referring to his analysis 

and critiques of Tillich's views. 

5.2. Paul Tillich's View of Religious Symbols 

Paul ~ i l l i c h ~ ' ~  maintains that there are numerous arguments about the meaning 

of symbols arnong religious scholars. These arguments indicate that there are 

multiple questions and ambiguities about language in theology and in philosophy. 

We now understand that the language which is appropriate for mathematics and 

sciences does not suffice for grasping everything. There are various levels of reality. 

309 Alston, Divine Naîure and Human Language, p. 82. 

3 1 ?illich elaborates his doctrine of religious symbols in severai places. A brief but 

influentid argument of this theory can be found in bis books: Dynamics of Faith, and Theology of 

Culture, Edited by Robert C. Kimball (New York : Oxford University Press, 1964). Nonetheless, 

most of material in these books regarding religious symbols have been elaborated in more details 

in his article "Religious Symbols and Our Knowledge of God," in The Christian Scholars, 38 

(19551, pp. 189-197. Tillich's last important essay on religious syrnbolism is his article, 'The 

Meaning and Justification of Religious Symbols," in Religious Experience and Truth, A 

Symposium, Sidney Hook ed., (New York: New York University Press, 196 l), pp. 3-1 1 .  



To approach these Ievels we require different languages. The Ianguage used in 

religion is symbolic l a n g ~ a ~ e . ~ ~ '  

Tillich's view of the nature of religious language c m  be clanfied as follows: 

What is the rneaning of symbol? To comprehend its rneaning we should know its 

dinerence fiom sign Signs and symbols have both similarities and dzerences. The 

common characteristic between thern is that both indicate something other than 

themselves. For example, each consonant of the alphabet is a sign for a particdar 

sound. A symbol also points to something beyond itself. 

The particular features of symbols in general and in religious context in 

particular by which they are disthguished fiom signs are as follows: 

1. Unlike signs, symbols point to something different &om their direct meanings. 

There are words in every language that are mere signs for a while, but then become 

symbols. "In the moment in which they get co~otations which go beyond something 

to which they point as signs, then they can become sy rnbo l~ . "~~~  Tillich considers 

this feature as the most findamental feature of ail ~~mbols. '~'  

2. Symbols participate in the meanings and powers of that to which they point. 

For example, 'R', 'S', or other letters of the alphabet do not share in the particular 

"'~illich, TheoZogy of Culture, pp. 53-54. 

31 'Tillich, ''The Meaning and Justification of Religious Symbols," p. 4; and TilLich, Theology 

of Culture, p. 55.  

313 Tillich, 'The Meaning and Justification of Religious Symbols," p. 4. 



sound to which they refer. The flag of a country, yet, shares in the power of which it 

~ymbolizes.~'~ 

3 -  Every symbol possesses its own specific power, which cannot be replaced by 

other symbols. Therefore, we cannot substitute a 'symbolic wordY3'* such as 'God', 

by another word. Nonetheless, we do not see this charactenstic in signs. A sign can 

be replaced by any other sign. This difference between signs and symbols may help 

us to realize that signs are wibgly  invented and removed, while symbols are bom 

and 

Syrnbols are bom fkom what can be caiied 'group unconscious' or 'collective 

unconscious.' A symbol cannot be invented except when the unconscious of a group 

accepts the symbol. On the other hand, when the relation between this inner situation 

of the group with a symbol disappears, that symbol dies.317 Regarding the appearance 

of new symbols, Tillich rnaintains, ''If new symbols are born, they are born out of a 

changed relationshïp to the ultimate ground of being, Le., to the H O I ~ . " ~ ~ *  

4. Religious symboIs, as other symbols, open up a Ievel of reality which cannot 

be opened in any other way. It is the reason that we need symbols. The function of 

symbols is similar to the hnction of art. For instance, poetry and music reveal levels 

31 ?%ch., The DyMmics of Faith, p. 42; and Ibid., P. 55.  

31S~i l l i~h ,  Theology of Cultzire, P. 58. 

"%id., P. 58. 

'"&id., P. 58. 

318 ibid., p. 59. 



of reality which cannot be opened up in any other way.319 Tillich c d s  this level "the 

depth dimension of reality i t s e ~ f . " ~ ~ ~  This is a basic level which is the ground of 

every other depth. "ReeEgious symbols open up the experience of the dimension o f  

this depth in the human soui, ,3321 

5. Symbols have creative and destructive effects on both individuals and social 

groups. Symbols may have 'healing power,' which is a creative function on 

individuals. They cm, on the other hand, produce destructive effects nich as 

depression, anxiety, restlessness, and fanaticism. Examples of the creative fùnction 

of syxnbols on social groups are the power of "a king, an event, a document in the 

political realm of representative symbolism, an epic work, architectural symbols, a 

,9322 holy figure, a holy book, a holy rite in religion There are aiso destructive 

possibilities in the social r e a h  such as "human sacrifices, d o c t ~ a l  symbols 

producing a split consciousness, and so onyy3U 

We can understand f?om these features the fùnction of symbols. The basic 

function of every symbol is to represent somethuig else in such a way as to 

participate in its meaning and power. The other function is to reach to the depth 

dimension of reality. 

31villich, l'keology of Culture, P. 57. 

'*%lich, Dynamics of Fuith: p. 42. 

321 Tillich, Theology of Culture, p. 59. 
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Religious symbols are not themselves the Holy, but they are symbols of the 

Holy. The history of religion indicates that everything in tirne and space has been a 

symbol for the Holy. The reason is that a i l  thïngs which exist in the world depend on 

the ultimate ground of being."' 

One of the interesthg ideas in Tillich's view is his analysis of idols. According 

to him, suice religious symbols, as other symbols, share in the re* and power of 

that tu which they point, people have an inclination to substitute symbols to what 

they are supposed to point to. In such cases people look at symbols as something 

ultimate in thernselves, and thus, symbols become idolsP2' 

In the opinion of Tillich, we cannot reject religious symbols by any empirical 

critïcism, such as referring to natural sciences or historical research. Their criacism 

has to be done based on their inner symbolic grounds, because "the truth of religious 

symbols is their adequacy to the religious situation in which they are created, and 

their inadequacy to another situation is their untnith. ~ 3 2 6  

In sum, Tillich distinguishes between signs and symbols to dari@ his symbolic 

approach to religious language. For him, religious symbols open up a level of reality 

which cannot be opened in any other way. Every symbol possesses its own particular 

function which cannot be replaced by other synibols. Furthemore, there is always 

32villi ch, Theology of Culture, p. 59. 

325~il l i~h,  'The Meaning and Justification of Religious Syrnbols," p. 1 1. 
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the possibilïty that symbols become idols. When symbols become ultimate in 

themselves, they will be idols. Religious symbols cannot be willingiy invented and 

removed, rather they are bom and die. 

5.3. Alston's Analysis and Critiques of Tillich's Conception 

of Religious Lanmiage 

We can understand Alston's view of the symbolic language of religion by 

reviewing his analysis and evaiuation of Tillich's doctrine of religious symbols. The 

concept of reiigious symbols is essential to Tillich's reinterpretation of religion. 

Thus, examination of this concept is a very basic step for evaluation of Tillich's 

work. Aiston's view of TiUich can be clar5ed by the following points: 

1. Alston defines a religious syrnbol as "some concrete object or aspect of  a 

concrete object which is taken to represent the ultimate object of worship or some 

7,327 aspect thereof For example, God's taking care of E s  creatures is represented by 

a shepherd. God's dignity or E s  perfection is represented by a mountain or hill, 

which are concrete objects. 

Atter givkg this definition, Alston holds that we should distinguish between 

symbolic language and the symbol in this fundamental sense. The former is symbolic 

derivative sense. Alston holds that Tillich occasionally confuses the former with 

327Alsto~ 'Tillich's Conception of Reiigious Symbols," p. 12. 



the latter. When we refer to God as our shepherd, the word shepherd is not a symbol 

in its own right, "but the utterance has the signincance it possesses through the faa 

that 'shepherd' denotes what is a symboI, and thus, the utterance can be caiied 

symbolic in a derivative sen~e.""~ 

2. According to Alston, Tillich's confusion between symbols and symbolic 

hguage lead to several problems. For instance, he says: "it is obvious that symboIs 

cannot be replaced by other sy~nbols."~'~ Nonetheless, interchange of symbolic 

language is quite possible. When we are speaking about God, we c m  change 'holyY 

with 'kona.' This is only arbitrary replacing one word with another, whereas we 

carmot substitute symbols. For example, substitution of Jesus Christ with Hitler, or 

substitution of God with didectical movement of history is not possible. Meanwhile, 

Alston accepts the possibility of substitution in the latter and says: "These latter 

replacements could occur oniy as the result of very fundamental cultural changes. 3,330 

3. When Tillich treats natural objects as symbols, he takes for granted their 

objective existence, whereas he does not have the supposition of objective existence 

when he speaks of religious symbols. Rather, when Tiliich refers to the personal God 

of theism as a symbol, he says: 'Tt is obvious that such an understanding of the 

meaning of God makes the discussions about the existence or non-existence of God 

3 2 8 ~ i d ,  p- 13. 

'ViUich, 'Xeligious Symbols and Our KnowIedge of Gd," in The Christian Scholurs, 38 

(1955), p. 191. 

330AIston, 'Tillich's Conception of Reiigious S ymbols," p. 16. 



rneaningles~."~~' This position of Tillich, accordhg to Aiston, implies that "we 

cannot iiterally encounter the supernaturd 'symbol' as another existent, but must 

'encounter' it as conceived, imagined, or pictured. 1,332 

4. For Tiilich, financial or scientific success can be considered religious 

~~rnbols ."~ Aiston, yet, criticizes this view and argues, "obviously there are 

important merences in the ways we can relate ourselves to 'symbols' of these 

Merent sorts. 7,334 

5. What does it mean that a shepherd represents God's providence? It rneans 

that, Alston argues, thinking of a shepherd leads to particular feelings, such as deep 

gratitude, complete submission, which are right to God's providence. Nevertheless, 

for Aiston, considering a shepherd as a çymbol for God's providence depends on two 

conditions: to be both ''able and willing to spec* God's providential care for his 

,9335 creatures as that which is being symbolized. These are two necessary conditions. 

By missing the fkst, one may recognize the symbolic meaning of the shepherd for 

others, but it would not have such symbolic significance for onesex. By missing the 

second, "we would be hard pressed to give any sense to saying that the object was 

taken to represent anything other than itself; it would simply be an effective stimulus 

- 

"'~illich, Dyrtarrzics of Fazth, p. 46. 
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for certain emotional States. Concepts without feelings are empty; feeling without 

33336 concepts are blind. By the f%st condition, Aiston does not mean that responding 

to x as a religious symbol in any time depends on spedyhg the csymbolizandum.7337 

What he emphasizes is that we should be capable of such a specification any tirne 

that we decide to do it. Moreover, "this in tum implies that it is possible to Say this in 

non-symbolic language."338 These two conditions to which Aston refers here is a 

background for his main question of Tillich which cm be explained as follows: 

6. Alston's main question regarding Tillich's view is: how can he h d  a referent 

for religious symboIs? How is it possible for symbols to symbolize, when 'khat was 

the dtimate referent of religious symbols in the traditional scheme has now become 

33339 another symbol? Tillich does not want to see religion "as nothing but an 

organization of human activity and e ~ ~ e n e n c e . " ~ ~ ~  Moreover, in his view, religious 

symbols do not symbolize any kind nf being, but being itseK As he maintains: "the 

religious symbol has special character in that it points to the ultimate level of being, 

to ultÏmate reality, to being itself, to meaning itself. That which is the ground of 

- -- 

"%id, p. 13. 
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being is the object to which the religious symbol points."34L A basic r e d t  of such a 

view, according to  Alston, is that the religious symbol tends to be autonomous. In the 

' t radi t i~nal"~~ perspective, one condition for using any word in syrnbolic language is 

the possibility of literally expressing it. If we want to use a shepherd as a symbol of 

God, it depends, at least, on "the truth of the doctrine that God providentially cares 

for E s  creatures, or does something else for whkh the activities of a shepherd 

furnish an analog~e."~" But this is not an acceptable condition for Tillich. For him, 

being-itself is beyond ali various kinds of being and we cannot characterize it in any 

way. He says: 

The statement that God is being-itself is a non-symbolic statement ... 

Homer ,  d e r  this has been said, nothing else c m  be said about God as God which 

is not symboiic. As we aiready have seen, God as being-itself is the ground of the 

ontological structure of being without being subject to this structure himself..,. 

Therefore, if a n m g  beyond this bare assertion is said about God, it no longer is a 

direct and proper statement, no longer a concept. It is indirect, and it points to 

somethuig beyond itseK In a word, it is s y m b ~ l i c . ~  

%'~au l  Tillich, "Theology and Sqnbolism," in Religious Symbolism, ed. F. Ernest Johnson 

(New York: H q e r  and Brothers, 1955), pp. 109-1 10. 

W 2 ~ s  Alston ca ls  it- 
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In the opinion of Aiston, since we can say nothing non-syrnbolicaily tallàng of 

being-itseK, we are not able to express anything about it in a symbolic language. The 

former is a primary condition for the latter. 

Aston subsequently attempts to find the meaning of Tiliich's view that a 

religious symbol points to being-itself. In the traditional perspective, 'x being a 

syrnbol of y' means that x can elicit behavior and feelings which are suitable to y and 

that "the person for whom x is a symbol of y could, on demand, i d e n e  y as the 

~ ~ m b o l i z a n d u m " ~ ~ ~  Tillich wiil have a problern if he applies this traditional idea 

here. What can we Say regarding the proper behavior and attitude that can be directed 

to being-itself! Since for Tillich being-itself cannot be characterized in any way, 

there is no way to direct to it any kind of attitude or  feeling more appropriate to it 

than another. Consequently, Tillich's attempt to give a reasonable meaning for his 

view that a religious symbol points to being-itselfis not successhl. 

Alston subsequently tries to solve this problem in Tillich's view by referring to 

his assertion that religious symbols, "although they are not the same as that which 

m346 they symbolize, participate in its rneaning and power. However, Aston does not 

see this 'participation' as being very helpful for Tillich. To assert that religious 

symbols participate in the reality and power of being-itself does not give us a clear 

meaning of the idea that religious symbols point to being-itself. This assertion does 

345 Alston, c'Tillich's Conception of Reiigious Symbols," p. 18. 

346Tillich, c'Religious Syrnbols and Our Knowledge of Goa" p. 190. 



not distinguish religious symbols frorn other things, since, accordhg to Tillich, 

"everythiog constantly participates in being-itseE as a necessary condition of its 

being a n y t h i ~ ~ ~ . " ~ " ~  Moreover, if there is a particda. kind of 'participation in being- 

itself' for religious qmbols, Tillich does not offer anything in this regard.348 

7. In Aiston's view, it is possible that the reason for not finding a proper 

meanhg for Tillich's phrase 'reiigious syrnbols points to being-itseif' is due to 

disregarding the relation between this phrase and Tillich's view of 'ultimate 

~ o n c e r n . ' ~ ~ ~  Therefore, it is helpfil if we refer to Tillich's view of ultimate concem. 

His saying "reiigious synbols function as such oniy in the context of ultimate 

713 50 concem indicates that he sees an important relation between religious symbols 

and ultimate concern. Here 1 wiil refer bnefly to the characteristics of 'ultimate 

concern' in Tillich's position. For him, ultirnate concem includes the following 

features: a) absolute surrender to  something ( x )  and tendency to regard x to have 

complete authority over one's life; b) a hope of receiving perfect fulfillment by 

having a relation with x; c) considering x a core of rneaningfî~lness.~~' 

347 Tillich, Systematic Theology, p. 263. 

348 Alston, 'Tillich's Conception of Religious Symbols," p. 19. 

?Ibid., p. 19. 

35%li~h 'Theology and Symboiism," p. 1 1 1; and Tillich, Dynamics of Fath, p. 10. 

351 Aistoq 'LTiUich's Conception of Religious Symbols," p. 19. 



Tillich says, "Man's dtimate concem must be expressed ~ymbolicall~."'~~ The 

fundon that Tillich gives to religious symbols here is that they express ultimate 

concem. According to Alston, however, although this point cm be rnaintained 

regarding symbolic utterance, it is not true of non-verbal symbols. From Tillich's 

perceptive, they have a "somewhat different role [as] objects or foci of ultimate 

concern - that to which the various attitudes and feelings which make it up are 

d i r e ~ t e d . " ~ ~ ~  For Alston, this is one of the problems in Tillich's argument related to 

his confusion between symbols and symbolic 

What can Alston get from Tillich's view of ultimate concem which can 

illuminate his daim that reiigious symbols point to being-itself? Being-itself is the 

only thùig to which really ultimate concem is directed. As Tillich maintains, 

The question now arkes: What is the content of our dtimate concem? .., 

Our ultimate concem is thal which determines our being or non-being. ... Man is 

ultimately concerned about his being and meaning. ... Man is unconditionaily 

concerned about that which conditions his being beyond all the conditions in hùn 

and around him. Man is ultimately concerned about that which determines his 

ultimate desriny beyond ail prelirninary necessities and accidents.355 

Speaking of this argument, Alston maintains that Tillich does not give an 

acceptable meaning for his daim that "man is ultimately concemed about his being 

35?1311i~h, Dynamics ofFaith, p. 41. 

353 Alstan, 'Tillich's Conception of Religious Syrnbols," p. 19. 

3S*bid., p. 19. 

355~ïUïch, Systematic Theology, p. 17. 



and meaning." Being concerned about something is a h o s t  'being womed about' or  

'being anxious about.' But this is not tnie of being-itself. It is evident that Tillich 

does not say that we are 'worried' about being-itseif and its situation.356 

8. There is, Aiston adds, an ambiguity in Tillich's view of the meaning of 

ultimacy in 'ultimate concern.' OccasionalIy he regards it to be psychological, which 

means that it ccconsists in the supremacy of that concern in the psychic structure of 

"357 the individual. At other times, he considers supremacy to be ontological, that is 

the ground of all other beings. These are two separate meanings for ultimacy, and 

one of them does not necessarily implies the other. We cannot Say that what is 

psychologically of ultimate concern should be a "concem directed to what is 

ontologicaiIy dtimate. But the verbal identity may make the transition seem 

o b ~ i o u s . ' ~ ~ ~ ~  According to Alston, we can find this idea in Tillich's writing when he 

holds: "The unconditional concern which is faith is the concern about the 

unconditionai. The infinite passion, as faith has been described, is the passion for the 

infuiite. Or, to use our first tenn, the ultuiîate concern is concern about what is 

expenenced as ultimate. ,7359 

9. The criteria that Tillich suggests for the validity or, according to bis 

terminology, the authenticity of religious symbols is "their adequacy to the religious 

356 Alston, 'Tillich's Conception of Religious Symbols," p. 20- 

3s7~bid., p. 20. 

3581bid., p.  2 1. 

" ~ i ~ i c h ,  Dynnmics of Faith, p. 9. 



,3360 c expenence they express. Non-authentic are religious symbols which have lost 

their experiential basis, but which are still used for reasons of tradition or because of 

their aesthetic value.'y361 However, Tillich ditferentiates between the criterion for the 

authenticity of religious symbols and the criterion for their truth. The former is not 

sdlicient for the latter. "The term 'truth' in this context means the degree to which it 

reaches the referent of ail religious symbols."362 

Tillich suggests two ways, one positive and one negative, for understandimg the 

question of the truth of religious symbols. The positive way concerns the quality of 

the syabolic material used in religious symbols. Symbolic materid c m  be fkom 

multiple kinds such as human persons or stones, trees and anirnals. A religious 

symbol wdl be of higher rank and value when it uses a human person as its syrnbolic 

material.363 The negative way is "'their self-negation and transparency to the referent 

33364 for which it stands. The truth of a religious symbol depends on the extent that it 

negates itself and points to its referent. In Tillich's view, there is always a danger that 

religious symbols be confused with that to which they point. He cdls this danger 

i d o ~ a t r ~ . ~ ~ '  Symbols "always have the tendency (in the hurnan mind, of course) to 

360Ti~4 ''The Meaniog and Justification of Reiigious Symbols," p. 10. 

361 Ibid., p. 10. 

362 Ibid., p. 10, 

363 Ibid-, p. 1 1 . 

364 Ibid., p. 10. 

365 Ibid., p. 10. 



replace that to which they are supposed to point, and to become ultimate in 

themselves. And in the moment in which they do this, they become i d ~ l s . " ~ ~ ~  When a 

symbol is replaced with the Ultimate, it becomes idolatrous. "In mie faith the 

ultimate concem is a concem about the truly ultimate; while in idolatrous faith 

preliminary, finite realities are elevated to the rank of ultimacy. ~ 3 6 7  

In the opinion of Aiston, Tillich's view of idolatrous syrnbo! is ambiguous. A 

symbol can point to another syrnbol and symbolize it "as the cross hanging in a 

church symbolizes the crucifixion, or perhaps, the atonement, which is itself a 

3,368 symbol, at least according to Tillich. The religious symbol here, which is the 

cross hanging in a church, has not become idolatrous. Nonetheless, it is possible, 

Alston argues, that for Tillich, the meaning of an idolatrous symbol is a symbol that 

does not point to anything neither to what is supposed to point, nor to another 

symbol, and rather is regarded as an independent object in its own 1 5 ~ h t . ' ~ ~  

Tillich says: "Innumerable things, all things in a way, have the power of 

becorning holy in a mediate sense. They can point to sornething beyond themselves. 

But, if thek holuiess cornes to be considered ïnherent, it becomes demonic. ... 

Holiness provokes id~ la t r~ . "~"  Referring to this passage of Tillich, Alston holds that 

3?illi~h, 'Xeligious Symbols and Our Knowledge of Go4" p. 193. 

367~illich, Dynamics ofFaith, p. 12. 

368 Alstoq ''Tillich's Conception of Reiigious S ymbols," p. 23. 

369 Ibid., p. 24. 

37 "rillich, Systematic Theology, p. 240. 



when religious poetry, icons, or sacred music lose their pointing function and do not 

point to an ultimate object of worship, we may still k d  them valuable. In such a 

situation, however, we cannot c d  them religious symbols any more; therefore, there 

is no way to caii them 'idolatrous symbols. 13" For Tillich, "being a religious symbol 

is Iinked by dennition to pointing to being-itself."372 

5.4. Summary and Cornments 

Tillich suggests four features by which symbol is distinguished fiom sign: a) 

pointhg to something which is not their direct meaning; b) participation of syrnbols 

in the meaning and power of that to which îhey point; c) impossibility of replacing 

any symbolic word with any other word; d) opening up dimensions of reality which 

carmot be opened in any other wax e) their creative and destructive effecî on both 

îndividuals and social g r o ~ x ~ s . ~ ~  Whiie T i c h  suggests these characteristics, Alston 

does not offer a clear definition of symbol. He likely presupposes the obviousness of 

its meaning. Meanwhile, we may comprehend his view by his reference to what he 

calls a traditionai scheme of syrnbols. He maintains that in the traditional 

perspective, 'x being a symbol of y' means that x can elicit behavior and feelings 

which are suitable to y and that "the person for whom x is a symbol of y could, on 

371 Alston, 'Tillich's Conception of Religious Syrnbols," p. 24. 

3n~bid., p. 24. 

373~illich, Theology of Culture, p. 54-58; and Tillich, ''The Meaning and Justification of 

Religious Symbols," pp. 4-5. 



,7374 demand, identa  y as the symbolizandum. He apparentiy presupposes the 

accuracy of this cognition of  symbols, since he refers to it without offering any 

critique. Instead, he bases one of his critkisms of Tillich upon this analysis of 

symbol. LMoreover, he applies this understanding of symbol in defïning the statement, 

'Shepherd is a symbol of God or divine providence.' Speaking of the meaning of this 

statement, he maintains that "It may roughly be defined as follows: seeing or 

thinking of a shepherd, or a picture of a shepherd, tends to cd up a complex of 

feeling, attitudes, and thoughts which are appropriate to divine providence y3375 

The feature that Alston mentions for syrnbol implies that there is a relation 

between x (as a symbol) and y (as what it symbolizes). X has so strong relation to y 

that tends to provoke the same feelings which are suitable to y. Tillich does not 

mention dkectly this feature fo r  syrnbol. 1 think, however, we can consider it as a 

result of the above characteristic that Tillich offers for symbols, namely participation 

in the meaning and power of  what is being symbolized. A result of such a feature is 

that a symbol tends to c d  up a complex of feelings, attitudes, and thoughts 

appropriate to that to  which it points- 

374 Alston, "Tillich's Conception of Religious Symbols," p. 1 8. 

375 Ibid-, p. 13. 



It seems to  the present author that both Alston's traditional scheme of symbol 

and the fira three of the four features that Tillich suggests for it are so general that 

they may include non-symboiic ~ o r d s . ~ ~ ~  

Although Alston emphasizes a trzditional scheme of symbol, some of his 

passages are not clear enough to show that he is refenïng to a traditional view 

without giving an original description. For instance, according to Alston, considering 

shepherd as a symbol for God's providence depends on two conditions: to be c'[firstJ 

able and [second] willing to spec* God's providential care for his creatures as that 

97377 which is being syrnbolized. He emphasizes that, "Both conditions seems to me to 

be nece~sar~."~ '~  While Alston in this passage gives us his own position, he does not 

refer to its source. It seems that he is confïrmjng to an extent a traditional idea 

regarding symbolic Ianguage- For in another part of t i is writing, he considers the fïrst 

of these two conditions a traditional view. He holds: "in the traditionai scheme, to 

Say that x is a symbol of y means--. that the person for whom x is a syrnboI of y 

could, on demand, i d e n e  y as the symboIizandum. ,3379 

On the one hand, Alston rejects the symbolic perspective on religious Ianguage, 

namely Tillich's position. On the other hand, he proposes two different ways of 

'1 wiil cl* this view with further critiques regarding Alston's perspective of religious 

syrnbols, in Chapter 9. 

377 Alston, "Tillich's Conception of Religious Symbols," p. 13. 

378 Ibid., p. 13. 

'%id., p. 18. 



proving the possibility of speaking alrnost Iiterally about God using Our common 

language. The present chapter deait with the former. The next step is to tum to the 

latter, namely Alston's defense of partial iiteralism. He accomplishes this defense in 

two ways. One method has to do with irreducible metaphor in theology; the other 

emerges f?om Alston' s fùnctionalism. The foilowing chapter treats the e s t  method. 



Chapter 6. Religious Metaphor and Its 
Irreducibility 

6.1. Introduction 

One of the ways in which Aiston tries to prove the possibility of almost literally 

tallcing of God is his discussion of irreducible metaphors in theology. A basic 

question regardkg religious discourse is whether there are irreducible metaphors, 

which have no literal equivalent, or whether ail metaphors are reducible. To follow 

Alston' s anaiysis of religious language, we will turn, in this chapter, to his view of 

the irreducible metaphor in theology. In this chapter 1 wiiI 5rst refer to examples of 

theologians who support either the reducibility or irreducibility thesis. 1 will then 

explain Alston's position in this issue. Nevertheless, before going to the details of 

Aiston's view of irreducibility of religious metaphor, we should know the ditference 

between the metaphorical and literal meaning of a word. Alston himself points out 

that although these tems are fiequentiy used, they are understood in a confused or 

loose way. In order to construct a viable definition of 'literal,' we need to distinguish 

between Ianguage and speech. Thus, 1 wiU cl* his teminology of these words. 1 

will then see how Alston goes about proving that irreducible metaphors are not 

possible. 



6.2. Various Positions Reparding the Reducibilitv Thesis 

We can h d  an example of the 'reducibility thesis' in Ogden and Richards' 

classic The Meaning of Meaning. According to their view, a metaphor is a 'sign' 

which makes its reference in an inexplicit way by using ~ 0 ~ e t h i n g  similar to the 

object. We can always replace metaphors by ïiteral u t t e r a n ~ e . ~ ~ ~  

On the other side, there is another position that emphasizes the impossibility of 

metaphor being replaced by a literal paraphrase. Poets and literary critics always 

support this doctrine. Among philosophers, we can see 1. A Richards who rejects the 

position of ~ ~ d e n - ~ i c h a r d s . ~ ~  

Regarding religious metaphors, Ian T. Rarnsey is one signifïcant thinker who 

stresses the 'irreducibility thesis.' The interaction between a model and its qualifier is 

the key point in Ramsey's method for the interpretation of reiigious metaphor. For 

instance, in the sentence, 'God is Our father', the human model is 'father' and the 

qualiners are ' incomprehensible', ' eternd' and 'uncreated. ' By Iooking at qualifiers, 

we are able to avoid using the father mode1 in the wrong way. These qualifiers, yet, 

cannot help us to recognize what kind of human father situation should we employ. 

- 

380 Andrew J. Burgess, 'Tneducible reiigious metaphors," in Religious Studies, 8 @ec. 1972), 

p. 355. 

38 1 Ibid., p. 365. 



Since these quaMiers can only provide an 'insight', thus, depending on different 

'Ianguage strata', we will hold various father  situation^.'^^ 

What is Alston's view regarding the irreducïble metaphor in theology? Before 

going to the details of his position, we should know the meaning of 'language,' 

' speech, ' 'metap horical, ' and 'literd . 

6.3. The Difference Between Lan-mage and Speech 

Alston c o h s  the distinction of the Swiss founder of linguistic Ferdinand de 

~ a u s s u r e ~ ' ~  (1857-1913), between Imtguage and speech. A (natural) language is an 

abstract system, a system of abstract sound Ends "or, in principle, types of other 

- - - 

382~bid.7 p. 357. 

383 Ferdinand de Saussure is known as the founder of modem iinguistics, who reorganized the 

discipline dong scienhfic Lines. His inûuence had been not oniy on linguistics, but also on 

cultural stuhidies in generd. His book provides the foundation for the development of structuraiism 

and semiology. See: Stuart Brown, et al., Eds., Bzographical Dictionary of Twentieth-Century 

PhiZosophers, p. 697, McCIendon and Smith, Conviction, pp. 28-33, Saussure's view c m  be 

found in his lectures gathered and published by his followers as Cours de Linguistique Générale 

(Paris, 1981), trans. Wade Baskin (Lasalle, Ill.: Open Court, 1986) For m e r  details of 

Saussure's though see: Starobinski, Jean, Words Upon Wordr: The Anagrams of Fredinand de 

Saussure (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), HoIdcrofl, David, Saussure: Sign, System, 

and Arbi~ariness (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 199 1). 



11384 sorts of perceptible items. A language has two systems, internal and extemal. Its 

intemal system is the phonology, morphology and syntax of a language. 

Combinations of these elements can make larger units. The extemal system is 

understood by the semantics of the language - the ways in which units of the 

language represent things in the world and characteristics of the world. Although 

Alston gives such a definition for semantics, he maintains that there is no common 

acceptabie view on the features of semantics. What he offers instead is a crude 

characterization of the word. We can consider a language as a means of 

communication. In contrast, Speech is the use of language in communication. When 

we Say that a particular word or phrase has its meaning, we deal with a (semantic) 

fact about the language. Alston also refers to another interrelation between language 

and speech. 'Zanguage exists oniy as a set of potentiaiities for speech; the fact that 

speech is pattemed in certain ways cornritutes the reality of a natural language. If 

there were no speech, there would be no achral languages."385 The existence of 

actual languages depends on the existence of speech.386 

384 Alston, "Irreducible Metaphors in Theology," in Experience Reason and God, ed. Eugene 

T. Long, (Washington D.C.: Catholic University of Arnerica Press, 1980), p. 13 1. 

3 8.5 Ibid., p. 132. 

386 Ibid., p. 132; and Axe1 D. Steuer, and James Wm McClendon Jr., eds., 1s God Goci? 

(;C(fashvilte: Abingdon Press, 198 1)- p. 149. 



6.4. The Meaning of 'Literal' and 'Metaphorical' 

When we state that a particular word or phrase has its own meaning, we are 

dealing with a fact about the language- "Tt is part of the semantic constitution of the 

language. Thus, it is a semantic fact about English that 'player' h a  among its 

meanings: 1. an idler, 2. a gambler; 3. an actor. ,2387 

On other hand, the term 'metaphor' and 'literal' relate to particular ways of 

using words. These words are not several kinds of features of language, rather they 

are modes of speech. In other words, we use one term in a literal or figurative way.388 

Giving a rneaning to a predicate term is correlating it with some property. 

Various ways of looking at the nature of this correlation result in different theories of 

meaning. These theories offer multiple analyses of the nature of this correlation. For 

instance, according to Locke's 'ideational' theory of meaning, "a meaning of a 

predicate term 'correlates' it with a certain property, P, zff the term fiinctions as a 

sign of the idea of P in communication."3gg 

When we literally use a predicate term in one of its meanings, our expression of 

the sentence irnplies the clairn that the feature indicated by the predicate is possessed 

387 Steuer and McClendon, eds., Is God God?, p. 149 Dekition of 'player' is £tom Webster's 

New Collegiate Dictionary (Springfield, Mass.: Merriam, 1959). 

388 Alston, "Irreducible   me ta ph ors in Theology," p. 13 1 ; and Steuer and McClendon, eds -, Is 

Gad God?, p. 150. 

389~st0n, ccIrreducible Metaphors in Theology," pp. 132-133. 



by the subject; and if there is relational predicate, the characteristic holds between 

the subjects. Consequentiy, if 1 am literaliy using the word 'pIayerY in saying 'He is 

one of the players', my claim is that this person has the property specified in its 

dekition. If the person really has that property, we can Say that the predicate is 

literally true of him. Nevertheless, when we metaphoncaiiy use a predicate t e r q  we 

do not have such a claim that the property signified by the predicate is possessed by 

the subject. What we do here is that, k s t  we imagine something of which the t e m  

can be literdy used. The next important point, which is understood £tom a 

metaphoncal statement, is that we can take the exemplar as an appropriate model of 

the subject. Therefore, what we expect fiom a metaphoncal statement is not that it 

makes any tmth daim about the subject. Rather, we extract fiom the resemblance 

berneen model and subject that which is being attributed to the s ~ b j e c t . ~ ~ *  

In recent times, the term 'literal' has been wrongly associated with words like 

'specific', 'univocal', 'precise', 'empirical', and 'ordiiary.' However, 'literal' in its 

distinctive meaning, mentioned above, does not imply any of these associations. One 

c m  talk ambiguously and vaguely, whiie using words literaliy- We should also not 

confùse 'literal meaning' with 'empincal meaning.' The latter does not follow fiom 

the former. It is not true to Say that the only terms that can be used Literally are those 

having empirical meanings. 3g1 

3gOIbid., pp. 133-134 and Steuer and McClendon, eds., 1s God Go&, p. 150. 

391 Steuer and McClendog eds., 1s God God?, p. 15 1. 



After giving this background, we c m  turn to Aston's central discussion 

regarding the status of irreducible metaphcr in theology. heducible metaphor is a 

kind of rnetaphor that we cannot explain, even in part, in iiteral t e r ~ n s . ~ ~ ~  2 example 

of a reducible metaph~r is this sentence, 'John is a Lion.' In this sentence, the word 

'lion' has been used metaphorically not literaily. Since John is a very brave man, we 

liken him to a lion, and then we consider him a lion to explain his courage. The 

metaphor (lion), which has been used in this sentence 'John is a lion,' is reducible, 

because we c m  explain the sarne metaphor or at ieast part of it by a literal term, 

which is 'brave. ' 

The main problem for which Alston attempts to h d  a solution is that all 

metaphors we employ when speaking about God are irreducible, because we cannot 

literaily speak about God's actions and attributes. None of the metaphors used about 

God can be explained, even partially, in literal terms. 

To solve this problem, Alston tries to prove that aIl metaphors, including those 

we use to refer to God's action or attributes, are reducible. In other words, there is no 

metaphorical statement the propositional content of which we cannot express, even 

only partially, in iiteral terms. 

To explain his view, Alston distinguishes between two kinds of truth claims 

found in metaphorical statements: 



1. The fkst kind is whenever there is a very zmspeczjic ccIaim that the 

resernblance between the exemplar and the subject is sufncient enough to make the 

former a good mode1 of the latter. Alston c d s  thîs kind of resemblance M-similarïty- 

According to him, the predicate 'M-simiIarity2 can be literally used to Link any pair 

of entities, without any problem. Furthermore, any time that there is accurate 

metaphorical statement or when there is a suitable metaphor, the predicate 'M- 

similar' wdi be Literally true for both exemplar and subject. Thus, it is evident that in 

any metaphorical statement, we may find the literal expressibility of that much of the 

propositional content.393 

2. Second, is whenever there is a speczfic propositional content. In the opinion of 

Alstoq this case is more complicated than the f is t  kind. He tries, however, to prove 

that this kind can also be expressed in literal terms- The reason he gives is as follows: 

We concentrate on the predicative part of the propositional content, and we take 

as an exarnple, this sentence: 'God is my A'. We want to see whether the metaphor 

in this sentence is reducible or not. In other words, supposing that the speaker by this 

sentence wants to attribute the property A to God. Then we ask this question: c m  we 

express A in literal ternis? The answer would be positive if we are able to atvibute A 

to God through finding some predicative term that we literally use it in this sentence 



'God is ---.' A n s w e ~ g  this question depends on foflowing a very obscure issue 

which is analyzing the ways that tems acquire their rneaning in naturd ~ a n ~ u a ~ e s . ' ~ ~  

In the opinion of Alston, A can become the meaning of a predicate term in the 

language, if the members of a linguistic society c m  form a concept of A. For if it is 

possible for me to form the concept of A in my mind, it implies that 1 c m  connect an 

element of the language with A and then apply that element to ascribe A to 

something. How can one deny my ability to do such an action as long as 1 have 

'cognitive access' to A? Furthemore, A's accessibility for me as a human being 

indicates that it is cognitively attainable for other human beings and for the language 

society. Then, there should not be any obstacle to fïnding a word that can signfi A 

in the l a n g - ~ a ~ e . ' ~ ~  

Therefore, if 1 form a specific attribute in the propositional content of a 

metaphoricd staternent, 1 shodd have that aitribute in my muid as what 1 mean to 

attribute to the subject. Theq when 1 have that attribute in my mind, 1 should have a 

concept for that attribute. This concept might be implicit. Accordingly, having any 

propositional content in a staternent indicates that there are words in the language we 

use to literally express the meaning of that content.396 

3*~bid., P. 28.  
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Alston then goes on to maintain that his argument proves that there is a real 

possibility of speaking about God. Practically, however, we may have problem in 

speaking about Him. This is because the basis for everyone to form a particula. 

concept is his or her own expenence of God. Thus, we should h d  a way to compare 

between various experiences of people to see how and to what extent they o ~ e r l a ~ . ~ ~ '  

Although Alston emphasizes the possibility of literal expression, at least in part, 

in the propositional content of any metaphorïcal utterance, he does not claim that 

anyone who utters or comprehends a metaphoncal remark is capable of restating the 

same remark (at least in part) by using literdy another terms. Furthemore, Alston 

b i t s  his conclusion only to metaphoncai utterances that make huth c~airns.~'~ 

6.5. Surnmarv and Cornments 

Xrreducible metaphor is a kind of metaphor that we cannot explain, even in part, 

in literal t e r m ~ . ' ~ ~  Alston maintains that al1 metaphors, including those we use about 

God's action or attributes, are reducible. In other words, there is no metaphorical 

statement the propositional content of which we cannot express, even at least in part, 

in literal terms. As far as Alston's views of irreducible metaphor are concerned, 1 

think the following obsemtions can be made: 

397 Ibid., P. 29. 

398 Ibid., P. 30. 

3gPIbid., P. 26. 



1. Alston attempts to prove that even a metaphor with a spef ic  propositional 

content cm  be expressed in iiteral tenns. His idea seems to be ambiguous. 1 will 

cl- the ambiguity in the last ~ h a ~ t e r . ~ ~ '  

2. Alston attempts to show that a metaphorical statement with specifïc 

propositional content can be expressed in literal terms. Fust, he gives a general 

reason for any such metaphorical staternent, regardIess of its usage in theology or 

any otber field. Then he tries to apply it in theology. The example on which he 

concentrates to give his general reason, however, is f?om theology, namely one of 

God's attributes. 1 think this exarnple is confusing for his argument. Since in the first 

part, he is going to give a general reason for his idea and then, in the second part, 

apply it in theology, the exarnple that he gives in the first part should not be fiom 

theology. 

3.  There is a close relation between Aiston's irreducibility thesis and his 

critiques of Tillich's conception of religious symbols. The former is the basis for the 

latter. As we discussed earlier,"' Tillich stresses the irreducibility of symbols. Tillich 

belïeves that what iç expressed by symbols cannot be expressed in any other waya402 

Alston rejects Tillich's view and emphasizes instead a traditional view accordhg to 

which using any word in symbolic language depends on being able to use it in a 

-- 

400 See Chapter 9. Examination and Conclusion. 

"' See: the present work, chapter 5 'Symbolic Language of Religion,' 

40Z~tiver, The Philosophy of ReIigkms Language, p. 122. 



Iiteral and non-symbolic way. The defense of this traditional view is one of Alston's 

results of his analysis of the irreducible religious metaphor. 

Thus far, in the present chapter we have argued Alston's method of proving the 

possibility of speaking, to some extent literally about God using our common 

language. This method, nevertheless, is not the only way by which he mppons 

partial literalism. There is still one more method for Alston to establish his position, 

namely functional anaiysis of religious concepts, which is the center of debate in the 

next chapter. 



Chapter 7. Functional Anaiysis of Religious 
Language 

7.1. Introduction 

1s it possible to speak literaiiy of God? This is the main question raised by 

Alston when it cornes to religious language. The present chapter discusses another 

way in which Alston attempts to give a positive answer to this question. To follow 

the discussion, 1 will &st determine the exact location of his position among other 

thinkers. I wili then ident@ the crucial point on which Alston concentrates his 

argument, and the reason for this concentration. Then, we will see what kind of 

ciifference Alston perceives between the negative and the positive predicates that we 

use for God. Comprehending his view depends also on clanfyng the meaning of 

language, speech, literalness, and metaphor, ali of which were defined aboveeM3 

After these prelimuiary discussions we will hini to Alston's fùnctionalist anaiysis of 

God's attributes. For this purpose 1 wiU first discuss two main theories about the 

comprehending of the attitudes one of which is fùnctionalisrn- 1 will then refer to the 

difference between functionalism and behaviorism, then to Alston's proposed 

fîmctionalist mode1 of taik of God. Finally, I will add my cntical observations. 

"'1 elaborated these temis in Chapter 6.3. and 6.4., so 1 will not repeat it in the present 

Chapter. 



7.2. Different Views of Religious Language 

In the literature review above, I divided the various positions on religious 

language into cognitivists and non-cognitivists. The latter group was also divided 

into two major groups: those who believed such talk to be nonsense, and those who 

saw talk of God as meaninal,  although not referring to any real object- Both 

cognitivists and the second group of non-cognitivists believe in the possibility and 

meaningfùlness of tallcing of God. Those who believe in such rneaningfihess do not, 

however, suggest a common way of speaking of God. We can categorize their 

position into two main groups: 

One is the possibility of univocally speaking of divine and human actions 

without any difficulty. In such a straight univocity, we can use ordinary terms in the 

same meaning for both God and hurnan beings. The other side is denying such a 

view and looking for another way of speaking of divine actions. Theologians in this 

category emphasize that we cannot literaily say anything tme about God. 

The latter category can be divided into three Merent  subgroups: 

A) Those who support some irreducibly analogical relation between the terms 

that we use for God and human beings. That is, we c m  apply human terms to God 

after giving them an analogical extension. 

B) Those who use for God a figurative or syrnbolic form of human senses of 

t erms. 

C) Those who use for God a metaphoric form of human senses of terms. 



The most popular reason, which is always given by contemporary and older 

theologians and philosophers of religion who belong to the latter graup, is the 

transcendence of God or his 'whoily otherness.' Various theologians, 5om Dionysius 

through Aquinas to Tillich, who are the partisans of the 'othemess' of God are 

looking for something in the 'a' to  'c' range. Alston's atternpt is to support a thesis of 

partial univocity in taking about ~ o d . ~ ' ~  

7.3. Alston's Main Concern 

How can we t ak  about God, who is an immaterial, absolutely perfect and 

tinieless being? Each of these attributes seems to prevent us fiom Literaliy talking of 

God using human concepts. Nonetheless, Alston devotes most of his attention to 

incorporeality. His reason for focusing on this attribute is that it has been widely 

accepted as God's attribute. Moreover, in some recent discussions, reference to 

incorporeality as a reason against the literal applicability of human concepts to God, 

is much more fiequent than reference to other divine a ta ib~ tes .~~ '  AIstonYs main 

-~lston, 'keducible Metaphor in Theology," pp. 129-130; and Alston, '?)ivine and 

Human Action," in Divine and Human Action, ed. Thomas V. Moms (Ithaca: Corneli University 

Press, 1988), p. 257. 

"'0ur concem in this thesis is not to concentrate on God's attributes and various arguments 

regarding each of them. Some of them are more debatable than others. Incoqoreality is less and 

iunelessness is more controversiai- For more details see: EIeonore Sturnp and Norman 

Kreîzmann, "Eternity," in Journal of Philosophy, 68 (1 98 1), pp. 429-58. 



concern is subject-predicate statements Ïn  which the subject-term is used to refer to 

God. He wants to see whether in such statements "terrns can be IiteralIy predicated of 

~ o d . " ~ ~  He maintains that the contemporary liberal Protestant theologians fïrmly 

believe in the impossibility of literd use of predicates in such ~entences.~'' 

What is denied is not the impossibility of making a statement in which some 

terms, used literaliy, are applied to God. Making such a statement is not beyond 

human power. What is being denied is "an irnpossibility of saying anythiilg m e  

,3408 about God whiie using terms literally. The main question is: can we fru2y q p l y  to 

God hurnan terms in their literai  nea an in^?"^ 

7.4. Negative and Positive Predicates 

Alston divides the predicates in subject-predicate statements which we use for 

God, into two categones: negative and positive or, as he calls them, extrinsic and 

intrinsic predicates. He does not discuss the former, since he believes that the 

possibility of Iiterai usage of negative predicate, at Ieast in some cases, is an evident 

issue. He holds that "no one who thinks it possible to refer to God would deny that 

some negative predicates are literally tme of God - for instance, incorporeal, 

406 Aiston, “Cari We Speak Litedy of God," in Steuer and McCIendon, eds., 1s God God?, 

p. 146. 

407 'Ibid., pp. 146, 154. 

408 Alston, "Zrreducible Metaphors in Theology," p. 129. 

%id., p. 129. 



immutable, or not-identical-with-~ichard-~ixon.~'~~~ He uses 'Richard K i o d  as an 

exarnple of a human being. For Alston, the reason for negative predicates being 

different is that they "do not teil us anything about the ~ubject."~" 

Among intrinsic predicates, Alston concentrates on a group of predicate that he 

caUs 'personalistic' (or, foilowing Strawson, 'P-predicates'). By P-predicates, Alston 

means: 

Those that, as a group, apply to a being only if h t  being is a 'personal 

agent' - an agent that cames out intentions, plans, or purposes in its actions, that acts 

in the light of knowledge or beliefl, a being whose actions express attitudes and are 

guided by standards and principles; a being capable of communication with other 

such agents and e n t e ~ g  into other forms of personal relations with them.'" 

Such a conception of God as a 'personal agent' can be applied to Christianity 

and other theistic reiigions. God for them has cornunication with people, and has 

purpose, rules and regdations in His ~reat ion.~ '~  

Aiston divides P-predicates into M-predicates and A-predicates. The former, 

which are mental or psychological predicates, include intemal psychological states 

srrch as attitudes, emotions, wants, and cognition. The Iatter, which are action 

predicates, include, in its broad meaning, what an agent doe~.~'~ 

410 Steuer and McClendon, eds,, 1s God Gad?: p. 146. 

41 1 Ibid., p. 147. 

4L2~bid., p- 148. 

413 Lbid., p. 148. 

414 bid., pp. 154-55. 



7.5. Functionalism as a Theorv of Meaning 

Two Main fieorzes Rexardina the Cornr>rehendznp ofAnitudes 

Alston has discussed fimctionalism in three articles written at different times. He 

believes, however, that he has done a better job in his most recent 1 have, 

therefore, devoted more attention to his last article. 

The psychological background for intentional actions (M-predicates) can be 

summarized into two concepts: attitudes and knowledge. Then the question is 

whether we can use these terms in the same meaning for both God and human 

beings. Regardiig attitudes, Alston maintains that there are two main theones about 

the comprehending of such inner states. The first approach is identified with 

Geman-Austrian thinker Franz Brentano (1 83 8- 1 9 1 71, and its current defender on 

the Amencan scene, Roderick Milton Chisholm (1916-). Accordiig to this view, the 

concept of attitude and its dserence with knowledge is not analyzable in terms of 

anythmg else. Aithough there are connections berneen attitudes and their multiple 

consequences for behavior, thought, and feelings, this does not h p l y  that we can 

cl* the intrinsic nature of attitudes by referring to their results. The idea that 

intentional states are not anaiyzable in terms of other concepts has been rejected by 

numerous contemp oraty Anglo- Arnerican p hilosophers. T hey have suggested 

multiple ways to analyze these states. Among various views on a possible way for 

4'5~lston, Divine nature and Human h g u a g e ,  p. 89. 



the analysis of intentional states such as belief and attitude, jhctionaIism is currently 

the most popular and dominam idea in the current intellectual scene. 4L6 

Functionalism has two versions. It proposes not only a theory about the meaning 

of psychological words but also a theory of the nature of psychological modes, 

regardess of the meaning of such terms in Our ordinary fanguage. Alston 

concentrates his discussion on the former version, since he deals with the meanïngs 

of such ~ o r d s . ~ "  The basic idea of functionalism, which can be used for the analysis 

of psychological terms, is that ccpsychological states are a type individuated by their 

distinctive role within a complex network of states mediating the perceptual 

,3418 conditions and behavior of organisms or systems. We app1y functionalisrn for the 

explmation of some material objects. In the case of a loudspeaker, for instance, we 

can comprehend its concepts by Iooking at its function as something that converts 

electronic signals to sound. We also define a mousetrap as a device for catching 

mice. The definition is neutral as to the structure of the instrument that performs in 

these ways. This is a reason that we can make a more advanced mousetrap with the 

416 Morris, ed., Divine and Human Action, pp. 263-265. 

417 Alston, "Functionalism and Theological Language," in Arnerican Philosophical Quarterly, 

22 (My 1985), p. 223; and Moms, ed., Divine and Humun Action, p. 265. 

418~obert van Gulick, icF~nctionaIi~m, Information, and Content," in Naîure and Sysrem 2 

(1980), p. 139. 



same na~ne.~" In the same way as we comprehend and define loudspeaker and 

mousetrap, we can understand the concept of an attitude. That is, in order to analyze 

M-predicates such as the concept of a belief or an attitude, we should look at its 

specitic function in the psychological process.42" 

Psyche plays a basic role in mediating between input (perceptual or other data) 

and output (behavior). "A particular psychological role is a particular piece of that 

overd  mission, a particular way in which one state interacts with other states and 

with informational input to influence behavior.""' For example, a belief that it is 

raining now has interaction with other states, includïng a desire not to become wet as 

much as possible, and a belief that taking an umbrella is a helpfY way to remain 

dry.422 

There is a basic point in functionalism which helps us to focate comrnon 

concepts applicable to both human beings and God. Speaking of this point, Alston 

maintains, "the fact that Y is widely different in constitution Eom X will not in itself 

- -  - - 

419 As Alston accurately maintains, he is indebted for such d o g y  to Jerry Fodor, 

Psychological Ekplanation,(New York: Random House, 1968), pp. 15- 16. 

420 Steuer and McClendon, eds., 1s God Goci?, pp. 157-58; and Moms, ed., Divine and 

Human Action, p. 265. 

" '~orr ïs ,  ed., Divine and Human Action, p. 265. 

'121bid., p. 265. 



prevent a univocal application of psychological state concepts, provided the crucial 

sort of function is being performed."4u 

The analysis given in fimctionalism for any particdar kind of psychological 

state concepts is based on the h c t i o n  of that state, regardless of its intrinsic 

character. Consequently, it d o w s  us to apply the same psychological state concepts 

to various beings such as human beings, animals, computers, and even perhaps 

angels. If we find a somewhat sirnilar function between human being and God in 

their knowledge, will, intention, and so on, we are able to apply the same words to 

refer to these features in both b e i ~ g s . ~ ' ~  

4%id., p- 265. 

424 ibid., p. 265; and Aston, "FunctionaIism and Theological Language," p. 222, For more 

details on the formulations of fimctionalism, see: Ned BIock, <'Are Absent Qualia Impossible?" in 

Philosophical Review, 89 (1980), pp. 257-74; Ned Block, "Troubles with Functionalism," in 

Perception and Cognition: Issues in the Foundations of Psychology, Mimesofa Studies in the 

Philosophy of Science 9, ed. C. W. Savage, (Minneapolis: Universiîy of Minnesota Press, 1978); 

David Lewis, "Mad Pain and Martian Pain," in Reading in the philosophy ofPsychoiogy ed. Ned 

Block, (Cambridge: Hamard University Press, 1980); David Lewis, ccPsychophysical and 

Theoretical Identifications," in Australasian Journal of Phiiosophy, 50 (1972), pp. 249-25 8;  

Wary Putnam, Philosophical papers, 3 vols, vol. 2: Mind, languuge, and Reality (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1973, chapters 18-2 1 ; Sydney Shoemaker, "Some Varieties of 

Functionalism," in Philosophical Topics, 12 ( 1  98 l), pp. 93- 120; Robert van Gulick, 

ccFunctionalism, Information and Content," in Nahre and Systern 2 ( 1  B O ) ,  pp. 139-1 62. 



Functionalisrn and Behaviorzsrn 

Functionalism is an improved view of behaviorism., which is a reductive theory. 

From this position, we c m  explain each psychological term by non-psychological 

concepts, physical conditions which are prior to a psychological state, physical 

behaviorai reactions &er that state, and the overall dispositional structure. Uniike 

behaviorism, "since fiinctionalisrn does not take psychological states to individuaily 

determine behavioral dispositions, it cannot aspire to reduce or eliminate 

psychological concepts one by one."425 Thus, to define functionaily any particular 

psychological term we need to refer to many other psychological terms. We should 

define psychological terms in terms of their relations to inputs (the cause fiom which 

they originate), outputs (behavior), and other mental ~ t a t e s . ~ ~ ~  

We saw that in Alston's view, functionaiism c m  be regarded as a Oasis to locate 

a common language between God and human beings. The next question would be 

whether it is possible to apply the same functionalist account of human psychological 

states to God. Here Alston modifies van Gulick's surnmary account of hctionalism 

in order to extend his account to the divine psyche. For him, psychological states are 

"type individuated by their distinctive role within a complex network of states 

mediating the perceptual conditions and behavior of organisms or systems.'y427 

425 Aiston, ccF~ctionalïsrn and Theological Language," p. 224. 

'%id., p. 224. 

"7~obert van Gulick, ccFunctionaii~m, Information, and Content," p. 139. 



Accordmg to Alston, this identification of human psychological states to identify 

divine psyche is acceptable, with some modification. Fust, since it is difflcult to use 

'organisms' or 'systems' for God, we should replace them with 'agents.' Second, 

God does not have sense organs to acquire information through 'perceptud 

conditions.' This is not, however, a disability for God, since He is omniscient and 

acquiring information for Him does not depend on using such temporal tools. 

Therefore, in giving a general functional model of fimctional psychological states for 

both God and human beings, we shodd omit 'input' fiom the picture and h d y  give 

the following simplified model: "psychological states are type individuated by their 

distinctive role within a complex of states that gives rise to action. 37428 

Alston 's Suggested Model o f  Functionalzst Talk o f  God 

The model that Alston suggests to explain God's pro-attitude is that a pro- 

attitude toward G is a kind of state which, if combined with the knowledge that the 

best way to achieve G is through performing A, wiil Iead to a tendency to do A. Here 

we must ask: what does this tendency mean? Alston's answer is that a tendency to do 

A is a state that leads to performing 4 if there is no obstacle in its way.42g But does 

this confiict with God's Omnipotence or 'Tree Will"? E in the case of absence of 

interference, God's tendency to do sornething leads automaticdy to His behavior, it 

would represent God without free will. Answering this question, Alston maintains 

428 Moms, ed., Divine and H u m  Action, p. 266 

429 Ibid., p. 268. 



that we should consider diWie will one of the factors that can hinder tendency fiom 

leading to the performance of action.430 

Since the combination of attitude and knowledge does not necessarily lead to the 

performance of an action, we need to recognize another intemediate factor between 

tendency and action. Alston d s  this factor 'executive intention' which is, in fact, 

the strongest tendency among various competing tendencies. He distinguishes 

between intenfion to do A and volition or execuîive intention to do A. The former 

"may not issue imrnediately in doing A and ... may dissipate before A ever gets 

d ~ n e , " ~ ~ ~  while the latter "issues in doing A udess the extemal world (externat to the 

psyche), prevents it. 1x432 

Alston also sees as it necessary to make a bridge, which he calis 'action plan', 

between the tendency and the behavior- The "action plan" consists of the sequence of 

steps that should be foIiowed to reach to the final goal. An intention to go to a 

particular university in another city would require the agent to intend to do other 

preluninary actions such as arising fiom chair, dressing properly, going out and so 

433 on. 

"?bid., pp. 268-69. 

43 1 Ibid., p. 270. 

U2bid., pp. 268-70. 

433 Ibid., p. 270, For more details on AIston7s view of 'action plan', see his article: "An 

Action-Plan Interpretaîion of Purposive Explanation of Actions" in Theory and Decision, 20 

(19860, pp. 275-299. 



The functionalist account that Alston suggests for intentional mental states is as 

Amtudes and cognitions are to be understood in te- of the way in which 

they interact to engender action tendencies. Tendencies, in turn, are to be understood 

partly in te- of this origin and partiy in terms of the ~vay they interact ~vith each 

other either to determine executive intention or to influence volition, as the case may 

be. FinalIy, executive intentions and volition are to be understood in t e m  both of 

their background and ofthe way they detennine overt action.4M 

In the opinion of Alston, we c m  think of his whole fùnctionalist account of 

intentional mental states, "as deriving firom conditionals like the following: 

1. If S has pro-attitude tolvard G, then S will have a tendency to do whatever 

S takes to be a way of attaining G. 

2. If S has a tendency to do A, dien if this tendency is not successfdy 

opposed by a stronger tendency or by an act of WU, then S will do A, if the extemal 

world cooperates in the right waY."* 

These are two common crucial conditionals between God and human beings in 

the2 psychological process for action. Despite multiple differences between them, 

they share in the way in which cognition associates with attitudes t o  establish action 

tendencies, and the way in which action tendencies fead to the final executive 

intention. 43" 

The reason Alston suggests a partial functionalist account is that by taking a 

functionalîst analysis, there still rernains multiple features which are different 

434 Morris, ed., Divine and Human Action, p. 27 1. 

435 Ibid., p. 271. 

"%id., p. 274. 



between h m a n  and divine action and motivation- We cannot flnd a common 

conceptual analysis for these difiFerences. While we understand, in a first-person 

sense, our hopes, feelings, intentions, beliefs, and so on, and what they are like to, we 

can hardly make the same daim for such attributes on the divine side. Because of Our 

temporality and limited powers, our purposes and intentions can be the subject of 

various changes and different conditions and can be faced with unexpected 

~ c u l t i e s  and obstacles. Such things, which are absent in God, affect our 

understanding of human purposes and intentions. We know that i fwe  intend to bring 

about G it may not lead to the actual existence of G. This affects Our conception of 

the relation between an intention to do something and its actual performance. We 

cannot, however, apply such a conception to a supreme b e h ~ ~ . " ~  

If we are to comprehend and analyze psychological concepts in God by their 

fiinctions and overt behavior, then the question is whether it is possibIe for an 

incorporeal being to have such a behavior. Moreover, overt behavior requires bodily 

movement of the agent which is absent in an imrnatenal being. If Alston succeeds in 

solving this problem, it can be a good answer for Paul Edward (1923-), an Austrian 

analytic philosopher who brought up this problem, and Kai Neken (1926-), a 

Canadian analytic philosopher, who accepted it and gave it fùrther developrnent in 

his Contemporary Critiques of ~elzgfon '~~.  Edward holds t hat "psy chologicd 

437 Ibid., pp. 276-78. 

438 London: the Macmillan Press LTD, 197 1. 



n439 predicates are Iogicdy tied to the behavior of organisms. He does not mean that 

human beings are limited to their body, rather "much more than a body a human 

being may be, one cannot sensibly t a k  about this 'more' without presupposing that 

'3440 he is a living organism. For Edward, we cannot explain human action except by 

referring to his or her bodily mo~ements .~ '  Accepting the same idea, Nielsen 

maintains that "to make sense to speak of x's acting or fading to act, x must have a 

body.""* He concludes that speaking of God's 'love' of human being is meaningless, 

since God is an incorporeal being. Then he generalizes the problem for applying any 

other psychological concept to ~ o d ? ~  

Alaon tries to solve this problem and find a possible way of describing God's 

attributes using humm concepts. To do this job, fïrst, he introduces the notion of 

banc action. Intentional actions of an agent can be divided into two types, what is 

done by performing another action(s), and what is done directly without any 

intenneciiate actions. The former is c d e d  non-basic and the latter basic action. For 

43 'Paul Edwards, "Difficdties in the Idea of God" in The Idea of God, eds. E. H. Madden, R. 

Handy, and M. Farber, (Springfield, IU.: Charles Thomas, 1969), pp. 45. See also Peter Geach, 

Gad and the Sou1 (Routiedge & Kegan Paul, 1969), pp. 16- 17. 

Wadden, et ai., eds., The Idea of God, p. 48. 

441 Ibid., pp. 45-48. 

442Kai Nielsen, Conremporary Critiques of Religon, (London: the Macmillan Press LTD, 

1971)' p. 117. 

443 Ibid., p. 117. 



instance, signing a paper is a non-basic action, since it is done by performing 

something else like moving someone's hand, but moving hand is a basic action if it is 

not done by doing something else. The examples of basic actions are a controversial 

issue. If moWlg someone's hand is done by any other intentional action like 

contracting muscles, then moving hand will be non-basic action. This controversy, 

yet, does not change the meaning of basic 

In the case of human beings, special kinds of human basic actions such as 

raising the arm, kicking, and stretching, require bodily movernent- We cannot 

literally apply these A-predicates to an incorporeal being. The impossibility of such 

applications, however, is not important for theology. Our problem in theology is not 

fkding a possible way of applying literally such predicates to God. There are other 

kinds of human non-basic A-predicates which are more relevant for theology. Some 

examples of such A-predicates are, 'comrnands', 'forgive', 'speak', 'make', and 

'guide. ' Do these actions require bodiiy rno~ements?"~ 

Moreover, Alston's main answer is that bodily movernent is not a central 

concept of human action. What is its core concept is " b ~ g i n g  about a change in the 

9,446 world - directly or indirectly - by an act of will, decision, or intention. We can 

444 Steuer and McClendon, eds., Is God God?, p. 163. 

%id., p. 164. 

446 Aiston, "Functionalism and Theological Language," p. 225. 



easiiy apply such a concept to an immaterial being. God can efiect changes in the 

world t h r o u e  a basic action accomplished directly, without any bodily mo~ement .~ '  

7.6. Summary and Comments 

How c m  we talk about God, who is an immaterial, absolutely perfect and 

tirneless being? Each of these attributes may be considered features which prevent us 

from literally talking of God while employing human concepts. The term 'metaphor' 

and 'literal' relate to particular ways of using words. These words are not several 

kinds of features of language; ratlier, they are modes of speech. In other words, we 

use one term in a litcral or figurative ~ a ~ . " ~  Giving a meaning to a predicate term is 

correlating i t  with some propeS. 

Among various views of a possible way for the analysis of intentional States, 

such as belief and attitudc, funclionaZis~n is currently the most popular and dominant 

idea in the curent intellectual scencMg To analyze M-predicates such as the concept 

of a belief o r  an attitude we should Iook at its specific function in the psychological 

process~50 me basic idea of hnctionalisrn which Alston uses in religious language is 

" * ~ o n g  cd., Experieizce Reason and God, p. 13 1, and Steuer and McClendon, eds., 1s God 

God?, p. 150. 

" g ~ o m s ,  ed., DivNze and Human Action, pp. 263-265. 

450~teuer and McClendon, eds., ii Gad God?, pp. 157-58; and Moms, ed., Divine and 

Human Action, p. 265. 



that the analysis given in functionalism for any particular khd of psychological state 

concepts is based on the fiinction of that state, regardless of its intrinsic character. 

The mode1 that Alston niggests to explain God's pro-attitude is that a pro- 

attitude toward G is a kind of state which if combined with the knowledge that the 

best way to achieve G is through performing 4 will lead to a tendency to do A 

As far as Alston's fundonaikt analysis of the possibility of literal talk of God is 

concerned, 1 think the following observations can be made: 

1. It seems that there is no harmony in Aiston's view of the possibility of talking 

literaily of Gad. In some passages,45' he defends a partial univocity, while in 

~ t h e r s , ~ ~ ~  he indicates that he is advocating a straight univocity, which means that 

our ordinary human words can be used in the same meaning for divine attributes. 1 

think, however, this disharmony between Alston's passages may be solved by 

Iooking at the date of his writings. Since his support of partial univocity is in his Iater 

work, there is a possibility that he has qualined his early IiteraIist views. Moreover, it 

seems that he is aware of the development of part of his earlier view of religious 

language, namely its functional analysis. As mentioned above, Alston has discussed 

hctionalism in three articles M e n  at daerent times, but he beiieves that he has 

done a betier job in his most recent article.4s3 

 orris ris, ed., Divine and Human Acrion, p. 257. 

452 S teuer and McClendon, eds., 1s God God?, p. 146. 
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2. Alston rnainly concentrates on the incorporeality of God's being to show the 

possibility of literally predicating human terms of God. His reason for focusing on 

Uicorporeality is that it has been widely accepted as God's attribute. Alston takes for 

granted the obviousness of the incorporeality of God' s being. 1 may argue, however, 

that it is not an obvious attribute of God. If it was so obvious, we should not be able 

to fïnd so numerous articles and discussions of incorporeality. Moreover, according 

to some religious traditions and many popular conceptions, God is not an incorporeai 

being- 

3. Alston divides the predicates in subject-predicate statements which we use for 

God into negative and positive statements and he believes that the possibility of 

iiteral usage of negative predicates, at least in some cases, is an evident 

However, he does not make a sharp distinction between negative and positive 

predicates that we can use to describe God's nature. Instead he admits that "It is 

notonously dscu l t  to draw an exact lùie between positive and negative 

predi~ates."4S5 One may, however, argue that if these negative predicates are so 

evident, we should be  easily able to recognize and separate them f?om positive 

predicates. 

The only cnterion that Alston proposes to describe negative predicates is that 

they "do not teU us anything about the subject - about the nature or operations of the 



s u b j e ~ t . " ~ ~ ~  The examples that he suggests for such predicates are incorporeal, 

immutable, and not identical with human beings. 1 woulc! argue, however, that it is 

diflictilt to Say that negative predicates always do not give us anything about the 

subject. Rather, they can descnbe the subject in several cases. The extent to which a 

negative statement can tell us sornething about a subject depends on the possible 

number of alternatives which remain to describe the subject. When we know that the 

predicate that can describe a particula. subject has only two options, negating one 

predicate irnplies a f k n h g  the other option. If, for instance, God is either corporeal 

or incorporeai, negating corporeality irnplies c o d h i n g  incorporeality to God. 

Therefore, the negative statement does communicate positive information about the 

subject. 

4. It seems that Alston's suggested fùnctional mode1 is applicable neither in 

divine action nor in human behavior. This criticism wiu be argued in Chapter Nine, 

below. 

Thus far, in the last two chapters we have discussed Alston's methods of proving 

partial Literalism- In the next chapter we trace this position in the ideas of some 

Muslim theologians and compare the Islamic discussion with Alston's doctrine. 



Chapter 8. Alston's Partial Literalism in the 
Light of Islamic Theories of Religious Language 

8.1. Introduction 

Thus far 1 have discussed Alston's version of partial literalism in regard to 

religious language. Nston reject s symbolism and conhns  partial Literalism in 

talking of God. His proof rests on two theses: reducibility and functionalism. In this 

chapter 1 d compare Alston's view with the positions of several M u s h  scholars, 

with special emphasis on Mulpnrnad Husayn Tabâ~abâ'î (1 90 1-1 98 1) an Iranian 

theologian and philosopher. This cornparison of a Muslim thinker with a Christian 

one may serve to illuminate perspectives on religious language in the two belief 

systems. 1 focus on Tabâfabâ'î because he is a modem Muslim scholar who is expert 

in both Islamic philosophy and interpretation of the Qur'ân - two areas which 

demand a consideration of the problem of religious language. Tabâcabâ'î's 

philosophicd and exegetical thought, particularly in his major work, AI-Mïzh, m 

Eregesis of the Qur 'im. "7 has also been very influentid among Musiim scholars. 

457 The full title of the text, which is in Arabic, is: A I - M n 3  Tafsîr AI-Qur 'an. 20 volumes 

(Beimt: Mu'assasah al-A'lam? lil Matbu'ât, 1973). Some volumes of this book have been 



Finally, Tabâtabâ'î has played a sigrifkant role in introducing modern Islamic 

thought to Muslims in general. Hïs view of religious language and reIigious realism 

has had great impact on other Shiite scholars. 

In this chapter, 1 &st brieffy outhe the long-standing controversies among the 

various Muslims schools - including the @ianbalites, Ash 2rites, Mu'tadites and 

Shiites - regarding religious language. Ushg this fiamework, I then elaborate 

Tabâyabâ'î' s views. Findyi 1 compare these views with Alston' s position. 

8.2. Muslim Scholars on Relipious Languape 

Controversies about religious language among Muslim scholars have been 

concentrated on the problem of God's attributes (sifât). How can God or His 

attributes be described in our human Ianguage? M u s h  theologians can be divided 

into two groups according to their approach to this problem: those who deny any 

possibility of speaking about God's attributes using human language, and those who 

do not consider such speech impossible. 

The early supporters of these two views were also the f o r e m e r s  of the two 

schools of Reason and Revelation in the history of Islam: the  adm mi es^^^ and 

translated by Sayyid Saeed Akhtar Ridvî into E n m h  as Ai-Mkân, An Exegesis of the Qur 'ân, 

vol. 1-6 (TeIiJan: World Organization for Islamic Services, 1982). 

458 c Qadarite ' \vas used in the early period of Islam for a group of theologians who supported 

fieewill. They rejected that Allâh detennines everything and that there is no role for human 



~a6rife.s.~~~ Prominent among the questions they considered was that of God's 

attributes - which arnounted to a discussion of how to speak about God in human 

language. In the latter part of the secondeighth century, a group of theologians 

known as the Mu'taziZites, who inhented some of the concerns of the Qadarites, 

appeared in the city of Berah in Southern Iraq. This group subsequentIy becarne one 

of the most significant theological schools of Islam. The Mu 'tadites established 

their rationalkt doctrine as the official creed during the reign of the Caliph al- 

Maymûn (d. 833). Their theology, however, lost its infiuence at court during the reign 

of the Caliph al-Mutawakkil (d. 847). The MuctmiZites, nevertheiess, survived in 

attenuated fonn into the 12th century, and their theology, including their rationaiism, 

was inhented by the Shîites. Another group, which came on the scene to respond to 

the Mu 'taZites, was the Ash 'aries. Their rise was associated with the famous jurist, 

theologian, and heresiographer Abu al-Hasan al-Ash'arî (873 -93 5),460 and they 

beings to determine their actions. H. A. R Gibb, et al., eds. Encyclopaedia of Islam, (New York: 

E. J. Brill, 1987), S.V. "adariya," by W. Montgomery Watt. 

45%e word c'3abrïtey' is derived fkom jabr, meaning cccompulsion." ''Jabrite" was used in 

the early period of Islam for a group of theologians who believed in the negation of actions fiom 

people, as Ailâh's "sIaves," and relating theu activities to Allâh. In their view, Alla is the real 

doer for every deed H. A. R. Gibb, et al., eds. Encyclopaedia of islam, S.V. "Jabrite" by W. 

Montgomery Watt. 

'Mc'~bu &Hasan al-Ashcarî is the founder of the school of orthodox theology which bears 

his name ... He abandoned the dogmatic theses of the Mu 'taziIite for those of opponents like 



espoused a moderate rationalism. The views of the Ash '&tes, Mu 'taziZifes and other 

Muslim theologians regarding religious language can be explained by first dividing 

them into two classes - those who denied that we cm speak of  God ushg human 

speech, and those who dowed that this was possible - and then M e r  dividing the 

classes into subgroups. The subgroups of the class of those who dowed  that such 

human speech was possible and meaningfül are arranged here accordïng to the 

degree of literalm, in order to facilitate cornparison with Alston- 

Denvina the p o s s z b i l ~  o f  understandina and talking o f  God's 

Those who held this position included the Ah2 al-&kfftth (~raditionalists~~'), 

including the ~anâbihth (the followers of Alpnad Ibn Hanbal (d. 241 AH)), Dâwûd 

ibn 'Ali ai-@f&ânî (d. 270 AH), and Mâlik ibn Anas (d. 179 The Ahl al- 

&dîth - Literaliy the "people of the @dîtHy - were strict Traditionalists in that they 

A@ad Ibn Hanbal, whorn he professed to follow; but he defended his new beIiefs by the type of 

rational argument which MurtaziZite employed." See: H. A. R Gibb, et al., eds. The 

Encyclopaedia of Islam, S.V. ccAl-Ashcarî, Abu 'L-ban,"  by W. Montgomery Watt, and 

c'Muctazila," by D. Gimaret; and Majid Khadduri, The Islurnic Conception ofJustice (The Johns 

Hopkins UniversiSr Press, Baltimore and London, 1982), pp. 39-40. 
461 1 will capitalize 'Traditionalists' to refer to a particular group of  Musiim theologians (Ahl 

al-fladiith) and those who foIiow their school of thought. 

= ~ i r c e a  Eliade, ed., The Encyclopedia of Religion. New York Macmillan Publishinig 

Company, 1987. S.V. "Islamic Concepts," by Georges C. Anawati. 



considered that knowledge ('iZm) could be obtained only as it was revealed through 

the reveaied Qur'ân and &rdÎth or staternents of the Prophet. W e  acknowledging 

divine attributes, they saw no possibility of understanding them- They refùsed any 

sort of cornparison between God and His creatures; God's attributes, they said, 

cannot be comprehended through any kind of analogy with those of creatures. They 

simply refùsed to interpret the Qur'ânic passages that talk of God's attn'butes, such 

passages as: "You [God], only You, are the Hearer, the Knower" (3:3 5); and "Allâh 

is the Seer of what they do" (2:96)- The Ahl al-fiadith beiieved that we shouId take 

the apparent meanings of these verses and leave their real meanings to God, who 

knows what He meant in such verses. Regarding God's amibutes mentioned in the 

Qur'ân and other theological questions, they simply pronounced: "bz-16 kavf" - 

"[assent] without [asking] how." This means that we can descnbe God by those 

attributes, but we do not know anything about their quality, nature or their 

correspondence ro human attribut es. 463 

Possibility of S~eakrng of God 

The ideas of Muslim theologians who beiieve in the possibility of our speaking 

of God can be divided into the following categories: 

463 Abu &Fa@ Mulpnrmd Ibn 'Abd Ai-Karîm Shahristânî, Kit& al-Milal wa-al-Nioal, 

Tram. into Persian by Mustata Khâliqdâd Hasw, 2 vols, vol. 1 (Tehran: 1979), pp. 1 1 8-1 19, 

132-133. 



a) Extreme literalism: Another wing of the Traditionalists were the 

Mushabbihah ( ~ i k e n e r s ) ~ ~  or Mujasimah (Corporealists). The Mushabbihah did 

allow the application of analogicd language when speaking of God. They accepted 

similady between God and human beings to the extent that they literalfy interpreted 

the Qur' ânic passages that give anthropomorphic representations of God. Thus, for 

them, God is a materid being with bodily organs. Examples of the supporters of this 

doctrine were Maqâtil ibn Suiaymân (d. 150 AH), Dâwûd al-KhârazmÎ, and the 

Kmâmryah, the foilowers of Abû 'Abd AUâh Muhammad Ibn K m â m  (d. 255 

AH). 465 

Other Muslim theologians refused the Mushabbihah's employment of analogicai 

language in descnbing the divine attributes. h o n g  them were the Jahmjah, the 

followers of Jahrn ibn Safwân (d. 745). The Jahmjah, opposed the 

Anthropomorphists, to the extent that they negated even God's He (.Iyât), and 

knowledge ('ilm). The Juhmfyah argued that, since the attributes we speak of are 

evident in human beings, they cannot be attributed to God, since God and His 

creatures cannot share any common feature. Thus for the Jahmjah, it is possible to 

describe God as Creator (khâIiq) and as Omnipotent (qadir) o d y  because these 

- - 

464 Mushabbihah cornes from tashb ih, assunilating God to human being; and Mujassamah is 

derived f iom jisrn, bodily substance. See B. Khurramshâhin, ed., A Glossary of IsZamic Technical 

T e m  (Mashhad: Âstân Quds Ra@* 1991), p.558; and H. A. R Gibb, et al., e h . ,  

EncycZopaediu of Islam, s .v. "'Tashbîh," by R Strothmann. 

46S~adaw î, Maqâiât al-lsiâmî mût, vol. 1, pp. 720-72 1. 



qualities are not found in humans. The Jahmfyuh's position was characterized by 

their enemies as 'ta'@ - over-negation - since in negating God's atîributes in order 

to avoid anthropomorphism, they reach the point of denying Him any features at ail, 

making Kun into something Like an impersonal force. 

b) Moderate literalism: The Ash'mztes upheld, moderated, and further 

developed the Traditionalkt view of religious Ianguage which had first been 

f o d a t e d  by the so-cailed Ah1 al-fladith (Traditionalists). They rejected the 

~mczbill position of the impossibility of speaking of God's attribute using human 

Ianguage. Instead, somewhat like the Micshabbihah, they did tak of God's attributes 

and literaily interpreted the Qur'ânic verses in this regard. Unlike the Mushabbihuh, 

however, they asserted that nothing corporeal was meant by the anthropomorphic 

passages of the Qur'ân. They lefi the real meaning of such verses to ~ o d . ~ ~ ~  

c) Rationalism. W i k e  the Nanâbilah and Ash 'arites, the MuKtazdifes and 

Shîiies (the Shîites having inhented the theology of the vanished Mu 'tarilites) did not 

beiieve that it was absolutely (as the Wâbi lah  chirned), or partly (as the Ash 'arzfes 

believed), impossible to understand and taik of God. They did declare that God is an 

absolute transcendent being, so that He cannot be described as possessing any of the 

466 S hahristâruA, Kitâb al-Milal waal-Nihal, Tram. into Persian b y Mwtafà Khâliqdâd 

Hâshimî, vol. 1, p. 11 1. 

-H. A. R Gibb, et al., eds., Emyclopediin of hlarn, s-v. ''Ash'afîya'' and "Ashcarî, Abu al- 

man," by W. Montgomery Watt. 



properties of a body. They rejected the analogicd account of God's attributes upheld 

by the Mzcshabbihah and any anthropornorphic representation of Him. There is, they 

insisted, no common attribute between God and huma. beings468 Thus, by rejecting 

tashbfh - assimilating God to human beings - the MuCtcxziZites stressed tanzih, 

keeping God pure of any similarîty to ~ t h e r s . ~ ~ '  At the same tirne, however, they 

dowed that God may be spoken of - and has been spoken of in the Qur'ân - 

metaphorically. More of their view on metaphor wiIl become apparent below. 

8.3. Tabâtabâ'î's View of God's Soeech 

As an example of a ShEte thinker, 1 turn here to 'Aflâmah (The Most Learned) 

Tab&abâYî. Tabâ!abâYî refûtes in detail the thesis of the Traditionalists (@mâbzZah) 

regarding the impossibility of understanding God and His attributes. He does not 

believe, as the Traditionalists did, that God is the only one who knows the 

interpretation of Qur'ânic passages that talk of ~ i r n . ~ "  Sabâtabâ'i aiso believes in 

God's transcendence and His incorporeality, so that he refùses to speak of God on 

468 See: Abû al-Hasan al-Ash'arî, Maqâlât al-IsZâmî'în wa-lkhtiliîf al-Mu~llîn, vol. 1, pp. 

2 16-2 17; Badawî, Maqâlât al-Isl&nQyfn, vol- I, pp. 52, 15 1. 

469Alpnad Maipnûd Subhi, Fï 'Ilm al-Kaicîm, al-Mu6tdlah (Beinit: Dâr al-NahW al- 

'Arabiyah, 1985), p. 153; and Mircea Eliade, ed., Encyclopedia of Religion, S.V. "'Attributes of 

God - Islamic Concepi," by Georges C. Anawati. 

47 Tabâfabâ'î, Al-Man Fi Tafsîr al-Qur Zn, vol. 8, p. 157. 



analogy wÏth His creation in cases where that wouid damage these divine qualities 

(as the extreme Traditionalists - the Mwshabbihdz - did). That is, he does not accept 

the literal rneaning of passages of the Qur'ân that give anthropomorphic 

representations of God's attributes. Instead, Tabâfabâ'î maintains that one cm spéak 

of God on the one hand, and on the other hand that some passages of the Quryan that 

refer to God's attributes may be taken literaily, while others must be taken 

metaphoncaliy. His basic position, in other words, is that of the Mu'tazilite-ShrIte 

P a r s -  
Tabâtabâ'î does not offer in any part of his wrïtings a coherent view of language 

or languages applied to talk of God and other religious assertions. We can, 

nevertheless, extract his position f?om parts of his interpretation of the Qur'ân. For 

this purpose 1 will look here at his analysis of God's speech (kaIâm Ailâh), corn 

which 1 d try to g-rasp his position of religious language. 1 wdi then compare it 

wiîh Alston's position. 

Tabâtabâ'î discusses God's speech during his interpretation of the Qur'ân in his 

major work, A I - M e ,  an Begesis of the Q~r'api.~'' He raises the issue in relation to 

a Qur'ânic verse in which God speakç about talking with certain ofHis prophets. The 

verse reads as follows "These apostles, we have made some of them to excel others; 

among them are some to whom Allâh spoke, and some of them he exalted by degree 

(of r d ) ,  and we gave clear evidence to Jesus, son of Vigin Mary, and strengthened 

471 Tehran: World Organization for Islamic Services, 1982. 



him with the holy spirity' (2:253). The key phrase, according to Tabâlabâ'î is "among 

them are some to whom AUâh spoke." In pbâtabâ'î's view, this statement indicates 

that God did speak to some people. It is not an ailegorical statement that does not 

refer to real speech. 

Tabâtabâ'î maintains on this basis that God's speech is an actual performance. 

God's taik as a real thing creates the same results created by our talking. Tabâlabâ'î 

goes on to explain: 

In different Qur'ânic verses, God considers 'speaking' one of His actions. For 

exaniple, God says: "and Allah spoke to Moses [directly] speaking [to him]" (4963). 

In another verse, God says: "among them [Gody s apostles] are some to whom God 

spoke" (2:253). God's manner of speaking with his apostles has been clar5ed in the 

following verse: "It is not for any man that Allâh should speak to him except by 

revelation, or fkom behïnd the veil, or by sending a messenger so that he reveals by 

his permission what he pleases" (4251). For Tabâiabâ'?, the Qur'ânic statement in 

this verse, "AUâh should speak to a" must mean actual speaking; otherwise the 

quaQ6ng phrase "except by revelation ..." would be meaningless. According to this 

verse, God redy speaks, although in an unspecified fashion. 472 

Tabâiabâ'î also refers to the reality of man's speech, maintainkg that what 

compels human beings to speak is their natural need to live in a society and 

communicate with other people. In such a situation, human beings are compeiled to 

472 See dso Tabâiabâ'î, Al-MZzdn, An Exegesis of the Qur Sn, vol. 4, p. 133. 



find a way to express their thoughts and feelings to other people. Their nature led 

them to achieve this goal by using their voices, produced in their mouths. Gradudy 

they combined different sounds to  produce multiple signs to express theu difEerent 

opinions, and they agreed upon these s i p  so that communication became possible 

between them. Human beings urgently need to talk, because it is the only way to 

convey their thoughts to others and comprehend others' thoughts. That is why the 

development of language depends on the development of society, which requires 

more words in order to transfer information- 

In Tabâiabâ'î's view, it is certain that God's talk is not produced in the same 

way as human speech. The matenal tbings that play a role in producing voices in 

humankind, such as the Iarynx, tongue, teeth, jaw, and iips, cannot be imagined in 

the case of God's speech, since God is not a material being. Moreover, a major factor 

prompting human beings to speak is their social needs. People can satisfy their needs 

only in a society and through CO-operation with others. Living in a community and 

cooperating with others depends in turn on the ability to convey ideas. Speaking and 

writing are the most comrnon ways human beings convey their feelings and opinions 

to others. Nevertheless, although God's marner of speech is not the same as Our way 

of producing sound and speech, and although God is self-sufficient (ghanf) so that 

He does not need social relations and cooperation with others, still we can Say that 

God really speaks. This is because speech has a particular effect (or we might Say, 

'function'). The particular effect or fbnction of speech is the conveying of an 

intelligible message. Since the effect produced is similar in God and humankind, 



Godys speech can be calied 'speech' in the red sense - even though there are other 

dinerences between our talk and God's talk. Therefore, it may be said that God 

speaks to His prophets and apostles, and He does this so that they may understand 

what He wants to convey to them. We must admit, however, we do not know the real 

procedure of God's action.4n 

pbâ~abâ'î now elaborates on this idea. He beguls by stating that nowadays, 

technology and civilization have developed and the tools used by human beings have 

changed. Nonetheless, we can stili use, in a reai sense, the names of old tools for new 

tools. For example, the word 'lamp' in the eighth century was used for an earthen 

receptacIe containing oil or fat with a wick. Burning this wick illuminated darkness. 

The lamp which is used today for illuzninating darkness is totally different fiom the 

old lamp. Yet the word 'lamp' can be used for both tools in the real sense. The 

reason is that the basic purpose (or again, as we might Say, "fiinction"), illurninating 

dark space, is the same for both. When this basic purpose is met by a new tool, the 

original name, 'lamp', is eansferred to the new tool in realzty, not allegoricaliy. 

There are many other similar instances in which we use the same words for modern 

inventions as for older tools, always in a real and not an allegorical sense, even 

though we see real changes in the shapes and techniques of the new items. What is 

similar in both cases is the basic purpose and effect. 

475 Ibid., vol. 4, pp. 134-136- 



Again, similarly, we can use the word 'speaking' for both God's speech and 

human speech. The basic purpose of both kinds of speech is the same, even though 

the ways of producing it are dinerent. The basic purpose of speech is to make others 

understand something. Of course, human speaking is prompted by a need for 

cooperation, while God does not require any kind of cooperation with ~ t h e r s . ~ ~ ~  

8.4. Appraisal and Com~arison Between Alston and Muslim 

As far as the views of Muslim scholars regarding religious language are 

concerned, the foIlowing points can be made: 

1) Cornparhg Aiston's view of religious language with that of Muslim 

theologians, we see both simiIanties and differences. While they are of two different 

traditions, they share the following points: 

A) Like Alston, Tabâpibâ'î presents a realistic conception of God and His 

attributes. Alston objects to the epistemic conception of tmth and replaces it with his 

theory of alethic realisrn. This is the foundation of his realistic approach to God. A 

similar position is expressed by many Muslirn theoiogians, includïng Muipmmad 

Husayn Tabâyabâ'î. As we saw in his view of God's speech, he considers God's talk 

an actual thing that creates the same result created by our talk. Referring to the 

474 Ibid., vol. 4, p. 140. 



interpretation of the Qur'ânic passage "among them Cprophets] are some to whom 

AUâh spoke," Tabâ~abâ'î maintains that this statement indicates that God did speak 

to some people. It is not an allegorical statement that does not refer to a real talk. 

As we mentioned above, Tabâ~abâ'î follows the Mu'taziZifes and most ShEte 

theologians in this position. Note that for these scholars, God is something real, 

actudly involved in the world. Therefore, Alçton's realistic conception of God is 

similar to that of many Muslim thinkers. Although Tabâ~abâ'î is not the only M u s h  

theologian who supports realism, his  famous work me Principles of Philosophy and 

the Method of ~ e u l i r n ~ ~ '  is regarded a landmark in contemporary realism. This book 

has influenced several Muslim scholars, including Murtada Mu!ahharî (1 920- 

1979),~'~ and Mulpmmad Taqî Misbah Yazdî (b. 1935), both of whom have 

475 Tabâ@bâ7î, UgZ-i Falsafah va-Ravish-i Riâlism (The principles of Philosop hy and the 

rnethod of Reaiism), Pâvaraqî bi-Qalam-i Murta. Mutahhmn, 5 vols, Qum: Intishârât-i Sadrâ, 

1989. 

4 7 % w â  M u p h h î  is an lranian Shfite theologian who was born in 1920 in Farûnân about 

60 K.M. distant fiom Mashhad: His main instructor in philosophy was M ~ a m m a d  Husayn 

Tabâ!abâYî. He was assassinateci in 1979. Mutahharî wrote more than 40 books including, 

Fztndarnentals of Islamic Thought: God, Man, and the Universe. Trans. fkom the Persian by R, 

Campbell, with annotations and an introduction by Hamid Algar, Berkeley : MZzân Press, 1985; 

Jurisprudence and its Principles: Fiqh and Usû1 al-Fiqh, Trans. fiom the Persian by Muhammad 

Salmân Tawhîdî, Albany, Calif.: Muslim Student Association (Persian Speaking Group), 19 83 ; 

Mufahharî's view of reaiïsrn is found in his detailed commentaries on Tabâ~abâ'î, Muhammad 

Husayn, Usl-i Falsafah va-Ravish-i Riâlism (The principIes of Philosophy and the method of 

Realism), Pâvaraqî bi-Qalam-i Murtadâ M u m A ,  5 volumes, Qum: Intishârât-i Sadrâ, 1989. For 



foilowed and further developed Tabâf abâ'î' s philosophicd doctrine of r e a l i ~ r n . ~ ~  

What are the motivations behind the religious reaiism of these M u s h  scholars on 

the one hand, and Alston on the other? If we place these scholars in their historical 

and social context, it becomes apparent that the motivation is similar in each case. 

Both intend to argue with theones in the modem world which, according to the- 

Iead to atheism, or empty religion fiom its essence. To believe in an objective real 

God depends on a reaiistic conception of religious beliefs regarding God's existence. 

B) Alston's view of the possibility of talking meaningfully of God is similar to 

that of Tabâ!abâYî. Alston rejects expressivism - the theory that there is no meaning 

behind religious expressions. Like Alston, Tabâtabâ'î rejects the idea of the 

meaninglessness of religious statements and considers it a false rnethod of 

interpretation.J78 Although Tabâtabâ'î does not mention the term "expressivism", it 

more details on ~Vu@~harî's thought, see: Mdpnmad Vâ'* Zâdah Khurâsânî, "Sayrî dar 

Zindigî-i 'Ilmî va-inqiiâbî-i Shahîd Murtadâ Muphharî" in Yadnâmah-i Ustâd Shahîd Murta@ 

iMi.&hharî (Tehran: Sâzmân-i Intishârât va-Âmiîzish-i Inqilâb-i Islâmî, 198 1), pp. 32 1 and 379. 
477 Misbah Yazdî is a contemporary Shfite theologian and philosopher. He has written severai 

books and artides mainly concentrated on Islamic and western Philosophy and interpretation of 

die Qur'ân. He elaborates his idea of realism in his book: Âmwish-i Fakafaoh, 2 vols. Tihran: 

4 yabâ!abâ'î, Al-Mizon, An Exegesis of the Qur 'an, vol. 4, p. 1 33. 



seems that his objections were aimed at positivists and empiricists such as Alfred 

Ayer, David Hume and others, most of whom objected to religious be~ief."~ 

C) For both Alston and Tabâfabâ'î while God is an absolutely transcendent and 

incorporeal being, this does not prevent comprehending Him and Kis attributes. 

Tabâfabâ'î refùtes in detail the arguments of the Traditionalists (Ahl al-Nadith) 

regarding the irnpossibility of understanding God and His atîributes. 480 

D) Both Alston and Tabâ;abâYî defend a sort of literalism in religious discourse. 

Both believe that we can use our ordinary language to explain God' s attributes. As 

we saw in Tabârabâ'i's view of God's speech, he fieely uses human language to 

describe the meaning of God's speech as one of His actions. In this analysis, he 

attempts to prove that the Qur'ânic statements that tell us about God's speech with 

His prophets are not degorical statements that do not point to any real talis. In other 

words, he proposes a Literal interpretation of the Qur'ânic verses referring to God's 

speaking with His prophets. 

Tabâ!abâYî's insistence on literally understanding the language of the Qur'an 

implies a view of religious language similar to that of Alston. Both refuse to regard 

religious statements as consisting 

meaningiess or mere expressions of 

mereIy of symbolic language, as either 

feelings or attitudes. Tabâyabâ'î's view of the 

4 ??or more information on the views of positivists and ernpiricists see the present work, 

Chapter 2 citerature review). 

48 vabâ~abâ'?, AI-Mkân Fï TafiIr a@r Zn, vol. 8, p. 157. 



possibility of using our ordinary language to explain God's attnbutes has been 

developed by some Shiite scholars such as Muphhan^. He rejects the ideas of the 

Traditionalists, including the @m%tlah, who argue for the impossibility of talking 

of God's attributes and refiauiing from interpretation of the Qur'ânic passages deal 

with this topic. Then he suggests a functional analysis of religious language that I 

will discuss later in this ~ h a ~ t e r . ~ ~ '  

2) pbâ~abâ ' î  interprets some Qur'ânic passages literaily and some 

rnetaphoncdy. How does he distinguishes which passages are 'fiteral' and which 

'metaphoricai'? In the opinion of Tabâ(abâ7î, we should ïnterpret the Qur'ânic 

passages according to their literal meaning except where there appears to be a 

c o a c t  with the dennite results of human reason. In such cases, the language of 

religious discourse is metaphoric and we mufi change the literd rneaning. Among 

such Qur'ânic verses are those that represent an anthropomorphic representation of 

God, such as "The hand of AU& is above their hand" (48:10);~*' and "The Lord shaiI 

corne with angels, rank on rank" (89:22). The problem in these verses is comected 

with the problem of God's attributes and anthropornorphism - one of the great issues 

 or Mughharï's view, see the present work, p. 216 and his commentaries on Tabâiabâ'î, 

U@l-i Falsufah va-Ravish-i Riâlfirn, vol. 5, pp. 1 1-20, 165- 180. 

482 The complete verse is: "Those who ,';Wear aliegiance unto thee (Mdpmmad), swear 

alIegiance only unto Mâh. The hand of Allâh is above their hand, Therefore, whosoever breaketh 

his oath, breaketh it ody to his SOUI'S hurt; whosoever keepeth his covenant with Allâh, on him 

will He bestow immense reward." 



of Muslim theology, in which the MuCfaliZite and therefore Shîites fd very clearly 

on the anti-anthropomorphic side. Tabâ!abâYî suggests metaphoric meanings for both 

Yabâgbâ'î, ai-Mkân fl Tafi2 Al-Qur Zn, vol. 3, p. 49; and Tabâ!abâYî, AI-Mizân. An 

Ejregesis of the Qur Zn, vol. 4, pp, 134-136. The detds of Tabâgibâ'î's view of the interpretation 

of these verses are as foiIows: According to Tabâgibâ'î, the phrase "The hand of Allâh is above 

their hand" cannot be interpreted in its literal meaning, because God does not have any hand. God 

is not a human being with physical hands. Consequently, one must alter the apparent rneaning of 

this phrase. In Tabâ~abâ'îcs view, %e hand of God" means %e hand of Mdpnmad." Tabâtabâ'î 

supports this understanding of the phrase view by referring to the following points: 

a) This verse speaks about svearïng allegiance which \vas used to be done through a kind of 

shaking h d  and touching someone's hand. 

b) We cm understand fiom some Qur'ânic verses that Muipmmad's action has been 

considered God's action, for instance, in the same verse, which includes the phrase '?he hand of 

Goci," Qur'an says: "Those who swear allegiance unto thee (Muhammad), swear allegiance only 

unto Allâh." Or in another Qur'anic verse God says: cWhoso obeyeth the messenger obeyeth 

Allâh." (430) Therefore, it is not wrong if we interpret God's hand, which cannot be interpreted 

according to its iiteral meaning, as Mulpmmad's hand or shaking his han& as swearing 

allegiance to him. 

Taking this point into consideration, the phrase 'The hand of -4llâ.h is above their hand," 

means that the hand of Mdpmmad is above your hand and tliis refers to the pnonty of 

Mu@amrnad on other Muslims. flabâpbâ7î, al-MLzânJ Tafsîr Al-Qur 'ân, vol. 18, pp. 274-5). 



Thus, even though Tabâtabâ'î supports the literal interpretation of some 

Qur'ânic passages, he does not apply this method for al1 of the Qur'k. Therefore, 

unlike Alston who focuses on the rejection of metaphor for speakïng of God, 

Tabâtabâ'î who discusses the interpretation of Scripture, does not reject aii 

metaphorical language in religion; rather, he proposes a metaphoricd interpretation 

of some Qur'anic passages. 

3) Alston proposes a fiinctionalist account of Godas aîîributes. Likewise, we c m  

see a kind of fùnctionalism in the views of Muslim theologians, including 

-484 Tabâtabâ'î, Muwarî ,  M d â  Sadra and the Mzt cfaziZifes. After pointing to 

Regarding the phrase "And the Lord shall come." (89:22) Tabâiabâ'î beiïeves that we cannot 

interpret this Qur'anïc phrase, which explains the Day of Resurrection, according to its fiterai 

meanuig, because it is not rational that God cornes somewhere. He is not like a human being to go 

somewhere; rather he is eveqnvhere. Thus, the phrase "And the Lord shall come" refers to the 

appearance of Gd ' s  power on the Day of Resurrection. (Ibid., vol. 20, p. 283). 

w~adr al-Dîn al-Sm known as MulIâ Sadrâ (d. 1641) is a Ieading Iranian Shîite 

philosopher whose works has had great importance for Shîite philosophy and modem Shîite 

thought. He has tvntten, among several books, al-Bkmah al-Muta'âli'yah (Transcendent 

Wisdorn) 9 vols. (Bayrut: Dâr lhyâ' al-Turath al-' Arabî, 1 98 1). The second edition of this book 

pubiïshed with some of the Traditional cornmentaries under the editorship of Tabâlbâ'î. This is a 

major source for both Mdiâ Sardâ's philosophical doctrines and the history of IsIamic 

philosophy. See: Sayyid Husayn Nqr, Islnmic Life and mought (London: George Alien and 

Unwin Ltd., 1982), p. 173. 



Alston's view of fûnctionalism, 1 will refer to the idea of Muslim schoks regarding 

God's speech to show how they employ fùnctionalism to propose their lirerd 

understanding of God's speech. 

In the opinion of Alston, there is a basic point in fùnctionalism which helps us to 

fhd common concepts applicable to both human beings and God. He maintains that 

the analysis given in fiinctionalism for any particdar kind of psychological state is 

based on the function of that state, regardless of its intrinsic character. Consequently, 

it allows us to posit the same psychological state for very dif5erent entities such as 

human beings, animals, computers, and even perhaps angels. If we fhd a fùnction of 

human beings and God in regard to theù knowledge, will' intention, and so on that is 

similar, we are able to apply the same words to refer to these features in both 

beings.485 Although, unlike Aiston, Muslim thulkers do not construct a detailed 

theov of functionalism - and they do not speak of '?Functionaiism" as such - still, 

the core of Alston's position is found in their analysis of God's speech. We can fhd  

fùnctional andysis in the views of MU 'tazilzfes, as weli as some Shiites, including 

Mullâ Sadrà, Mu~ahharî, and Tabâiabâ'î. 1 will now turn to the elaboration of these 

positions. 

Elaborating on God's speech, Mullâ Sadrâ (d. 1641) maintains that the reality of 

speech is to convey an idea to the other Party. Nevertheless, those things that are 

485 Moms, ed., Divine and Hztman Action, p. 265; and Alston, 'Tunctionalisrn and 

Theological Language," p- 222- 



used to produce speech, such as the passage of air through the larynx, mouth, lips, 

and so on, are not essentid to its reality. What is basic for speech, according to Mulla 

Sadrâ, is the intended meaning; one can speak and convey one's idea to others even 

by moving one's hand to cal1 sorneone to one's  ide.^^^ Mullâ Sadrâ in this analysis 

of God's speech proposes a fimctional definition applicable to both God and human 

beings. 'To convey an idea to others' is the fùnction of speech. Having proposed this 

definition of 'speech,' we can use this word literaliy for both God and human beings. 

Like Mullâ Sadrâ, the Mu 'tazi2ites in their debate with the Ash 'arites suggested a 

functionai definition of God's Speech. The Ash '&es do not consider speech to be 

the spoken word. Spoken words are, according to the- only a manifestation of 

'speech.' Real speech consists of meaning in the rnind of the speaker. ConsequentIy 

the Ash'arifes maintain that God's Speech, which is His Thought, is nothing other 

than His Knowledge. Rejecting the idea of the Ash 'metes, the Mu ctuziZi?es believe 

that what the Ash'mites c d  'speech found in the person' is not speech in the real 

sense, but rather knowledge. What we have in mind while speaking is not speech, but 

knowledge which we express through speech. Calling it speech is a misuse of the 

word. The Muctazilites define 'speech' in the ordinary sense. For them, 'speech' 

refers to spoken words that are used to convey meaning to the he~trer?~ 

48 6Mullâ Sadrâ, al-Hkmah al-Muta 'âZIyoh, vol. 7, pp. 1-10. 

487 Ibid., p. 149- MO. The roots of debate between Ash 'antes and Mu 'fazilites regarding the 

meanhg of speech are their dispute regarding the etenial* of God's speech. By considering 



In this debate between the Ash b&es and the Mu 't&Iites, the latter emphasize a 
i 

fiuictiond analysis of  speech which d o w s  us to draw an analogy between human 

speech as we know it and God's speech, thus permitting us in tum to regard God's 

speech as understandable in our terms and verify its real efficacy in this world. 

Murahharî also proposes a fùnctional analysis of God's attributes. In his opinion, 

we can use Our concepts to taik literally of God's attributes. Mufahhm* begins by 

distinguishing between concepts and their referents. The real referent of concepts 

such as 'power,' 'knowledge,' and 'wiU,' when speaking of God's amibutes is the 

difference between God and human beings, not the concepts, such as 'power,' 

'knowledge,' themselves. These concepts can be used for many dif3erent referents, 

including God and human beings. When we apply these concepts to God, however, 

they refer to uniirnited and innnite characteristics; while when we apply then to 

human beings, they refer to limited characteristics. For instance, God has unlimited 

knowledge, while human knowledge is Iimited. MutahhmA also suggests the 

possibility of applying Our concepts to God by abstracting them fiom their bodily 

implications. For example, human 'speech' conveys meaning to another Party, and it 

is produced by using rnaterial things such as the tongue, teeth and so on. To use 

speech what is in the mind of the speaker, Ash 'arites attempt to prove the eternality of God's 

Speech. For them God's Speech, which is His thoughts, are nothing except His knowledge. 

Therefore, God's Speech, which they c d  it 'ai-kaZdm al-nafsî', is eternai, as His Knowledge. 

Mu'tazïlites, however, stress that God's Speech, which is the spoken words, is created. Ibid., p. 

149. 



'speechy for Go4  we should abstract the word fkom these materiai implications and 

consider it oniy as 'conveying a meaning to another 

Tabâ!abâYî's andysis of God's speech also depends on fùnctionalisrn. Like 

Aston, Tabâ~abâ'î recognizes the ciifference between the attributes of God and the 

attributes of human beings, but attempts at the sarne time to use ordinary language to 

e x p h  God's attributes. In the case of God's speech, Tabârabâ'î fist stresses that 

God's speech is not produced in the same way as human speech. Materiai factors 

which play role in producing voices in mankind, such as the larynx, tongue, teeth, 

jaw, and iips, cannot be imagined in the case of God's speech, since God is not a 

material being. He aiso points to God's self-sufnciency (ghinâ ') nom any naturd 

and social need to t a k  

Tabâtabâ'î now gives his definition of God's speech. He compares the word 

'speech' with the word 'lamp,' which is used today for illuminating darkness. What 

is called 'lamp' today is totally dserent fiom the old lamp. The word 'lamp,' 

nevertheless, can be used for both tools in the real meaning. The reason is that the 

basic purpose, i l l e a t i n g  dark space, is the same for both. Similarly, we can use 

the word 'speaking' for both God's speech and human speech. The basic purpose or 

the particular effect of both kinds of speech is the same, even though the ways of 

producing it are different. The basic purpose of speech is to make others understand 

"MU- Usûl-i Falsafah va-Ravish-1 Riâlism, vol. 5,  pp. 165- 180 



 ornet th in^."^ What Tabâpbâ'î caiIs 'basic purpose' or 'particular effect' is very 

close to what Alston cals 'fùnction.' To 'make others to conceive something' or 

'convey an idea to others' is the 'function' or 'particular effect' of speech. 

4) Although the Mu'tazfZites and ShEtes do not c d  their position partial 

literalism, Alston's rationale for calling his position "partiai" is also found in their 

sysiems. Alston's argument begins with God' s transcendence and absohtely perfect 

being. Because of our temporaiity and lïmited powers and God's unlimited 

perfection, no one c a .  daim that our ordinary language can exactly explain God's 

a t t r i bu t e~ .~~~  The MuCtaziIites and Shiites make the same argument. 

5) Although Aiston's partial literalism is somewhat sunilar to that of the 

Mu 'kzziIifes and Shiites, the motivations of their positions seem to be dserent. The 

two main factors that compel M u s h  scholars to eIaborate their view of religious 

language in different directions are: the Qur'ânic passages addressing God's 

attributes; and the issue of reason4" and r e v e ~ a t i o n ~ ~ ~  

48 Qbâpbâ' î ,  AI-Mfrrn. An Exegesis of the Qur Zn, vol. 4,  p. 140. 

490 Moms, ed., Divine and Human Action, p. 271 For more detail of Alston's reason for 

calling his position partial literalism, see this thesis, pp. 276-277 

49 1 Reason, intellect, or intelligence (Arabic: 'aql) used in a wide variety of senses, including 

vague meaning with complex and sometimes obscure connections one with another. What is 

rneant, however, here is its theologicai meaning in an Is~amic context. From this point of view, 

reason is a source of knowledge in antithesis with Tradition (naql). In other words, it is natural 



The Qur'ânic passages that tallc of God can be divided into four categories: 

a) Passages stressing God's transcendence and being beyond human 

comprehension and descriptioq such as: 

"Glory be to your Lord, the Lord of Honor, above what they describe" (3 7: 1 8 0). 

"Glory to the Lord of the heaven and the earth, the Lord of Power, from what 

they describe" (43 :82). 

"Vision comprehends Him not, and He comprehends (all) vision" (6: 103). 

b) Verses stating that there is no similarity between God and other beings, for 

instance, '2ike Him there is nothing" (42: 11). 

c) Passages apparentiy representing God in anthropomorphic terms, such as: 

"Surely those who swear allegiance to you do but swear allegiance to Mâh, the 

hand of Ailâh is above their handsyy (48: 10). 

"And your Lord cornes and (also) the angels in ranks" (89:22). 

tool to understand what is right and wrong. See The Encyclopaedia of Islam, S.V. "'Akl," by F. 

Rahman. 

492~he notion of revelation (Arabic: wahy), which origuiated from God's senclhg down his 

reveaied law to hurnan beings, is a basic concept in many religions. In Islam particularly it is a 

divine communication fiom God to people by means of the Prophet Mulyrnrnad (d. 632) who 

received revelation through dreams, visions and auditions. Revelation is different fiom ilhâm, 

which denotes the inspiration of artisis, saints and others. Furthemore, it is distinguished fiom 

tanzîl, which indicates the object of revelation, and fiom i d ,  which is sending down the law 

fkom God to people. See: The Encyclopaedia of Islam, s .v. ' Way," by A. J. Wensinck. 



d) Verses describing God aznd f i s  attributes, dong with verses encouraging 

believers to reflect concernhg God. Examples of the former are: 

"Whatever is in the heavens and whatever is in the earth declares the glory of 

AUâh, the King, the Holy, the Mifity, the Wise7' (62: 1). 

"Vision comprehends Him nwt, and He comprehends [ail] vision; and He is the 

Knower of subtleties, the Aware" a(6: 1 03). 

Examples of the latter are: 

"Most surely in the creation of the heavens and the earth and the altemation of 

the night and he day, and the ships that mn in the sea with that which profits the 

people, and the water that Allâh send down fiom the cloiid, then gives light with it to 

the earth d e r  its death and spreads in it ail w d s  ofl animals. ..there are signs for 

the people who ponder" (2:64). 

"Allâh thus make clear to you lits signs that you may ponder" (2:242). 

The Ash'antes and &inbalif%s stress the first and second categories. This is 

because the thoroughly Traditionalist Hanbalites (followed by other extrerne 

Traditionalists) dong with the mo-re rnoderately Traditionalist Ashcarites, emphasize 

the predominant role of revelatiora on the one hand, and the insufnciency of reason 

on the other. ALI these assert that human beings should refer to revelation and not to 

reason in order to comprehend Içlamic beliefs (including God's attributes), to 



understand the mdtivdent (mutushûbih) verses of the ~ u r ' â n , ~ ~ ~  and to arbitrate in 

cases of contradiction between revelation and reason. The @mbaZites, Ash'arites, 

and others -ove to prove the insufficiency of reason in theoiogical discussion.494 

Accordingly, they restricted thernselves to what is in the Qur'ân regarding God's 

attributes; they accepted the anthropornorphic verses without a t t e m p ~ g  to interpret 

the apparent rneaning of such passages. Among the various Qur'ânic verses 

mentioned above, they stressed the first and second categones, and fiom these they 

deduced the impossibility of comprehending God in any way through human 

The Mu 'tazilite and Shîztes, in contrast, stressed the predominant role of reason 

in hurnan affairs. There was, to be sure, a range on views among the Mu'taziZites 

concerning the efficacy of reason (just as there is a range of views vnong ShrIfes 

today). Some Mu 'tazilife thinkers such as B i s k  ibn al-Mu'tamir (d. 828), head of the 

group in Baghdad, and Abû 'Alâ al-Jubbâ'î (d. 933) emphasized the role of reason, 

while others admitted that the results of reason are sometimes not valid. Ail 

Mu 'tadites, however, accepted that man could acquire knowledge of God's 

493 c Mutashâbih' is used for the verses that do not have a clear meaning, so they have the 

p o t e n t i m  for various interpretations. The opposite word is 'rnu&mz,' which is used for verses 

that they have a clear meaning. Tabâpbâ'î, Al-Mîzân, Persian translation, vol, 3, pp- 33-34. 

4 w ~ e e  for example, 'Abd al-Ralpnân Badawî, Magâlâlât al-IsiâmEJyn, al-Mu 'tmLEZIZah wa-al- 

Ashâ 'irah, 2 vols., vol. I ( ' e h :  Dâr al-'Ilm lil- Malâyîn, 1971), p. 499; and Montgomery W- 



attributes (a position which the ~ m b a l i t e s  and other Traditionalists vigorously 

condemned). Abû al-Hudhayl aLCAUâf (d. 841) conceded that man should refer to 

revelation in matters where reason is in doubt; but that nevertheless, ifthere were any 

contradiction between judgment made in accordance with reason and judgment made 

in accordance with revelation, the latter should be interpreted in a manner which 

conforms to reason. Consequentiy, the Mu 'tuziZites, as well as many Shiites 

(icluding Tabâfabâ'î and Muphhaî), do not accept the fiteral meaning of Quryânic 

passages which present God in anthropomorphic terms - since, according to the 

dictates of reason, God for them is an incorporeal being which cannot have bodily 

organs. The Mu'tnnlites and Shiites thus suggested metaphonc meanings for such 

verses.4g5 Referrhg again to the four categories of verses enumerated above, they 

accepted the fïrst two categones, but did not conclude fkom them the impossibility of 

understanding God and His attributes. Instead, they supported their views by 

stressing the fourth ~ a t e ~ o r - . " ~  

Watt, Free Wzll and Predestin~tion in Early Islam (London: Luzac and Company Ltd., 1948), p. 

"'*ad Maipnûd Subhî, Fï 'Ilm al-Kalâm, al-Mu'fazilah, Beimt: Dâr al-Nahdah ai- 

'Arabiyah, 1985), p. 153; and Mircea Eliade, ed., Encyclopedia of Religion, s . ~ .  "Attributes of 

God - Islamic Concepc" by Georges C. Anawati. 

4% For Tabâpbâ'î's view, see his Al-Mîzân FL Tufiir al-Qur Zn, vol. 8, p. 157; and for 

Mu~ahhaR's view, see hïs commentaries on: Tabâgbâ'î, UNI-i Falsafah va-Ravish-I Riâlism, vol. 

5, pp. 165-180. 



Among the above two motivations for the views of MusIim scholars of religious 

language, scripture and rationalism, the second motives seems to be common 

beîween Alston, the Mu ' t ~ i i t e s ,  and some Shîiies such as Tabâtabâ'î. This common 

factor can be one of bases for comrnonaiity between their positions. 



8.5. Summarv Comments 

Char2 3 

i (d. 179 AH) 
I 

Mullâ Sadrâ 
(d. 1641) 

ln this chapter I bnefly reviewed the thought of Muslim theologians, including 

the &ianbalites, Mu 'fadites, Ash 'mites, and several Shiites, that is MdIâ Sadrâ, 

Tabâ[abâ7î, Muyahharî, and Misbah, regardhg reiigious language. (See chart 3) I then 



cornpared their views with Alston' s doctrine. The cornparison suggested several 

similadies between these currents in Christianity and Islam concerning religious 

language. 

Like Alston, Tabâtabâ'î, in Company with the Mu'tuziIztes and most Shiite 

theologians, presents a realistic conception of God and His attn'butes. Comparing 

Tabâ[abâYî with other ShIite scholars who propose the doctrine of reaiism, his 

position has been one of the most innuential. Alston's view of the possibility of 

t a h g  meaningfirliy of God is simiiar to that of Tabâiabâ'î. For both, while God is 

an absolutely transcendent and incorporeal being, this does not prevent 

comprehending Him and His attributes. Both defend a sort of literalism in religious 

discourse. Nevertheless, unlike Alston, Tabâtabâ'î does not reject metaphoncal 

language in religion; in fact, he proposes that Qur'ânic passages that are in conflict 

with the definite results of reason be interpreted metaphorically. This approach is in 

accord with the rationalkt worldview of the Shrltes. 

Tabâ~abâ'î does not, however, cl- the exact meaning of reason, a word with 

various ambiguous and complicated meanings - both in philosophy and theology in 

general, and in the Shiite tradition in particular. Moreover: he does not speil out the 

extent to which human reason c m  r e a ~ h  any dehite  result. For instance, aIthough 

we may 6nd in several cases comrnon understandings among ali human beings, the 

results of reason can be different in multiple societies and in different conditions. 



Aiston's fünctional analysis regarding God's attributes is similar to the position 

of Muslim scholars, suice the core of Aiston's position is found in their analysis of 

God's speech, although they do not call it functionalism. 

Even though the MuCtm*Iites and Shîifes do not call their position partial 

literaiism, Aiston's reason for c a h g  his position partial is found in the Mu '~aziIites' 

and Shfites' views. Nevertheless, the roots of the lMuslim theologians' views of 

religious language, which spring from difTerent sorts of Qur'ânic passages regarding 

God's attributes and the various positions of M u s h  scholars regarding revelation 

and reason, seem to be difEerent from that of Aiston- 

The main motive of the discussion on religious language for M u s h  scholars 

prior to Tabâiabâ'î has been the way of understanding various Qur'ânic passages 

regarding God's attributes - the different positions being founded either on accepting 

or rejecting rationaht worldview. For Tabâyabâ'î, however, there is one more 

motivation, mainly the social context. On the one hand, Tabâ~abâ'î is very aware of 

the problem underlying the classical view of religious language, that is the problem 

of anthropomorphism. Thus he draws on the thought of the Mu 'tadites, as weii as 

Shrrtes such as Mullâ Sadrâ, developirg it dong rationalist lines. Tabâyabâ'î's 

argument also, however, has a social dimension, as he intends to critique the 

positivism and materialism which were powerful currents in Iran and the M u s h  

worId at his tirne. Thus Tabâyabâ'î's intention is also, in opposition to these trends, to 

reject the meaningiessness of religious statements. 



What are the basic reasons for the similarity between Alston and TabâtabâiT! Do 

they have the same motivation? It seerns that one reason for this similarity between 

Alston and certain representatives of the Islamic tradition is that they both are 

rationalists working within a mo notheistic tradition with, to some extent, common 

ideas regarding God's existence - E s  incorporeality, transcendence and so on. Both 

try to avoid anthropomorphism. Tabâtabâ'î' s anti-anthropomorp hic tendency is 

evident in his emphasis on interpreting the Literal meaning of Qur'ânic passages that 

suggest an anthropornorphic representation of God. Alston's anti-anthropomorphic 

tendency emerges in his insistence on partial, rather than absolute literalism. Both 

thinkers reject the positivist and naturalist view of religion, which irnplies the 

meaninglessness of religious utterances. Both attempt to defend the concept of an 

objective, reai God whom it is possible to speak about using human Innguage. Thus 

certain basic assumptions shared by these tnr~ thinkers from difFerent traditions lead 

naturaily to the same position. (See chart 4 below.) 

WhiIe Aston and Tabâ[abâYî do share certain assumptions, face similar 

problems, and arrive at similar results, Tabâtabâ'î's iiteralism, however, is much 

more theologicaIly disciplined. He is more concerned with Scripture than Alston. 

Therefore, while Tabâtabâ'î's motives are both the classicd theology and the current 

social context, Alston's main concem is the general modem intellectual context. (See 

chart 5 below.) 

Muslim scholars have not paid enough attention to ali aspects of religious 

Ianguage. Their main concern has been various types of verses regarding God's 



attributes in the Qur'ân. Even sorneone like Tabâiabâ'î who t a k  of changing the 

iiterai meanùig of some verses, does not elaborate on the non-literd interpretation of 

religious beliefs. He does not give us a clear and comprehensive picture of the role of 

symbolic language of religion. Moreover, he does not offer a complete distinction 

between the cognitive and non-cognitive aspects of religious assertions. These points 

are missing in the views of Muslim scholars. I will present more of my view of 

religious language in the concluding chapter . 



Realistic conception of God and His attributes YI 
onfimation of the possibility of understanding God in k' 

1 spite of His transcendent and incorporeal Being 1 1 
-- 

/ Affirmation of the possibility of t a W g  of God using 11-1 1 
human language 1 1 1 

Functionalist account of God's attribute 

Avoidance of anthropomorphisrn 
F F- 
I Partial literalism 

Working within a monotheistic tradition with, to some 
extent, common ideas regarding God's existence 

Realism (Realistic conception of religious truth) 
ri 

Motivation: 
)Reaction to current atheist questions regarding 

Motivation: 
Rationalism- presenting rational justification for 

religious beliefs 



1 Belongs to his own tradition - 

1 Does not interpret the scripture 

1 Belongs to his own tradition - 1 
I Islam 

1 Interprets the scripture 
- 

Rejects symbolicaUy speabg 
of God 

Accepts it in the interpretation of 
some Qur'ânic Passages 

Anthropomorphism 1 
Proposes a literalism less 

theologicalIy disciplined 

Motivations : 
1. Rationalism 
2. General modem 

intellectud context, with 
the attention to classicd 
Christian theological 
tradition 

Anthropomorphism 1 
Proposing a literalism much 

more theologically disciplined 

Motivations : 
1. Rationalism 
2. General modem 

intellectual context 
3. Qur'ânic passages 

addressing God's attributes 
and Islamo-Shiite 
theological tradition 



Part Four 

Chapter 9: Examination and Conclusion 

Introduction 

As discussed at the outset, the main philosophical questions regarding religious 

Ianguage - the center of the argument of the present thesis - are as follows: 

A What are the characteristics of religious discourse? 1s there a language 

peculiar to religion? Or is there one and the sanie language for various disciplines, 

including religion, philosop hy, history, and science? 

B. If the language of religion is meaningfùl, how should we interpret religious 

statements? Should we understand them symbolically, analogically, literally, or in 

some other way? 

1 have devoted relatively little attention in this thesis to the question of the 

possible meaninglessness of religious statements. This is because most contemporary 

theories on religious language presuppose that religious teachings are in some sense 

meanin@. 

This chapter consists of three parts. The fkst and second parts deal with the first 

question, while the third part elaborates the second question. In this chapter 1 will 



examine Aiston's answers to each of these questions - answers that have already been 

outlined in previous chapters - and offer my own answers to them- 

9.1 Distinctive Features of Religious Language-game 

Aiston emphasizes the distinct features of the Christian language-game. 

RelÏgious language, in his view, has a language peculiar to itself. He suggests three 

charact erktics of this distinct language-game: the ontological, ideological, and 

epistemolo~cal. He then applies them in Christian discourse. 

While 1 agree with Alston regarding the possibility of distinguishing between 

different language-games, 1 see several problems with his view. In some cases, these 

problems necessitate modifications of his views, whiIe others require the construction 

of a whole other theory. These points can be elaborated as follows: 

9.1.1 

Alston distinguishes three features of the distinct language-game of religion: 

ontological, ideological, and epistemologicai. He does not, however, refer to a basic 

relation existing between ontological and conceptual distinction. They are so 

correlated that the former is a basis for the latter. When we can ontologicdy 

distinguish between human persons and p hy sical obj ect s by their different categorical 

characteriaics, we should have different conceptual schemes for referring to each of 

these two groups of entities. For where there is a relation between an object that is 

being indicated through a concept and the concept that indicates the image of that 



particular object, it is necessary that they be compatible. When several things that are 

being indicated by the concepts are £iom the same categorical entity - for instance, 

physical objects - the concepts that reflea those things should also be from the same 

category. Thus, of the three distinctive features (ontologicaI, conceptual, and 

epistcmoIogica1) that Alston refers to, ontological and conceptual characteristics are 

not two paraUel charactenstics. Rather, the former is the main characteristic and the 

latter is its subsequent result. Alston refers to this necessary relation neither in his 

discussion of different characteristics of a distinct language-garne nor in his 

application of these characteristics to Christian discourse. 

9.1.2 

Alston's view of distinctive features of a language-garne does not include ail 

possible charactenstics that may separate multiple laquage-garnes. Apart fiom what 

Aiston mentions, f cm add the following distinctive features : 

a) Method of research: We can distuiguish between language-games when the 

methods of research are different among thern. For example, the language-game in 

philosophy seems to be dBerent from experimental sciences, since the method of 

verification that is used in natural sciences is dEerent fiom the method of verification 

in human sciences. 

b) Criteria for justification: Each Ianguage-garne has its own standard for 

justification. Aiston hirnself avers that we cannot accept the idea of philosophers such 

as PIato, Descartes and Locke who used to think about finding general principles of 

assessment for various kinds of beliefç. Each religious belieg perceptual datum, and 



mathematical idea has its own principle for assessment. Principles such as "being 

founded on a sufncient ground" as the only way to j u s e  various beliefs are vague 

and not very ~ s e f ù l . ~ ~ '  Although Alston believes in the necessity of multiple critena 

for different language-games, he has not specilïed any critena for distinguishing 

between language-garnes. 1 wish to argue, however, that we should consider the 

critena for justification as one such a criterion. 

9.1.3 

Alston's idea regarding the epistemological distinction of religious language- 

games seems to be ambiguous. In Aston's view, one of the features that can separate 

a language-garne fkom others is its episternological characteristic. What is necessary 

for the epistemic autonomy of a language-game "is that there be an established 

practice of immediate applications of tems on the basis of e ~ ~ e r i e n c e . " ~ ~ ~  We c m  

distinguish this feature in the Christian language-game. A believer learns to see good 

and evil events together as God's blessings sent to people to test them and provide 

appropriate conditions for their moral development. This case and the like include 

something that can be called 'mediated immediacy.' In ail these cases we learn to see 

X as Y. In other words, what we once recognized as a particular situation involving 

X, we view as involving Y a ~ s o . ~ ~ '  This formulation, however, is ambiguous. The 

497~iston, "Taking the Curse Off Language-games," p. 35. 

4 9 8 ~ l s t ~ 4  'The Christian Language-game," p. 142. 

4?bid., P. 243. 



ambiguity is that while on the one hand, Alston maintains that "these are all cases of 

coming to see X as Y," in his explmation of this sentence he also says: "That is, we 

aiready had learned to recognize the situation as i n v o h g  an X, now we leam to take 

' ~ 5 0 0  it as a Y also. The first sentence indicates that the 'mediated immediacy' in 

Christian discourse leads to changing the perspective of X to a Y. It implies that a 

leamer, through the practice of immediacy, will not see X as X any more; rather he or 

she will see it as a Y. The second sentence, however, implies that the lemer  after the 

practice of immediacy will see X as both X and Y. Having recognized this arnbiguity, 

1 would argue that it is the second statement that holds true. It is true to Say that in 

looking at X as X, believers also l e m  to look at it as Y. For example, when a 

believer learns to see her sickness as God's test of her belief, she continues to 

perceive the sickness in its ordinary and immediate aspect as well. 

9.1.4 

There is ambiguity in Alston's application of the method of extending physical 

object vocabulary to Christian discouse. Accordhg to him, although the procedure 

used to acquire ordinary words may be applied to acquisition of Christian discourse, 

there is nevertheless, both a similarky and a dïfEerence between Christian and 

physical object concepts. The sdar i ty  is that acquisition in both cases occurs "in the 



course of learning to react appropriately to the distinctive entities of that language- 

game."501 Alston then maintains that, 

In both cases we wiii think of the concepts being acquired in the course of 

learning to react appropriately to the distinctive entities of that language-garne; we 

cannot have the basic distinctive concepts of that sphere of discourse without 

Imowing how- to use them in the guidance of condu~t.~" 

In other words, there is a role for practice in deterrnining the meaning of what is 

said within a particuIar language-garne- Alston appreciates Wittgenstein and his 

followers who hwe  brought up and developed this point.s03 Applying this idea to 

learning Christian beliec he remarks that we can acquire the meaning of God's being 

'Mercfil' by leaming to consider Our being and the existence of the world as a gift of 

God and leaming the necessity to thank God for E s  graciousness to 

Participation in Christian Me plays a basic role in comprehension of Christian 

50s concepts such as forgiveness, sin, sanctification, r ede iq5n  and so on. "Without 

experiencing and living out the work of the Spirit, one lacks a fiil sense of what is 

meant by the indwelling activity of the Holy 

"'~bid., p. 142. 

502 Ibid., p. 142. 

503 m o n ,  'Taking the Curse Off Language-games," p. 3 7. 

5M~lsto4 "The Christian Language-game," p. 142. 

S05~isto4 ''Taking the Curse Off Language-games," p. 3 7. 

'%id., p- 37. 



The ambiguity 1 referred to in Alston's view is as follows: S p e a h g  of the 

similarity between Christian discourse and physicd-object concepts, Ainon says: 

"We can't have the basic distinctive concepts of that sphere of discourse without 

knowing how to use them in the guidance of c o n d ~ c t . " ~ ~ ~  The pronoun 'them' in the 

second sentence refers to 'the basic distinctive concepts of that sphere of discourse.' 

If we refer to this antecedent by (A) the sentence would apparently mean: "we can not 

have (A) without knowing how to use (A) in the guidance of conduct." The question I 

raise here is: how can anyone use a word in the guidance of conduct without having 

any previous knowledge of that word? K Alston means to make Iearning Christian 

discourse dependent on using that discourse in conduct, this is problematic, since - it 

seems to me- using Christian discourse in conduct depends on pnor knowledge of it. 

If use does not depend on previous knowledge, why do only some people, i.e. 

believers by and large, try to use religious concepts in their conduct? We rnay roughly 

compare religious rules with the rules of driwlg a car. If a driver does not know the 

meaning of 'red' and 'stop,' how can he or she apply the rule 'Stop, when the iight is 

red' in his or her driving? 

If, however, Alston here wants to emphasize Wittgenstein's view regarding the 

role of use in grasping the meanings of words, his view may be accepted. For 

Wittgenstein, the meaning of any word is its use in the language. 

S 0 7 ~ 0 4  ''The Christian Language-game," p. 142. 



Alston's position may aiso be accepted if he means that a deep and full 

knowledge of rerigious concepts cm be achieved through their use in conduct. In 

other words, practice can play a signifïcant role in realizing religious belief. This 

statement, however, should be qualifïed by saying that it does not mean that we 

cannot acquire knowledge of religious concepts before we apply them. Alston 

certainly agrees with this quaiifïcation, as he says elsewhere that those who are 

outside a religious language-game "cm have some grasp of the religious h a t i o n s .  

And they can have some idea of the form of IXe involved without participating in it 

thernselve~.~ '~~~ 

9.1.5 

Alston refers to one of the dEerences between the conceptual framework of 

physical and theological concepts as follows: "The physical object conceptual 

framework cm be the &st one learned, whereas, whatever the Iogical possibilities, 

the theological fiamework is leanied on the basis of prior abilities to taik about [the] 

mSO9 human person and physicai world. E, 1 would argue, Alston in this statement 

means that in learning physical object concepts we do not need to base our leaming 

on anything else, while we do need to base our learning of theological concepts on 

some previous learning, this point seems problematic. It is correct that theological 

discourse depends on our prior comprehending of the physical worId, and not vice 

M8~lston, 'Taking the Cune Off Laquage-games," p. 38. 

5%stos ''The Christian Language-game," p. 142. 



versa This does not, however, imply that learning the physical world does not depend 

on any prior knowledge. In speakuig about the physical world, we already presuppose 

that there are real things which exist in the world - a presupposition which is itself 

philosop hically controversial. 

9.2 Comrnon Bases of Reiipious and Other Lanmage-games 

While Alston believes that there are distinctive features for each laquage-game, 

and that we can accorduigiy separate religious language-games from other games, this 

distinction between multiple language-games do es not, in his view, prevent t here 

being a cornmon cognition of truth shared by ail language-games. In other words, on 

the one hand, Alston believes in the context-dependency of the ways that determine 

the tmth (standards of justifkation). He maintains that 'kha t  is said by assertions in 

different language-games will be importantly dEerent, because we will be refening 

and generaiïzing over different ranges of entities, and applying dEerent concepts to 

them. (And hence what is required to be justified in an assertion wili be 

,7510 correspondingiy dserent.) On the other hand, he also ernphasizes the universality 

of the concept of truth for aii language-games. Aiston's argument regarding the 

cornmonality between various language-games may be supported by the foliowing: 

9.2.1 

510 Crosson, The Autonomy of religious belief, p. 138. 



It is possible for someone who is outside z particular religious Ianguage-game to 

understand to some extent religious statements and concepts expressed through it. 

This possibility indicates that grasping religious concepts is not limited to the 

members of its own language-game- 

9.2.2 

m e n  there is a concept of tmth that we can use in various language-games, "the 

way is opened for assertions validated in one language-game to contradict assertions 

validated in another. Where it happens, it is clear that at least one of the games is off 

the mark, and the task of evaluating language-games takes on a special ~ x ~ e n c ~ . " ~ ~ ~  

Alston allows that truth is to be examined according to neutral cntena such as 

consistency, suEciency or weakness of clarification. 

9.2.3 

Alston's objection to the epistemic conception of tmth and his replacement of it 

with his theory of alethic realisrn is the basic foundation of his position of a concept 

of truth applicable in aiI language-games, including religious statements. This 

doctrine of truth distinguishes him fiom D. 2. Phillips, P. Winch, Wittgenstein, and 

several other thulkers. According to this theory, the truth of a proposition depends 

only on the content of the proposition, that is on what it says.512 Alston's particular 



sense of alethic realism is a conjunction of three claims regarding assumed 

statements, S's, in a particular body of discourse, D: 

a). S ' s are genuine factual statement S. 

b). S's are true or fdse in the redistic sense of those tenns. 

c). The facts that make true S's 'me'  hold and are what they are independently 

of human 

1 agree with the first two reasons Alston gives regarding the possibility of fhding 

common concepts of truth. Nevertheless, as far as his third reason, namely the three 

theses of alethic realism, is concerned, it seems to the present author that the 

foilowing observations can be made: 

9.2.3.1 

Alston's various statements regarding the principles necessary for a realistic 

conception of tnrth seems to be disharmonious. In order to cl- this opinion, 1 

will fkst refer to three different articles, pubiished at difEerent times, in which he 

discusses the issue. 1 wiIl then point out what seems to be a contradiction in his 

argument. 

a) Alston discerns three separate principles for his realistic approach to -th. He 

regards ali these principles to be necessary for his view, so that denying any one 

wodd lead to irrealism. 



b) Elsewhere, Alston attempts to reject any epistemic conception of truth. He 

c d s  his critical view of the epistemic approach a 'realistic' conception of truth. He 

speils out his particular view of truth, explaining that: 

The most basic conceptuai feature of truth (truîh of anything propositional 

like statements or beliefk) is embodied in the schema: iT IS TRUE THAT P IFF P. 

Whatever 1 belïeve, and tvhatever it takes to confirrn or disconfinri it, its truth value, 

in its aiethic realism version, is a matter of whether w b t  the beiief is about is as it is 

believed to be. My belief that Caesar crossed the Rubicon is true if Caesar did cross 

the ~ubicon-~'" 

That is, my beiief that God created the world is true if God did create it. Alston 

regards this point as a necessary and sufficient condition for the tmth of this 

statement. He c d s  this kind of approach to truth the 'realistic' conception of truth. In 

his view, it is obvious that when the word 'tme' is used in Our ordinary language for 

multiple kinds of statements with propositional concept, this embodies a realist 

concept of t r ~ t h . ~ "  

c) In another article, referring to his main ciifference with PhiUips regardhg the 

idea of truth, m o n  says: 

1 am an unreconstnrcted realist who is committed to the view that tmth is 

independent of epistemic consideration, of what is recognized in one or another 

language-,me as constituting justification, rationaliq, or acceptabiliq. What it takes 

"?essin, et ai., PhzZosophy and the Gramrnar of Religious BeZief; p. 22. 

5'S~bid., pp. 22-23. 



to make a proposition tnie is uniquely determineci by the content of the proposition, 

what it 'says.' If what Ive are saying is that snow is 'cvhite, to coin a phrase, then what 

it îakes to make the proposition true is simply that snow be white.s16 

Of these three articles published by Alston, in the first (1995) he emphasizes 

three necessary principles for his realistic approach to truth. The necessity of all three 

becomes more evident when he excludes severai theories of truth fiorn being redistic, 

due to their denial of the fist and third principle. This reveals the importance of the 

two principles in his thought. We aIso notice, however, that in the second and the 

third article (1995 & 1981), his conception of tmth does not depend on the three 

principles. 

In the second article (1995), in which he tries to explain the fundamental 

characteristics of his doctrine, he clarSes his 'realistic conception of truth' by 

referrïng solely to what he c d s  elsewhere the second principle. He does not mention 

other principles here. In the second text, he gives us the schema for his "most basic 

conceptuai feature of truth." What he refers to here is exactiy the same schema he 

mentions elsewhere in his thesis As he proceeds to cla* the most basic feature 

of his theory without referring to bis first and third principles, the discussion irnplies 

that these are not necessary principles for his conception of truth. 

We notice two points f?om Alston's third article (1981): 

516 Crosson, The Autonomy of religious beZieL p. 138. 

5'7~ston, "Realism and Christian Faith," p. 38. 



First, it indicates that his realistic view of truth has one principle: "What it takes 

to make a proposition true is uniquely determined by the content of the proposition, 

what it 'says."' This is the central point of what he considers elsewhere as thesis 2 of 

his three theses, in which he says: "S's are true or fdse in a realistic sense of these 

terms. A statement is true in the realistic sense if what it is about is as the statement 

says it to be- t1518 

Second, Alston's saying "truth is independent of episternic consideration" 

included in this passage is the same point to which he refers elsewhere as thesis 3. 

According to this thesis' "For any such m e  statement that p, the fact that p (the fact 

that renders the statement true) obtains and is what it is independently of our attempts 

to cognize it."SLg However, Alston in his passage here does not regard 'independence 

of human cognition' as a separate principle for his realistic conception of truth. 

Instead, he apparently considers it a clear consequence of this point: "What it takes to 

make a proposition true is uniquely detennined by the content of the proposition, 

what it 'says"' -that to which he refers el~ewhere '~~ as thesis 2 of alethic realism. In 

other words - 1 may argue - when someone says that the only criterion for the truth of 

a proposition is "the content of the proposition, what it says," the implication is that 

truth is independent of epistemic consideration. As an exampte, we cm look at these 



two sentences: 'there is solely one person in this room' and 'there is no one else in 

this room.' The former obviously implies the latter. After we are informed of the 

former, the latter does not give us any new idea except repetition or emphasis on the 

former. Taking thÏs point into consideration, we can criticize Alston's argument 

regarding Hick's Kantianism, when Alston says that this idea leads to the denial of 

thesis 3 only. My critique is that if theses 2 and 3 were so comected, the denial of 

thesis 3 would lead to the denial of thesis 2. Thus, Alston should Say that Hick's 

Kantianism leads to the deniai of both thesis 2 and 3 .  

9.2.3.2 

It seems that the main point for the realistic conception of truth is thesis 2. Thesis 

3 is an obvious consequence of thesis 2, as 1 explained above. Thesis 1 is also a 

necessary presupposition for thesis 2, as it is implied 6y Alston's own position. Since, 

as 1 spelled out earlier, Alston holds that the p ~ c i p l e s  of alethic realism are 'nested', 

so that denying any one leads to the denial of the following and acceptance of any one 

leads to the acceptance of the previous claiQSzL the acceptance of thesis 2 here 

necessarily irnplies the acceptance of thesis 1. 

9.2.3.3 

Alston's theory regarding the principles of alethic realism is not only the basic 

foundation for his view of the concept of truth applicable in aii language-garnes. It 

has other implications for his position as well, some of which are as follows: 

521 Ibid., p. 39.  



a) The main merence between AIstonYs realism and Tillich's position is 

traceable to Alston's second and third principles of aiethic reaiïsm, which are denied 

in Tillich's expressivism. 

b) Alston's aiethic realism should be his main reason for rejecting expressivism. 

Nonetheless, he does not mention it as a reason in this regard. As 1 have already 

pointed out, expressivism leads to the denid of all three theses of this alethic 

r e a i i ~ r n . ~ ~ ~  

c) Alston's aiethic realism provides the basic foundation of his realistic 

conception of God and His attributes. Alston's realism is similar to the position of 

several Muslim theologians, including Tabâfabâ'î, as weil as that of the Ash 'mztes, 

Mu'tazzIites and most Shîzte theologians. For all of these, God as an incorporeal, 

transcendent, and perfect being is a real object actually involved in this worId. 

9.3 The Language of Religion 

The second part of the thesis asks: if religious language is rneaningfkl, should we 

not spec* what meaning it has? Alston's w r i ~ g s  indicate that he defends partial 

literalism, in contrast to the dominant theories regarding reiigious discourse. On the 

one hand, he rejects symbolism and with it the position of Tillich, an important 

symbolist. On the other han& he proposes two dinerent ways of proving the 

possibility of speaking almost iiterally about God using our common language. One 



rnethod has to do with irreducible metaphor in theology; the other ernerges from 

Alston's fünctionalism. It seems to the present author, however, that there are several 

problems with Aiston's criticism of Tillich and his proofs for partial literalism. 

Religion, 1 may argue, does not have a singie language. Rather, it includes varieties of 

languages. Moreover, as far as Tillich's symbolism and Alston's partial literalism are 

concerned, it seems to the present zuthor that we cm accept both views. What 1 

propose regarding the former, nonetheless, is somewhat different fiorn Tillich's 

version My view of the latter also depends neither on Alston's irreducibility thesis 

(which is problematic), nor on his version of fiuictionalism. Instead, 1 wish to argue 

for finctionafism, although in a mamer somewhat different fiom Alston. I will 

elaborate my view of the language of religion in three sections: 

1. Religious symbolism 

2. Irreducibility thesis 

3.  Functionalism 

There are also important aspects of religious language that are missing in 

Alston's view, to which I will refer in my final remarks. 

1 can elucidate my Gew of the symbolic language of religion and of the positions 

of Alston and Tillich with regard to symbolic Ianguage as follows: 

- -  -- - - - - - - -- -- - - - 

522 See for more detds, the present thesis, Chapter 4, Alston's Perspective on Tmth and 

Religion. 



1. Alston attempts to reject symbolism - namely Tillich's position - with regard 

to religious language. This is because for Alston, symboiism is rooted in belief in the 

transcendence of God and E s  'wholly otherness.' This idea leads to "an impossibility 

m S 2 3  of saying anything true about God while using terms literaliy. It seerns that 

Alston's main reason for rejecting Tillich's symbolism is his realistic conception of 

truth. His project is to suggest various ways of proving the possibility of literally 

talking of God. Acc~rdingly~ he replaces symbolism with partial literalism. 

2. In order to recognize whether religious language is syrnbolic or not, we need to 

know the nature of symbols in general. Then we must determine the specific meaning 

of symbols in religion. If we do not have a clear definition of the te- the argument 

may be based on arnbiguous terminology, which leads to confusion. 

3. Symbol has a general meaning, includùig every word and letter out of which 

Wntten words are made. The dictionary definition of symbol includes the following: 

a) Sornething that stands for or suggests something else by reason of 

relationship, association, convention, or accidental resemblance; especially a visible 

sign of something invisible (the lion is a symbol of courage) 

b) A written charaaer or mark used to represent something; a letter, figure, 

or sign conventionally standing for some object, process, and so on, e.g. the figures 

denoting the planet., signs of the zodiac, and so on in astronorny; the letters and other 

characters denoting elements: and so on in chemistry, quantities, operations, and so 

5Z3~lston, Diyine Noîure and Human language, p. L 7. 



on in mathematics, the Faces of a crystal in ~ r ~ s t a l l o ~ r a p h y . ~ ~ ~  

On the basis of rhis dennition, we can reject Tillich's view of the rneaning of 

symbol. In his opinion, it is wrong to use this term for signs (including mathematical 

and Logical signs), symptoms, similes, metaphors, and so on. These are not deserving 

of being c d e d  symbols. Symbols which deserve the name are 'representative 

symbols. 525 

I wish to argue, however, that we cannot determine whether a particular word 

deserves to be used in a particular sense or not. Whetber something may rightly or 

wrongly be called symbol depends on its usage in the language, its meaning in the 

dictionary, and the particular context. What we c m  do is to select a rneaning of a 

word which itself possesses multiple meanings. 

Thomas Fawcett is another figure who has addressed the generd use of symbol. 

He discusses the histoq of the term. Referrhg to the use of 'symbol' and its popular 

usage in its general meaning, which inchdes sign, he maintains that "Until recently 

[,] this was the usage also in academic circles, and a nineteenth century book on 

5"'~ebster Dictionary Cornputer File: On compact disk (1 999). Macquarrie in his discussion 

of religious symbols also refers to thiç general usage of the term, not applicable to symbols in 

relîgious context. Se: John Macquanie, God Talk, p. 193. 

52S~il l i~hy "The Meaning and Justification of Religious Symbols," p. 3 and Tillich, Theology 

of Culture, p. 53. 



Christian symbolism wodd almost certainly tuni out to be a delineation of the signs, 

figures [and] monuments to be found in a Christian c ~ i t u r e . " ~ ~ ~  

Thus, not only can symbol be accurately used in a general sense in non-religious 

contexts, as we saw in the dictionary; but we can also fkd  it used in a general sense 

in a religious context. In Fawcett7s view, while the general use of the term is stili 

available, "the renewed interest in the nature of religious language both in phiiosophy 

and psychology has led to the necessity to distinguish sign f?om 

4. Symbol also has a specific meaning difTerent from sign As we discussed 

earlier, Tillich suggests four features by whïch symbol may be disthguished fkom 

UnWce Tillich, Alston does not offer a clear definition of symbol. He likely 

presupposes the accuracy of what he c d s  a traditional scherne of symbols. In such a 

perspective, 'x being a symbol of y' rneans that x can elicit behavior and feelings 

which are suitable to y and that "the person for whom x is a symbol of y could, on 

demand, identfi y as the ~~rnboiizandurn."~~~ This feature of syrnbol irnplies that 

Fawcett, The Symbolic Langzlage of Religion (Minnesota: Augsburg Publishing 

House, 197 l), p. 26. 

S271bid., p. 27. For more details, see F. W. Dillistone ed., Myth and Symbols, SPCK, 1966; 

and E.  Bevan, Symbolisrn and Belzef; Fontana Books, 1962; F. W. Dillistone, Christianity and 

Symbolism, Collins, 1955. 

Si8~illich, Theology of Cuhre ,  pp. 54-58; and Tillich 'The Meaning and Iusefication of 

Religious Symbols," pp. 4-5. 

''gAlston, "Tiiiich's Conception of Religious S ymbols," p. 1 8. 



there is a relation between x (as a symbol) and y (as what it symbolizes). X has so 

strong a relation to y that it tends to provoke the same feelings that are suitable to y. 

Tillich does not directly mention this feature as pertaining to symbol. 1 rnay argue, 

however, that we c m  consider it as a resdt of the above characteristic that Tillich 

attributes to symbols, namely participation in the meaning and power of what is being 

symbolized. 

In the opinion of the present author, however, both Aiston's traditional 

conception of symbol and four of the five characteristics Tillich suggests for it are so 

general that they may include non-symbolic words. 

As far as Tillich's first feature of symbol, namely pointing to something that is 

not their direct meaning, is concerned, it seems that although it exclude signs, it 

nevertheless overlaps with metaphor, that is with words that stand for something else 

beyond their direct meanings. 

Tillich's second characteristic of symbol, participation of symbols in the meaning 

and power of that to which they point, is congruent with Alston's suggested features 

of symboI. It seems to the present author, however, that none of these versions seems 

accurate - neither Tillich's view of the participation of symbol in the reality, meaning 

and power of that which is symbolized, nor Alston's view, which is itself apparently a 

resuh of Tillich's suggested characteristics. Non-symbolic words rnay also acquire 

strong relations, evec if not as strong as in symbois, to their meanings in the process 

of usage, so that they also share in the reaiity and power of those meanings and 

produce attitudes appropriate to that to which the word points. We can take the word 



Lhief as an example- For someone who is in his or her apartment and who is 

informed that a thief is coming to his or her place, the word 'thief certainly does 

participate in the meaning and power of that to which it points. The word 'thief , at 

least in some cases, tends to provoke feelings and attitudes appropnate to the real 

thief Another example is the word 'love.' When a mother teils her daughter that she 

loves her, the word 'love' tends to stimulate feelings appropnate to love. The 

association of words with that to which they point graduaüy transfers the power of the 

latter to the former. This point is more obvious in cases of words that deal with our 

amtudes, feelings and emotions such as love, danger, and fear. Moreover, signs are 

not lirnited to ordinary words that point to their meaning. The power of sign is also 

clear in some ideograms or ideographs. I agree with Fawcett's idea that sign c m  also 

acquire power. He gives as an example a triangle, which may replace the word 

'Trinity', or the ckcle of eternity, which is a universal sign. In both cases, they 

participate to some extent in the meaning and power of the realities to which they 

refer.530 

Tillich's third distinguishing feature between symbol and sign - the impossibility 

of the replacement of syrnbolic words - is also so general that it may include non- 

syrnbolic words. Since the rneanings of words depend on their usage and their 

association with particufar meanings, we cannot arbitrarily replace them with other 

53%awcett, The Symbolic Lunguage of Religion, p. 1 & 27. 



words. Although the impossibility of such a substitution is more evident in the case of 

symboIs than of signs, this statement does also hold for the latter. 

While 1 do not agree with Tillich's view, I nevertheless do not think that Alston's 

criticism of Tillich here is accurate. Alston maintains that Tillich has confised 

symbols and symboiic language, and that it is this confusion that leads hirn to the 

mistaken conclusion that it is impossible to replace a symbol with another symbol. 

According to Alstoq while it is true that interchange of syrnbols is not possible, we 

c m  indeed replace a symbolic word with any other ~ o r d . ~ ~ '  Tt seems to the present 

author that this cnticism of Alston signais his own coafusion between sign and 

symbol. When Tillich emphaskes the irnpossibility of replacing a symbol with 

another symbol, he has not confirsed symbols with symbolic language. Rather, his 

emphasis is on the impossibility of interchange between symbolic words - not 

interchange between symbols. Speaking of symbolic words in liturgical or poetic 

language, Tillich maintains that 

Words have a power through centuries, or more than centuries. They have 

connotations in situations in which they appear so that they cannot be replaced. They 

have become not only signs pointing to a meaning d i c h  is dehed,  but aIso symbols 

standing for a reality in the power of which they partïcipate."2 

ni~illich, "Religious Symbols and Our KnowIedge of God," in ï'he Christian Scholars, vol. 
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Two points emerge fiorn this passage. Fist, Tillich is concemed with symbolic 

words and the impossibility of replacing thern. Second, the reason for the first point is 

a particular characteristic of symbols, namely their participation in the power and 

reality of that to which they point. Lf we admit such a feature for symbols, we cannot 

arbitrarily exchange one symbolic word for another. Not every word shares in this 

feature. Moreover, as 1 spelled out above, even non-symbolic words carmot be 

replaced with other words. 

Tillich's fifth charactenstic of symbols, namely their creative and destructive 

effect on both ùidividuals and social groups, also does not exclude non-symbolic 

words and objects. It is not only symbolic language that positively or negatively 

affects human beings. Other figures of speech such as rnetaphor and analogy can have 

the same effect. Effective books and written texts use multiple figures of speech in 

their works, the combination of which can be more effective than using symboIs 

alone. 

Tillich's fourth feature of symbol (opening up dimensions of reality that cannot 

be opened in any other way) seems to be accurate. It does, however, seem to be in 

conflict with Alston's position. Alston adds a necessary condition for using a word in 

a symbolic way. The condition is the possibility of expressing it in non-symbolic 

form. For instance, a shepherd can be used as a symbol of God if we are able to use 

this meaning in non-symbolic t r r ~ n s . ~ ~ ~  Accordhg to Tillich's fourth characteristic, 



however, a symbol "opens up Levels of reality which otherwise are closed for us. Ail 

arts create symbols for a level of reality which cannot be reached in any other 

~ a ~ . ' ' * ~ '  If Aiston means that a necessary condition for using a word in a syrnbolic 

way is that the same meaning can be exactly expressed in non-symbolic terms, 1 agree 

with Tillich and not with Alston- It seems to the present author that this is not a 

necessary condition for using symbolic language. If the same meaning we convey to 

others using symbolic Ianguage can also be expressed exactly in non-symbolic terrns, 

then we may ask: what necessitates the use of symbolic language? For one of the 

reasons for using symbolic Ianguage in the first place is that there is a particular sense 

or variety of meanings that can only be communicated through this way of tallcing. 

Thus far we may conclude that Alston's suggested characteristics of symbols and 

the characteristics suggested by Tillich (with the exception of the fourth) seem to be 

generai, and that they cannot properly distinguish symbols from signs and metaphors. 

Although Tillich's second and third features are more powerful and more obvious in 

symbols, they do not help us in developing a precise definition. Consequently, we 

cannot apply these features to finding out about religious symbols- For one thing, they 

can have various levels, f?om lower to higher degrees. For another, Tillich does not 

suggest any particular criteria for these levels. 

Only Tillich's fourth characteristic is helpfîd for camprehending symbols in 

religious and non-religious contexts. It seerns to the present author, however, th2t the 



concept is still ambiguous. Tillich does not offer a clear picture of what he means by 

a reality opened up soleIy by symbols. He c a s  this level "the depth dimension of 

,9535 reality itself. According to Tillich, this is a basic level, which is the ground of 

every other depth, cXegious symbols," he says, "open up the experience of the 

dimension of this depth in the human s o ~ l . " ~ ~ ~  He does not elaborate on "the 

dimension of this depth in the human s o c  to which, supposedly, we are only 

comected through religious symbols. This idea should have been completed and 

further developed. It seems to the present author that referrhg to the views of Thomas 

Fawcett, J. Daniélou, and W. Montgomery Watt may complete Tillich's view 

regarding the fourth characteristic of religious symbols. Here 1 tum to cl- this 

point. 

Even though Fawcett does not name Tillich, the characteristic he proposes for 

syrnbol seems to be close to Tillich's view. In the opinion of Fawcett, symboIs lead to 

understanding what is not imrnediately known; "Symbols do not denote things which 

are already unde r s to~d . "~~~  Rather, they go beyond the borders of laiowledge "to 

grasp the reality of thhgs, the real nature of We, the stuff of existence i t s e ~ " " ~  They 

pass the fiontiers of observable and empirical objectivity to meaning and value "to 

535~bid.7 p. 42. 
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grasp a subjective appropriation of the transcendent."s3g For Fawcett, such a 

characteristic of w b o l  is obviously present in religion. For it is the chief purpose of 

religion to pass through appearance to reality, and "the language of religion has 

aiways found it necessary to make use of the language of appearance in order to 

speak of that r e a ~ i t ~ . " ~ ~ ~  

J. Daniélou makes the same point when he says: "The real signïficance of 

symbols ...[ isl to a o r d  us access through the visible world into a higher 

transcendent plane of being.""' 

We can take fiom Watt a point complernentary to Tillich's fourth feature of 

s p b o l .  Let us look first at Watt's division of symbols. For Watt, symbolic language 

can be used to convey any complex meaning difncult to recognize in its literal form. 

He divides symbols into three categones: conventional, usual pattern, and elementd 

symbols. 

Conventional symbols are "those where there is no resemblance between the 

symbot and the thing syrnbolized, but only a relationship based on conventi~n."~" A 

shape such as a cross, the Star of David, or a crescent, a representation of a wheel 

539 Ibid., p. 30. 
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chair on a "handicapped" parking space, and a flag are examples of this sort of 

symbol. The fist symbolizes a religion or religious comunity, the next symbolizes 

disabled persons or some facility for hem, and the last symbolizes a country.543 

Usual pattern symbols are those in which there are some resemblance between 

symbols and what are being syrnbolized. Unial pattern symbols help us to grasp 

cornplex patterns of abstract conceptions.544 As an example of a usual pattern symbol, 

Watt refers to the word 'bulb', of the electric variet.. The word was originally used 

for the bulb in the garden. Then it was applied to the electric bulb because of the 

resemblance of that device to  the object onginaiiy denoted by " b ~ l b . " ~ ~ ~  Other 

examples of this kind are mostly ternis used in intellectual arguments, such as: 'the 

influence of Darwin', 'the existentialist movement in philosophy' , and 'political 

revolution.' According to Watt, we are habitually unconscious of the symbolic feature 

of the commoner t e r m ~ ? ~  When we talk of political revolution in France or in any 

other country, we do not think of a wheel revolving. The symbolic temis in these 

cases "are used to indicate patterns which are really found in matenal, and the only 

doubt about them is due to the possibility that there may be alternative patterns in the 

543 Ibid., p. 25. 
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same material and that these alternative patterns may be more appropriate for our 

purposes. 7,547 

Like usual pattern symbols, elemental symbols resemble what is being 

symbolized. But they also refer to cccomplex patterns in those aspects of our 

experience in which there is present something of our relationship to the ultimate 

conditions of our e ~ ~ e r i e n c e . " ' ~ ~  We can differentiate between usual pattern and 

elemental symbols in other ways as well. In the case of the former, there is a clear 

awareness of the thing symbolized. The latter, on the other band, refers to something 

that we do not completely comprehend. 549 The chief exarnples of elemental symbols 

are religious concepts and beliefs. Watt refers to R N. Bellah's definition of religion, 

which points to its symbolic character. For Bellah, religion is "a set of syrnbolic 

forms and acts which relate man to the ultimate conditions of his existence. ,9550 

Therefore, religious symbols connect human beings to the higher divine existence on 

which their lives are dependent. Nonetheless, they are also "involved in relating him 

to himself and in syrnbolizing his own [personality]."55' 

'471bid., p. 24- 
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What Tillich refers to as the 'depth dimension' of reaiity in the human sou1 to 

which we are connected by religious symbols seems also to be discussed by Fawcett, 

Danielou, and Watt. According to these thinkers, it is through religious symbols that 

we can point to a higher transcendent level - or, as Watt rnaintains, the higher 

transcendent existence on which human life is dependent. For Fawcett, Daniélou, and 

Watt, this level is beyond the borders of observable objectivity. 

While 1 accept this feature of symbols, which appears to be advanced by al1 these 

scholars, it seems that it is rooted in another characteristic of symbol to which only 

Watt refers. This feature, which seems to me essentid, is the cornplexity involved in 

symbols. In the light of the previous arguments, particularly Watt's view, I can Say 

that symbol in its specific meanuig is a word, abstract notion, idea, object or aspect of 

an object used to represent something beyond its ordinary denotation, which is 

invariably complicated and not easily or compIetely grasped. Symboiic language is an 

appropriate tool for conveying perplexed issues. That its reference is complicated 

may be due to subjectivity, abstractness, non-empiricalness, materid non- 

measurability, having various levels of understanding, dealing with a divine or 

transcendent level of being, and so on. Syrnbol is distinguished firom sign by the fact 

of its representing something beyond its direct meaning. Syrnbol is ditferent fkom 

metaphor, since symbol can also include non-linguistic objects such as a national flag, 



which metaphor cannot? The ciifference between symbol and andogy, as John 

Macquarrie accurately maimains, is that analogies "are almost self-interpreting, 

whereas symbols Eequently require much explmation of background before we begin 

to see where they are painting. ~ ~ 5 5 3  What M a c q u b e  addresses here as a 

distinguishing characteristic of symbol is also a resuit of its outstanding feature, 

namely complexity of meaning. 

Whether we judge the ianguage of religion symboIic or not depends on our 

definition of symbols. Based on the previous accepted features of symbols, symboiic 

language is an appropriate tool for communicating many religious teachings. The 

reason we empIoy symbolic language in religion is that it inchdes beliefs about 

higher levels of existence, non-material objects, complicated notions and ideas, 

exoteric and esoteric teachings, and other staternents in need of interpretation. 

One of the reasons religious texts have dways had various and sometimes 

conflichg interpretations is that they present complicated notions. The notion of God 

and His attributes are but two of the vexed questions of monotheism. We cannot 

easily grasp God's Essence and Attributes in their meaning. Thus, the words that are 

used in a religious text to taik of God should be taken syrnbolically. This cognition 

552 Janet Martin Soskice has also made this point of merence between symbol and metaphor. 
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has various degrees. It starts at a lower leveI, which can be grasped by ordinary 

people, and then proceeds to higher levels, which are more difjicult to  understand. 

Other religious teachings also may have different levels of  cornprehension. As far 

as Islamic teachings are concemed, for example, their teachings and beliefs have two 

aspects, outward and inward. The language that expresses the former is always 

ordinary language which avoids metaphorïcal symbols. The latter, however, 1 rnay 

argue, is symbolicdy expressed. The outward teachings symboiically represent the 

inward aspects. Outward aspects might be understood without interpretation. Inward 

aspects, however, cannot be easily discovered. This is the place of fa 'wil (degorical 

interpretation). Ail Muslim interpreters, however, do not use tuYwîZ. Rather, this 

method of interpretation is employed in varying degrees by the mystics (SMs), 

philosophers, and Shiiles - while most non-SCE Traditionalist Sunnites, who are stiii 

today in the majority, would not favor this r n e t h ~ d . ~ ~ ~  

554 For more details on 'ta 'w fl' in Islam see: Tabâlabâ', al-Mfzân, vol- 3, p. 47-5 0 and vol. 1, 
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As Watt accurately maintaïns, here it should be understood that the use of 

symbolic language does not irnply that there is no reality beyond the word. We cm 

tak of a real object in various ways, including syrnbolicaily. The word electric bulb is 

a symbolic word and refers to a real object, even though it ongindy denoted the 

botanical b ~ l b . ~ ~ ~  

Alston proves the possibility of speaking almost literally of God using Our 

common language in two ways: elaborating irreducible metaphors in theology, and 

through a functionalist account of religious language. As far as Alston's view of 

irreducible rnetaphor is concemed, it seems to the present author that the argument is 

not convincing, since it suffers from the following problerns: 

1. Alston attempts to prove that even a metaphor with a specihc propositional 

content cm be expressed in iiteral terms. Taking as an example the sentence 'God is 

P', ifthe speaker wants to attribute property A to God, Alston says that "So long as it 

is possible for members of the linguistic comrnunity to form a concept of P, it wiil be 

,1556 possible for P to become the meaning of a predicate term in the language. Alston 

gives as his reason for this claim that '30 long as I can form the concept of P, it wiil 

- - - 
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be possible for me to associate an etement of the language with P in such a way as to 

use that element to attribute P to s o r n e t h i ~ ~ ~ ~ ' ~ ~ ~  Alston's view here seems to be 

ambiguous. Using P in a sentence as an attribute for a human being is different fkom 

using P as an attribute for God. That members of a linguistic comrnunity c m  form the 

concept of P in the former case does not irnply that they c m  do so for the latter. 

Alston says: 'Wow codd that be impossible for me to do, so long as 1 have 'cogn.itive 

access' to P?"~ '~  Here he supposes that we reabe P to be an attribute for God. This is 

reaily the CU of his argument. He does not, however, fùlly support it. How cm he 

presuppose that we have cognitive access to God's attributes, while this is itself the 

main problem in our tallcing of God? 

2. Supposing that the speaker wants to attribute 'knowledge' to God by saying, 

'God has knowledge.' In order to formulate such a sentence, he should have the 

concept of 'knowledge' in mind. Having this concept in mind does not, however, 

imply that the speaker has the right to attribute it to God and that his sentence will be 

nght and meaningfiii. Even if what he has in mind is not simple 'knowledge' but the 

'the knowledge of God,' this does not imply that his sentence is true. Perhaps he does 

not have a correct comprehension of God and he thinks that he can attribute human 

knowledge to God. 



Another way in which Alston tries to prove his partial Ziteralism is through a 

fbnctionalist account of religious concepts. Alston's knctional mode1 describes 

preliminary psychological stages that lead to the performance of an action - or, as he 

c d s  it, 'overt behavior.' Here I wish to argue that this method is applicable neither to 

divine action nor to human behavior. The critique may be elaborated as follows: 

9.3.3.1 

Alston in his mode1 suggests that a pro-attitude toward G represents a state such 

that if combined with knowledge that the best way to achieve G is through 

performing A, that wilI lead to a tendency to do A He subsequently defines 

'tendency' as a state that leads to performing 4 if there is no obstacle in the way.S59 

The problem, however, is that on the one hand, Alstonys suggested sequence of pro- 

attitude, knowledge, and tendency indicates that these are three different steps. They 

are evidently not the same, even if they are comected with each other. On the other 

hand, Alston' s defmition of pro-attitude Ïncludes 'tendency. ' Alston holds that "The 

category of pro-attitude stretches over a wide variety of conative factors - wants, 

desires, aversions, Iongings, yeamings, attitudes of various sorts, scruples, 

commitmentsY and so on."560 This passage indicates that 'pro-attitude toward A', 

includes in its meaning 'tendency toward A.' Thus, when Alston in his mode1 

559~lst0n, "Divine and Human Action," p. 268. 

'%id-, p. 263. 



suggests that a conjunction of pro-attitude and knowledge gives rise to a 'tendency', 

what he is redy stating is that the conjunction oftendency and knowledge gives rise 

to tendency. His mode1 suffers fkom vicious circularity. If pro-attitude, knowledge, 

and tendency are three Merent  steps in a sequence, as Alston holds, he cannot then 

define the first aep in a way that includes the third step. 

9.3.3.2 

Alston's concept of pro-attitude seerns inaccurate. On the one hand, he employs 

'attitude' as a general terni for both pro and con-attitudes. Nonetheless, on the other, 

for him the category of pro-attitude dso  includes various kinds of attitudes. The fkst 

point is correct; the second seerns problematic. Pro-attitude cannot be stretched to 

cover various types of attitudes, including con-attitude. 

9.3.3.3 

In the opinion of Alston, the combination of attitude and knowledge leads to 

tendency, not necessarily to the performance of action. There might be competing 

tendencies. Therefore, in order to mediate between tendency and action, he 

recognizes another factor, which he c a s  'executive intention. ' The pro blem, 

however, in my opinion is that he cannot insert 'executive intention' in his model, 

since he explicitly considers 'executive intention' a kind of tendency, the strongest 

type. Having hserted tendency, which is for him a general term covering any kind of 

tendency, there should be no need to then introduce 'executive intention,' itself 



dehed as a kind of tendency. In other words, the mediating factor that Alston 

suggests between tendency and action is itself a h d  of tendency. 

The reason Aiston b ~ g s  up 'executive intention' is apparently that the 

combination of attitude and knowledge does not sufnce for action. If this is indeed his 

motive for introducing a mediating factor between tendency and action, that factor 

should actually Iead to action. Yet by 'executive intention' Alston does not mean 

something which immediately leads to performing the action. For him, the result of 

executive intention is action except when there is a hindrance that ~ i t e rvenes .~~ '  

9.3.3.4 

At one point, Alston considers executive intention to be a bridge between 

tendency and b e h a ~ i o r . ' ~ ~  But in another part of his argument, he regards 'action 

plan' as the same bridge.s63 Why does Alston call the bridge both 'executive 

intention' and 'action plan'? If there are two bridges, what is their relation? Alston 

does not tackle this question and does not give any convincing reason for speaking of 

two different bridges. 

9.3.3.5 

According to Alston, the sequence of pro-attitude, knowledge, tendency, 

executive intention, and finaiIy overt behavior is applicable to both divine and human 



action. He accepts that the conjunction of pro-attitude and knowledge in God will 

generate tendency in Him. This tendency, however, wiu not issue in action except 

through the mediation of executive intention, Aiston's definition of executive 

intention is 'the strongest tendencies among various competing tendencies. 1564 1 

believe, however, that even if we accept Alston's model for human beings, it cannot 

be applied to God. This point can be clarifïed as folIows: 

a) It is dif£ïcult to accept these psychologicd processes for God's action. The 

existence of such psychological stages in human beings does not mean their existence 

in God. Moreover, Alston does not offer suflicient proof for such a position. How can 

we Say that God initially has a tendency to do something that E s  tendency then 

becomes stronger and stronger, and then h d y  it leads to an action? If we are able to 

distinguish such psychological stages in human behavior this is because we as human 

beings can analyze these stages in the process of our own actions. We may also 

generalize our analysis to other people's actions. But we cannot apply such an 

analysis to God, who is an incorporeal being. 

b) Alston believes that his model can be applied to both human and divine 

behavior. His model for God's action, however, is in conflict with God's absolute 

power, for two reasons: 

1. In defining tendency in the fïrst part of his model, Alston holds that "a 

tendency to do A is a state that, in the absence of sufficient interference or blockage, 



will issue in doing This definition of tendency, 1 think, c a ~ o t  be applied to 

God, for it implies the possibility of obstacles in the way of God's action. 

Consequently, such an analysis is in conflict with God's absolute power. 

2.  In the second part of his mode1 Alston states that the combination of tendency 

and executive intention, which is the strongest tendency, will generate action uniess 

the extemal world prevents it. In the opinion of the present author this idea implies 

that God has dBerent confiicting tendencies, ail of which cannot be achieved. Thus, 

among various tendencies, the strongest one will issue in action. It is a fact, however, 

that the root of confiict between our various tendencies and the reason we cannot 

meet aU Our desires is Our limited power. For instance, suppose that 1 like to see my 

fnend at a specific tirne, and at the same tirne there is a conference in another city, 

which 1 would k e  to attend. In this situation 1 have to choose one, since 1 cannot 

meet both desires. 1 wouId choose the one toward wtùch 1 have a stronger tendency. 

But God, since He has absolute power, does not have to forgo any of His desires to 

choose another. 

c) Alston uses fùnctionalism to identifL concepts common between God and 

human beings regarding M-concepts only. This is apparently because the main 

concern of fiinctionalism is to propose the meaning of psychological words (M- 

concepts), not action-concepts. Accordingly, he presents fiinctional definitions of 

'will' and 'knowledge,' both of which are M-concepts. He does not, however, tell us 



whether we can apply fiinctionalism to God's action-concepts or not. From this 1 

conclude that his definition of fiinctionalism and concentration on using this method 

for M-concepts mean that he is not in favor of using it for action-concepts. Therefore, 

his mode1 allows us to spe& at most, of only one aspect of God. 

9.3.3.6 

As discussed above, Alston's version of hctionalism seems inaccurate. 1 can, 

however, suggest another version that can be applied to talking of God. This version 

of fiinctionalism can be illustrated as follows: 

A) Two different kinds of fünctionalism have been proposed: a functionalism 

that analyzes the meaning of psychological words; and a functionalism that seeks the 

nature of psychological modes regardless of the meaning of such terms in Our 

ordinary l a n g ~ a ~ e . ~ ~ ~  Like Alston, my concern here is the former theory, since we are 

dealing with the meanings of words and the possibility of using them in tdking of 

God. 

B) The basic concept of functionalism which can be used for the analysis of 

psychological terms is that each mental concept ''is a concept of a certain fùnctional 

,Y 567 role in the operation of the psyche. The main emphasis is on explaining an M- 

5a~s ton ,  'Tunctionalism and Theological Language," p. 223; and Aston, ''Divine and 

Humao Action," p. 265. 

SnAlst04 Divine Nature and Human Language, p. 49. 



predicate by referring to its hc t iona l  chara~ter. '~~ The fiuictional explmation of a 

state can be given according t o  its relation only to 'its output', or to 'its input, output 

and other mental  tat tes.''^^ 

C )  AIthough the main concern of hnctionalism is to propose the rneaning of 

psychobgical words (M-concept), the core of the theory can be generahed to other 

words like action-concepts, concepts regarding matenal objects, and so on. As it is 

possible to define M-concepts according to their functions, the same method c m  be 

used to define other words. Alston, however, presupposes the possibility of m g  

funetional deilnition to other concepts. AIston maintains that 'M-concepts.-. are 

functional in essentially the same way as the concept of mousetrap. A mouseaap, by 

definition, is a device for catching  nic ce."^'^ In the opinion of Alston, the concept of 

'loudspeaker' can be understood by regarding it as sornethhg that converts electronic 

signals to sound. The definition is neutral as to the structure of the instrument that 

produces the action. It is for this reason that we can devise a more advanced 

mousetrap or loudspeaker with the same aa~ne.~'' 

568 Steuer and McClendon, eds., 1s God God?, pp. 157-58; and Moms, ed., Divine and 

Human Action, p. 265. 

569~10~k, <'Are Absent Qualia ImpossibLe?," in Philosophical Review, 89 (1980)' pp. 257- 

274. 

s 7 a ~ l ~ r ~ ~  Divine Nuîure and Human Lang-uage, p. 5 0. 

571 As Alston accurately &tains, he is indebted for such analogies to Ierry Fodor, 

Psychologica2 fiplanution (New York: Random House, l968), pp . 15- 1 6. 



Therefore, anything that has an output firnction can be defked according to its 

performance. Occasiondy a name is even given to an object according to its 

fimction, as we saw in the case of 'mousetrap' and 'loudspeaker.' In this way, if we 

have a hctional definition of B, and we see this fiinction in John's behavior, then we 

can mily Say that John produced the B action. Hence, unlike Alston, we can apply 

fùnctionalism to all of God's attributes, including both M-concepts and A-concepts. 

D) Alston examines the inner processes of human psychology and then applies 

these processes to God. His proofs are necessarily complicated. 1 think, however, that 

instead of focusing on the causal factors of human psychological states and the 

sequence of these states, we cm simply concentrate on their outputs, giving them 

functionai definitions This is the same method dictionaries follow in d e m g  words. 

Thus, following the dictionary, 'will' can be fiuictionally defined as a "state by which 

one deliberately chooses or decides upon a course of action." 'Power' is "the ability 

or capacity to act or perform effectively." 'Creation' is "to cause to exist something, 

,3572 to produce it. Lf someone believes that God c m  deliberately choose to do 

something, he or she is able to attribute 'will' to God. Lf he or she believes that God 

has fbnctions that are appropriate for 'power' and 'creation', he or she is able to 

attribute 'will' or 'power' to God. As fiinctionalism implies, "we are not cornmitting 

ourselves on the physical (or spiritual) structure or composition of whatever is 

5?-'~rnerican Heritage Dictionary Cornputer File: On diskene (1 995). 



n573 perfonning this fùnction; our concept is neutrd as to that. Thus, if there are 

functiond definitions for words like 'will', 'power', 'knowledge', 'forgiveness', 

'love' and so on, they can be predicated of any subject who produces these fiinctions, 

regardless of the structure and nature of the subject. 

E) The fiction of a particular subject can be at various levels. This variation 

does not, however, prevent us applying one and the same functional definition to any 

number of subjects that produce th is  performance at any level. In other words, a 

hctional definition is not only neutral as to the composition and structure of that 

which performs the fimction; Ït is also neutrai as to the possible levels of the hc t ion  

itself. This idea can be spelled out as foilows: 

a) We can divide words into two groups: words the function of whose referent is 

in nurnerous degrees or at many levels, and words the function of whose referent is 

not capable of having many degrees. Words Wce 'mousetrap', 'light', and 'heat' are 

examples of the former. Catchhg a mouse is the function of a mousetrap, but 

'mousetrap' may refer to variaus tooIs zit different levels, fkom a very old fashioned 

trap to a vexy advanced method, including both traps that kill and 'humane' traps 

designed for release into the wild. A clearer example is 'iuumination.' The function 

of light, which is illumination, occurs at very many levels. There are millions of 

degrees of illumination in the world. Light can be produced by a small candle or by 

the Sun. Al1 these represent various levels of function for the word 'light.' Other 

m~lston, Divine Nature and Human Languuge, p. 49. 



examples of words with many degrees of the same fiinction are glove, hat, door, and 

window. 

b) Evidently, a word of the fïrst kind refers to its real referent in any degree of its 

fûnction. For instance, the word 'mousetrap' can be correctly used for all the different 

devices that catch mouse regardless of the level of their functioning. The word 'light' 

can be used for the illumination produced by a smali candle or by the Sun. The words 

'heat' and 'weight', likewise, can be used both for a low degree of h c t i o n  (the heat 

of a candie o r  the weight of a pencil) and for a very high degree (for the heat of the 

sun, or the weight of the whole world.) Whether we use 'light' for the illumination of 

a c a d e  or of the sun, in both cases we are speaking about the reai referent, 'Light,' 

and not an imaginary referent. The q u e  of the illumination of the sun or weight of 

the whole world is beyond the knowledge or ability of some people. When people in 

the medieval period used the word 'light' for both the sun and a candie, they did not 

have knowledge of the real s u .  Does this, however, mean that they were referring to 

an imaginary sun? Evidently not. Another example of this sort of word is 'existence.' 

The meaning of the word 'exist' has various degrees according to its function. It 

includes the existence of a small piece of wood and the existence of a distant star 

about which we know very little. Can we Say that the fiuiction of 'existence' is at the 

same level in both cases? It seems not. Nevertheless, when we Say 'that star exists,' 

we still speak about the real referent of this word. ft is not necessarily required that 

we possess much information about it. 



c) Concepts that we use in our talk of God such as existence, power, knowledge, 

d, and forgiveness are among those words the fûnctions of which have very rnany 

levels. In the same way that we can use the word 'light' for illumination in various 

degrees, so we can use the words 'power', 'knowledge', and so on for both God and 

human beings - even though God's fûnctions are at a much higher degree than ours. 

Therefore, in this version of functionalism, we can use our Ianguage and concepts to 

refer to the real God, even though comprehending His quality is beyond our ability. 

For instance, when we say that God has knowledge we are speaking of the real 

referent of God's knowledge, even though we do not know its quality. The same thing 

can be said for God's existence. When we Say 'God exists,' we are talking of the real 

referent of the word 'exist,' even if we cannot conceive or express the exact 

difference between our existence and God's existence. 

Thus, since it is possible to talk of God using our language, 1 do not agree with 

Gordon Kauhan's view of God. He distinguishes between the real and the available 

referent of God. In his view, we do not have any access to comprehend or experience 

the real referent of God. Consequently, there is no way to use our language and 

concepts to speak of the real God. It seerns that the main reason for his position is that 

the real God is beyond Our understanding and experience; thus when we speak about 

God we are in fact speaking of an available, rather than reai, referent. 574 

574~a&mm, God the Problern, p. 85. 



As far as Ka&anYs view is concerned, the following question can be raised: 

Supposing that we have no access to the real referent of God, what precisely is 

inaccessible? His existence or His attributes? If one of them, so we cannot Say that we 

have no access to the real referent of God, since we presuppose that we have access to 

Kis existence or His attributes. Ifboth, it seems rneaningiess to Say that we speak of 

the available referent of God, since its real referent may not exist at aU, since we 

could not be sure of any basis for çuch an available referent. We can conchde h m  

Kaufinan's w r i ~ g s  that he believes in the latter. For hïm, no one cm comprehend 

either God's existence or His attributes. Speaking of the real referent of God, 

Kadkan says: "Any supposed knowledge of God always remains unvediable and 

controversial and rnay be completely rnistal~en."~'~ Speaking of the world and its 

creation, he holds that "we can perceive it [the world] and live in it as created by God 

and ordered to his purposes, though we may not be able to prove either that this is in 

fact tme of the world or that God does himself exist. 1,576 

9.3.3.7 

It seems to the present author that neither partial literalisrn nor symbolism may 

be applied exclusively to taking of God. It is not necessary that one exclude the 

other, as -4lston and Tillich claim. 



As far as partial literalism is concemed, since hctionalism, as 1 have explained 

above, allows us to correctly use cornnion concepts to describe both God and human 

beings, it cm serve as a basis for partial literalism. This kind of definition of God's 

attributes, however, gives us only the f2st level of comprehending Him. There are 

two reasons for cdling the literalism partial. First, the functional dennition of any 

subject does not give us clear knowledge of the nature of the subject. It onIy allows us 

to use words to define or describe a subject according to its functions, regardless of 

the nature of the subject. Thus when we use functional concepts for God we are not 

sure that we have understood the nature of God. Secondly, since God, according to 

the monotheistic religions is an absohtely perfect and transcendent being whose 

existence and attributes are infinite, while we have limited power and knowledge 

(although al1 this is expressed differently in different traditions) our concepts cannot 

literally be used for ~ im.~ "  

Of the above two reasons, Alston points only to the latter as a reason for calhg 

his theory of religious language partial literalism. In addition to Alston - 1 wish to 

argue - the idea of some Muslim thinkers, namely the Mu 'tadites and Shfztes, also 

can be cailed partial literalism. Although they do not c d  their position partial 

iiteralism, Alston's reason for calling his position partial is also found in their views. 

While they believe in the possibility of speaking of God in our ordinary language, 

because of the second reason cited above, they also stress that we cannot exactly 



comprehend God's attributes- Therefore, we can Say that the views of the above 

Muslim theologians are somewhat similar to Alston's defense of partial literalism. 

Thus 1 conclude that fünctionalism cm help us to talk of God at the lowest level 

of cognition. Other degrees, however, should be symbolically expressed, because to 

go beyond this lowest level of comprehending Kim involves complicated concepts 

with vaiious levels of comprehension. 



9.4 Final Remarks 

9.4.1 Distinct Features of Relzgiuus Laname-Gume 

Alston emphaskes the distinct features of the Christian language-game. He 

suggests three characteristics of a distinct language-game: ontological, ideological, 

and epistemological. He then applies them in Christian discourse. While I agree with 

Alston regarding the possibility of a distinction between different language-garnes, 1 

thllik his idea regarding the epistemological distinction of religious language-game is 

ambiguous. Moreover, he does not refer to a basic relation existing between 

ontological and conceptuai distinctions. They are correlated in such a way that the 

former is a bais for the latter. Thus, among ihree distinctive features (ontological, 

conceptual, and epistemological) that Alston illustrates, ontological and conceptual 

charactenstics are not two paraliel characteristics. Rather, the former is the main 

characteristic and the latter its subsequent result. Finally, Alston's view of distinctive 

features of a language-game does not include all possible characteristics that may 

separate multiple language-games. Apart from what Alston mentions, 1 can add the 

method of research and the criteria for justification as two other distinctive features of 

a language-game. 

While Alston believes that there are distinctive features for each language-game, 

and that we cm accordingly separate religious language-games %om other garnes, this 

distinction between multiple language-games does not, in his view, prevent there 



being a conunon cognition of truth shared by al1 Ianguage-games. As Atston 

accurately rnaintains, it is possible for someone who is outside a particular religious 

Ianguage-game to understand to some extent religious statements and concepts 

expressed through it. This possibility indicates that grasping religious concepts is not 

Limited to the members of its own language-game. Moreover, when there is a concept 

of tmth that we can use in various language-games, "the way is opened for assertions 

validated in one language-game to contradict assertions validated in motfier. ,3578 

Alston allows that truth is to be examined accordùig to neutral critena such as 

consistency, sufficiency or weakness of darification. 

Alaon's objection to the epistemic conception of tmth and replacing it with his 

theory of alethic realism is the basic foundation of his position of a concept of truth 

applicable in ail language-games, including religious statements. This doctrine of 

tnith distinguishes him fiom P W p s  and Winch, Wittgenstein, and several other 

thinkers. 1 think, however, that Alston' s various statements regardhg the principles 

necessary for a realiçtic conception of tnith are disharmonious. In one of his articles, 

he emphasizes three necessary equivaient principles for his t h e ~ r ~ ' ~ ~ ,  but according to 

two other articles, his theory does not depend on three prin~iples.580 Moreover, it 

seems that the main point for the redistic conception of truth is thesis 2. Thesis 3 is 

- 

Sn Ibid., p. 148 

Alston, cXealism and Christian Faith," p. 3 9 

580 See: Tessin, et al., Philosophy and the Grammur of Religious BeZiefS p. 22; and Crosson, 

The Autonomy of religious belief; p .  138. For more details see the present worlq pp. 241-245. 



an obvious consequence of thesis 2, and thesis 1 is also a necessary presupposition for 

thesis 2, as it is an implication of Alston's own position. Therefore, these theses 

cannot be equivalent. 

9.4.2 Svmbolic L a n m e  of Religion 

If religious language is meaningfül, we should s p e c e  what kind of meaning it 

has. Can we say that the language of religion is symbolic? In order to give an answer 

to this question, we need to know the nature of symbols in general. Then we must 

determine the spec5c meaning of symbols in religion. I believe that symbol has a 

generai meaning, including every word and Ietter out of which d e n  words are 

made. Therefore, unLike Tillich, but sixniiar to Thomas Fawcett, 1 propose to use 

'symbol' for signs (includulg mathematicai and logical signs), symptoms, metaphors, 

and so on. Not only can symbol be accurateiy used in a general sense in non-religious 

contexts; we c m  also fhd it used in a general sense in a religious context. 

Symbol aiso has a specific meaning, which is different fiom sign. As far as the 

views of Alston and Tillich regarding this specific meaning are concerned, it seems to 

the present author, however, that since Alston's suggested characteristics of symbols 

and the characteristics suggested by Tillich (with the exception of the fourth) seem to 

be general, they cannot properly distinguish symbols fYom signs and metaphors. 

Ody Tillich's fourth characteristic (opening up dimensions of reality which 

cannot be opened in any other way) is helpful for comprehending symboIs in 

religious and non-religious contexts. It seerns to the present author, however, that the 

concept is still ambiguous. Tillich does not give us a clear picture of what he means 



by a reality opened up solely by syrnbols, c f i g  it only "the depth dimension of 

reality i t s e ~ " ~ ~ '  

It seems to the present author that referring to the views of Thomas Fawcett, J. 

Daniélou, and W. Montgomery Watt may complete T ïch ' s  view regardhg the 

fourth characteristic of religious symbols. What Tillich refers to as the 'depth 

dimension' of reality in the human sou1 to which we are connected by religious 

symbois seems to be similar to the characteristics these three figures propose for 

symbols (even though they do not name Tillich). In the opinion of Fawcett, Daniélou, 

and Watt, it is through religious symbols that we cm point to what is not immediately 

known, to a higher transcendent level - or as Watt maintains, the higher transcendent 

existence on which human life ultimately depends. For d three, this level is beyond 

the borders of observabIe objectivity. 

While 1 accept Tillich's fourth feature of symbol, which appears ais0 to be 

admitted by Fawcett, Daniel and Watt, it seems that it is rooted in another 

characteristic of symbol, to which ody Watt refers. This feature, which seems to me 

essential, is the complexity invoIved in symbols. In light of the previous arguments, 1 

cm Say that symbol in its specific meaning is a word, abstract notion, idea, object or 

aspect of an object used to represent something beyond its ordinary denotation, which 

is invariably complicated and not easily or completely grasped. 



Religion language is symbolic inasmuch as it covers ideas about perplexed 

notions regarding God and his Attributes, nommaterial objects, and exoteric and 

esotenc teachings. 

9.4.3 Partial L ite ralisrn 

Aston both rejects symbolism, and attempts to prove partial literalism through 

elaborating irreducible metaphors in theology, and proposing a functionalist account 

of religious concepts. The second is more important for Alston, and he consequently 

pays more attention to it. In the view of the present author, however (as I already 

~ t a t e d ) ' ~ ~  Aiston's functionalism is applicable neither to divine action nor to human 

behavior. His view irnplies that p sychological processes are involved in God' s action, 

which is in confiict with His absolute power. W e  1 do not accept Alston's version 

of functionalism, I can, however, suggest another version, which can be applied to 

t a k g  of God. The basic idea of fhctionalism, which can be used for the analysis of 

psychological terms, is that each mental concept "is a concept of a certain hct ional  

role in the operation of the psyche." In this version of fünctionalism, unlike Aston, 

instead of focusing on the causai factors of human psychological states and the 

sequence of these states, 1 concentrate on their outputs, giving them functional 

definitions. Moreover, it seems that fùnctional definition is not only neutral as to the 

composition and structure of that which performs this function; it is also neutral as to 

the possible Ievels of the function itself. 

582 See the prsent work, Chapter 9.3.3 



Aç 1 discussed above, it seems to the present author that neither partial literalism 

nor symbolism may be applied exclusively to talking of God. Ebther, it is not 

necessary that one exclude the other as Alston and Tillich clah. 

9.4.1. Missin p Aspects of Relig-ious Lanpage in Alston 's Armm en ts 

Alston's perspective on religious language also seems to be incomplete. There 

are severd aspects of religious discourse he has not discussed. 1 can speil out my 

view in this regard as follows: 

1. First, we should take into account Wittgenstein's observation that there is a 

multiplicity of language-games. In his lat er work, Philosophical Investigation, 

Wittgenstein emphasizes the varied usage of words. 1 think, we cannot limit religious 

language to one particular category. ReIigious language includes varieties of 

lmguages. Alston's partid literalism and Tillich's symbolism each represents only a 

part of religious language. There are other aspects of tbis language to which they have 

not referred, such as rnyth, metaphor, analogy, assimilation and so on. A religious text 

is more effective if it includes various forms of speech. Each figure of speech has its 

own power when used in a particular circurnstance. It is the mixture of various 

methods of speech that attracts readers' attention. 

2. Religions may change the ordinary meanings of words and give them new, 

spec5c meanings. These are conventional words (called in Arabic Mqiqah shm'Qah, 

literally "legal essence or r ea l i~ r ' ' ) .~~~  For instance, 'prayer' has a regular meaning, 

583 The synonyms that 1 give here onward are in Arabic. 



which is "an expression of thoughts, hopes, or needs directed to a deity"'" It has dso 

a specifïc, reiigio-legal rneaning in Islam, which is "a special formula of words and 

actions used in praying." The Arabic designation for the former is 'du '3, ' and for the 

latter, '+alÛt.' Likewise, words such as 'fasting' (Sawm),585 'aims' (zakzft), 586 and so 

on each has a general and a specific meaning - which in Islam Uivariably means a 

legai meaning. Note here how the specifïc meaning also excludes, in the immediate 

context, other meanings. When used literally in legal texts in theù conventional 

meanings, the terms just introduced cannot be used metaphoricaiiy or symbolically. 

This is because the first condition for metaphor and symbol is that they point to 

something beyond themselves. When these words, however, are used in a legal 

context îhey do not aiways point beyond their conventional meanings. 

3 .  Religious discourse can also be divided into descriptive and evduative 

statements. The former are tho se "consisting solely or principdy of description; 

concemed with or s i m g  observable things or qualities or what is the case rather 

than what ought to be or rnight or must be; not expressing feelings or valuations; 

sa4 Arnerican Hen-rage Dictionary Compter File: On diske tte (1 995). 

585cc Fasting" generdy means to abstain fiom eating aU or certain foods- Its specsc meaning 

in religious context is ciifferent from one religion to another. While in religious context fâstîng 

includes abstaining fkom eating, extra conditions added to the generai meaning of the word. 

5 8 6 ~ ~  Alms" generdy means money or goods given to the poor in charity. in a religious 

context, it has particular conditions. 



relating to this type of meaning or intere~t."~'' The latter are those "tending to 

concern or suggest d e s  or standards, as opposed to purely descriptive- An evaluative 

statement irnplies a value judgment on the part of the person making it. ~ ~ 5 8 8  

Descriptive language is distinctly different fiom evaluative language. 

Descriptive statements are divided into the following categories: 

Philosophical statements: In religious, theological or philosophical texts we may 

find descriptions of God's existence, His attributes and actions, of what is going to 

happen in the other world, of religious principles, and of diEerent aspects of human 

beings. These are philosophical statements. 

Historicai statements: These include two types of information: histoncal data and 

biographical narratives. This historicai information pertaining to religion may be 

expounded in reiigious texts such as the Bible or the Qur'àn, or in non-religious 

historicd books written by non-beIievers. Both kinds of data may include stones of 

prophets, their followers and their enexnies, stories of different nations in the past, and 

so on. 

ScientiGc statements: These inchde any discourse in a religious text that gîves 

experimentd description of the natural world, nature, exth, &y, animais, human 

body, and so on. 

587 James A. H. Hurray, et al. eds., The Oxford EngZish ûictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1991), vol. 4, pp. 512-513. 

588 Flew, A Dictionary of philosophy (London: Pan Books, 1979), p. 1 15. 



Evaluative statements include any kind of moral commandrnents and exhortation 

in religious books. 

4) That a statement is descriptive does not imply that a word in the statement is 

meant literdy. A descriptive assertion can be expressed literally, symbolically or any 

other way. 'Descriptiveness' merely means the quality of describing facts. The fact of 

being descriptive does not impose a particular method of description. 

5) Other kinds of religious statements are jurisprudential laws, praise, prayer, 

thanks, petitions, confession, introspective descriptions of religious experience, 

predictions, dramatic narratives, admonition, and so on 

6) Apart f?om acknowledging the varies of language in religious texts, we 

should also recognize that the? Ianguage, to use an expression coined by Robert 

~ v a n s ~ ' ~  and John ~ a c ~ u a r r i e , ~ ~ ~  is 'rndtidimensional.' 1 can elaborated this point as 

follows: 

A Descriptive statements in religion are not as purely descriptive as those found 

in other descriptive discourse, since they have the following characteristics: 

a) The main religious texts, such as the Qur'ân and the Bible, are considered to 

be sacred. They may include statements that describe sacred realities like God, 

Heaven, Heil, and so on. They even include descriptions of subjects not inherently 

589 Robert Ailen Evans, Intelligible and Responsible Talk of God (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1973), 

pp. 66-86. 

S%acquarrie, "The logic of Religious and Theological kqyage," p. 169. 



religious, such as the natural world. To put it another way, believers do not view their 

sacred texts in the same neutrai way they do ordinary books dealing with science, 

history and so on. Believers usually look respe&y at their religious texts - even 

though the expressions of respect are different in various monotheistic religions. 

b) Ordinary descriptive statements are conceptual statements associated with 

objective, empirical thinking, whereas such statements in religious texts are 

associated with both conceptual and emotional aspects. A statement that describes 

God's actions and attributes, the Day of Resurrection and Heaven and Hell, relates to 

the whole personality of the reader, not oniy to her or his cognitive aspect. Statements 

like 'God exists', "He has the absolute power," and "He created Heaven and HeW7 are 

not iike sentences that describe the exact distance of the moon, the sun, or a particular 

star &om us. For a believer, the &st kind of statements is associated with emotion 

and feeling. Descriptive statements are introduced into sacred text to evoke a sense of 

God's presence in the reader. The main purpose of religious texts, at least in 

monotheistic religions, is to constnict a relation between God and human beings. 

Taking the Qur'ân as an example of a sacred text, we see that the text itself asserts 

that the reading of each verse increases a believer's faith. As the Qur'ân says: "They 

only are the [tnie] believers whose hearts feel fear when Ailâh is mentioned, and 

when the revelations of Ailâh are recited unto thern they increase their faith" (8:2). 

This verse implies that a proper reading of each verse, including the many 

descriptions in the Qur'ân of the natural world, should S e c t  a reader's faith. And 

these statements that stir faith are not, of course, purely descriptive. Islamic sources 



recommend fiequent readiag of the Qur'ân, particularly in the month of Ramadân 

(the month of fa~tin~).'~' This prescription for repeated recitation indicates that it is 

not pure cognition that is expected of the Qur'ân. The cognitive aspect of the text can 

be grasped after one or a few readings. Evidentiy, the purpose of fiequent and 

repeated reading is to direct the reader to the non-cognitive aspects of those passages. 

We cm take the specific prayer cded  gdâf, which inchdes descriptive statements, as 

another example. Every Muslim is obiiged to perform the prayer five times a day. 

There are, in addition, certain recommended and supererogatory prayers. Some 

believers pray each day bo th the obligatory and supererogatory prayers, delightedly 

repeaùng the same descnptive statements in each performance. They really enjoy 

prayer. Can we Say that descnptive sentences in such prayers performed in such a 

rnanner are purely descnptive? 

c) Religious descriptive discourse can be subject to both recognition and cntical 

thinking on the one hand, and to belief and conviction on the other. Other descriptive 

sentences such as historical or scientific discourses, however, have exclusively the 

former character- 

B. b o n g  Muslims, according to many mystics, philosophers and the ShÎites, 

some religious teachings employ a combination of both partial Literalism and 

59 1 See Mdpunrnad Bâqir Majlisî, Bihûr al-Anwâr, 1 10 Vols., Vol. 93 (Beirut: Mucassasah 

al-Wafa', 1983), p. 386; and M u @ d  MNammadî Riy Shahn, MZzân a l - @ k h ,  10 vols., 

vol. 8 (Qum: Markaz-i Intishârât-i Daftar-i TabEghât-i Uawzah-yi IlmAyah, 1 W2), p. 8 1 



çymbolism- For instance, conventional words such as 'prayer' and 'fastkg' in Islam 

may have two different meanings, one exoteric (&hiri), and the other esoteric 

(bâ~ni ) .  In the fïrst they are kinds of discourse, used literally, whde in the second 

they are used symbolicdy. The reason for such syrnbolic language, as clarifïed 

ab~ve,'~' is that the meanings to which the language points is cornplex and has 

various IeveIs. Thus, the same word can have two meanings in a religious text, one 

literal, and one symbolic. Moreover, as we discussed above, both partial literalisrn 

and symbolism are used in our t& of G o 4  the former as we first apprehend Hirn and 

the latter for other, higher levels of comprehension- 

7) Ta Say that religious statements are not purely descriptive does not imply that 

we should ignore the cognitive dimension of descriptive assertions in religion. 1 agree 

with Macquarrie's assertion that no one can disregard the cognitive aspect of 

religion.593 If religious language does not refer to any objective reaiity -if it is, in fact, 

merely a product of human subjectivity- then religious belief would be baseless. 

Moreover, tbe Iack of reference to an objective reality is not compatibIe with the 

understanding of believers in rnonotheistic religions. The efficacy of reIigion for them 

depends on belief in some kind of reality behind religious belief. If believers try to 

obey God, this is because they are certain that God exists and that He is an absolutely 

perfect Being. In other words, there is a close relation between the cognitive and non- 

5 9 2 ~ e e  the discussion of religious symboiism in Chapter 9 -3.1 

5g3~acquanie, 'The logic of Refigious and Theological Language," pp. 175- 176. 



cognitive aspects o f  religious belief. The former is a bais  for the latter. As TUey 

mauitains, "Some cognitive beliefs do indeed preclude some convictions, e.g., the 

discovery of a body proved to be Jesus' wouid certainly shake the faith of most 

~ h r i s t i a n s . " ~ ~ ~  

Taking into consideration the close relation between the descriptive and 

emotional aspects o f  religious statements, it seems to the present author that scholars 

of religion or religious Ianguage habituaily overemphasize one aspect at the expense 

of the other. Non-cognitivists such as Spinoza, Richard Bevan Braithwaite, Richard 

M. Hue, Paul M. Van Buren, David Tracy and Gordon ~ a ~ d i n a n ~ ~ ~  do not see any 

factual information and any real reference for talk of God, asserting that such talk is 

meanin@ only since it can serve some purpose. On the other side, a cognitivist such 

as Zuurdeeg, while accepting both aspects of religion, overemphasizes 'is-language' 

and does not pay proper attention to the descriptive aspect. Moreover, in the case of 

Zuurdeeg, 1 do not find his explanation of 'employ language' convincing. The 

ciifference between is-language and use-language is not ckar in his t h e ~ r ~ . ' ~ ~  

This brings us back to the main common point between Alston and Tabâ~abâ'î. 

The major similady between them is realism which is a basis for their cognkivism. 

Realism is a very essentiai assumption for both scholars. They both present a redistic 

*?iUey, TaZking of God, p. 54. 

595 The ideas of these thinkers are reviewed in the present work, Chapter 2: Literature 

Review. 

5 %JdIem F. Zuurdeeg, An Anulytical Philosophy qf Religion, p. 59. 



conception of God and E s  attributes. Both insist on the cognitive aspect of religion. 

For them, to believe in an objective, real God depends on a realistic conception of 

religious belief. Consequently, both rehse to regard religious statements as either 

rneanuigless or mere expressions of feelings or attitudes. 

By comparing Alston and Tabâtabâ'î, we may realize that if different scholars 

have various positions regarding religious language, that is rooted, to some extent, in 

their different philosophical presuppositions. While Kaufhan, Tracy, Hick and Alston 

are Christian theologians, Alston's view of religious language is closer to Tabâtabâ'î, 

a Muslim theologian, than to those Christian theologians. The reason is that Alston 

and Tabâtabâ'î, uniike Kauhan, Tracy and Hick, defend a realistic conception of 

Godas existence. Although there are also other similarïties between AIston and 

Tabâ[abâ'î - such as rationalism and monotheism, and thus, to some extent, cornmon 

ideas regarding God' s existence, incorporality, transcendence and so on - their shared 

realism seems to be the main basis for their simdar view of religious language. 

The major dserence between Alston and Tabâçabâ'î is that Tabâlabà'î's 

Iiteralism is much more theologicaily disciplined. He is more concemed with 

adhering to the Qur'ân than Alston is with adhering to the Bible. Tabâtabâ'î's 

discussion springs fiom and depends on both the cIassicai tradition of Islamo-Shiite 

theology and concern with the current social context, while Alston's main concern is 

the social context and current debates in Western philosophy. Both are determined to 

oppose views in the modem world which, they feel, lead to emptying religion fiom its 



essence or atheism; but Tabâfabâ'î is disciplined in this endeavor by the dictates of 

strict monotheisrn- 

A cornparison of Alston and Tabâyabâ'î, in the view of this author, suggests that 

Alston's preoccupation with the struggle against skepticism and atheism has pushed him 

- apparently unawares - toward neglect of certain theological imperatives. It is preciseIy 

this preoccupation that prompts Alston to suggest a fûnctionai account of religious 

language. Alston's aim is to propose an acceptable way of speaking of God in the mment 

zntellectual context (rather then, for instance, in terms of the Christian scriptures). 

Alston's brand of fùnctionalism, however, as 1 have already argued, is not - due to 

certain theological problems597 - applicable to divine action. Alston apparentiy has been 

obliged to enter the debate on his opponents' terms. This results in his formulating a 

theory with essential problems when viewed in terms of his own tradition. 

597 For more details, see Chapter 9.3.3 
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