RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE
Challenge of Linguistic Philosophy; can we meaningfully talk about a transcendent God?
Verification Principle

· Principle originally proposed by the Vienna Circle (early 20th Century), grew around Moritz Schilck, influenced by Wittgenstein, championed in Britain by A J Ayer.
· Movement became known as Logical Positivism because it is concerned with “positive” i.e. definite, verifiable knowledge.
· Only statements that can be verified are meaningful
· 2 types of verifiable statement:
1. Analytic Statements:- true by definition, e.g. tautologies (all men are men) or mathematical (2+2=4).
2. Synthetic Statements:- verified or falsified by experience and testing i.e. empirical statements and scientific proofs. 
· Even the most ridiculous sounding statements, e.g.. “Cows are green” or “grass eats people” are meaningful as they can be verified by testing BUT all metaphysical assertions (e.g.. ethical, religious or emotive statements) should be “committed to the flames as illusion” (Hume) because they are unverifiable.
· Therefore, talk about God is meaningless

· Without “positive” verifiable knowledge of God then “God” is a meaningless term.
“The Term ‘God’ is a metaphysical term and if ‘God’ is a metaphysical term, then it cannot even be probable that God exists”

“No sentence which purports to describe the nature of a transcendent God can possess any literal significance”

                                                                                                        -A J Ayer
Implications:
1. Statements about God are neither analytically true nor open to any form of verification, and so are meaningless
2. Claims to have experienced God are subjective, and so cannot be reliably verified, and so cannot be used as a basis for empirical statements about God
3. The very question “Does God exist?” rejected as although it sounds like a cognitive question (dealing with objective facts) our experience does not allow for transcendent beings and so it is unverifiable and consequently meaningless to ask.
Criticisms:
· Brian Davies- Verification principle dismisses statements about God as they are not universal BUT some universal statements can’t be verified, e.g. “All ravens are black” can’t as we could conceivably discover a white raven [or for that matter a blue or a pink one]. So some unverifiable statements, e.g.. “All ravens are black” must be accepted to be meaningful or else we can know a lot less for certain about our world.
· Statements are considered false or meaningless according to sense experience, but this means that historical events are unverifiable. To talk of Battle of Hastings is meaningless or we must simply accept historical events and have no reason to reject any past tense phrases, e.g. “Jesus rose from the dead” or “Julius Caesar enjoyed juggling vegetables”
[but, does archaeology not count as verification? Battle of Hastings is archaeologically verifiable, whilst Caesar’s hobby is not (the vegetables he allegedly juggled  would have rotted)]
· John Hick- Eschatological Verification. We will gain verification when we die. Analogy of 2 men on a road, one believes it leads to nowhere, the other believes it leads to the Celestial City, eventually they will gain verification. As we will have some verification talk of God is not meaningless.
·    Even Ayer admitted eventually that the principle allowed all statements to become meaningful, as everything can be theoretically verified.
·    Never disproves God, just claims that talking about God is meaningless- He could still exist even if we can’t explain Him in meaningful statements.
Falsification Principle

· Devised by Anthony Flew in response to the failure of the verification principle.
· a statement is considered meaningless if there is nothing that could ever be done to change a person’s belief in it.
· e.g. Parable of the Gardener
· A and B come across a clearing in a jungle.
· A claims that there is an invisible a gardener that looks after it
· B denies this
· After many tests, e.g. keeping watch, bloodhounds etc., there is no evidence of the gardeners existence
· BUT A still maintains that the gardener exists saying “There is a gardener who comes secretly to look after the garden he loves”
· B notes that in this case there is no difference between a gardener and no gardener at all.
“Sophisticated religious people tend to refuse to allow…that anything conceivably could occur, which would count against their religious assertions……But in so far as they do this their supposed explanations are actually bogus, and their seeming assertions are really vacuous.”
                                                                                                        -Flew
Implications:
1. No evidence counts against religious beliefs in the mind of the believer, so belief is invalidated.
2. Therefore as religious statements (e.g.. God is love) are unfalsifiable they have no meaning.
Criticisms:
· Hare-“Bliks”
· Statements are interpreted within the believers framework and cannot be verified or falsified (so agrees with Flew to an extent)
· Example of professor who thinks all colleagues are trying to kill him, and any evidence to the contrary is all part of the trap, i.e. will not allow his belief to be falsified.
· BUT because “Bliks” make a significant difference to the believers mind they are not meaningless. 
· Therefore even if something cannot be falsified it still has at least subjective meaning.
· Basil Mitchell-Parable of the Partisan and the Stranger 
· Partisan meets a stranger who he believes to be the leader of the resistance movement.
· Despite the stranger’s actions sometimes seeming to be against the organisation, the partisan believes they are all part of the master plan.
· illustrates that believers weigh and assess the evidence and take the most consistent and reasonable view
· e.g.. suffering and evil can be reconciled with God’s love through the death of Christ on the cross. Opinion is balanced [if biased] and the result is not unreasonable even if it hasn’t allowed belief to be falsified.
· Richard Swinburne- Toys

· If I were to say that at night toys come to life providing they are undetected, there would be no way of falsifying the statement.
· Despite the lack of falsification the statement still has meaning.
· Richard Swinburne-Geology

· “A man can understand the statement ‘Once upon a time, before there were men…the earth was covered by sea’ without his having any idea of what geological evidence would count for or against this proposition”
· we do not necessarily need to understand how to test a statement to be able to understand it, so while I might not know how to prove or disprove that the earth was once underwater I can comprehend it.
· it stands to reason, then, that we could understand the concept of God without knowing how to prove or disprove him
Use of Human Language
Problem:

· We talk of God, a transcendent, otherworldly being in terms of our universe and direct experience.

· e.g. God referred to as He, loving, powerful, knowledgeable, just etc when all are terms of our phenomenal world, not of the numinous realm He supposedly inhabits.

· So, can we talk about God with the language we use when He is so entirely different to anything we know?
· negation, analogy, symbol and myth attempt to solve this.

Negation

· We can only talk significantly about God by saying what He isn’t
· Emphasizes the “unknowability” of God

· Moses Maimondes-Jewish medieval theologian. Proponent of negation.

· Boat analogy-people state negative attributes, e.g.. not mineral, not flat, until “It is clear that this tenth person has almost arrived at the correct notion of a ship by the foregoing negative attributes”
· “I do not merely declare that he who affirms attributes of God has not sufficient knowledge concerning the creator…but I say that he unconsciously loses his belief in God”
· because we cannot comprehend God’s greatness we would be inaccurate if we declared what He is, rather than stating what He isn’t.

· Supported by Aquinas , God is “the source of all things and is distinct from them all”
·  God cannot be a “thing” if He created all things, so cannot be given attributes like an object can.

Criticisms:

· Brian Davies

1. By saying what something isn’t we gain no indication of what it IS. System makes God entirely unknowable. When Maimondes claims “has almost arrived at a ship” what has been described could just as easily be a wardrobe.
2. Most people talk quite rationally about God in positive terms. We want a God we can discuss in rational, comprehensible terms.
Analogy
· Words can be used 2 ways:
1. Univocally- London is a city. Sydney is a city. Same word, same use.
2. Equivocally- Cricket bat. Fruit bat. Same word, different use.
Aquinas: 
1. Cannot use the same words for Creator and creation univocally.
· When we say a creature is “wise” we mean that it is in possession of the attribute. God cannot be separated from His attributes, He IS “wise” and cannot be separated from his “esse” (existence or being)
· “Not confined to the meaning of our world but goes beyond it.”
2. Cannot talk about God equivocally, with different language, because then “we could never argue from statements about creatures to statements about God”
SO, we need a third way- Analogical Language.
“For we cannot speak of God at all except in the language of creatures”
· Analogical language can be used when there is a relationship between two things, e.g.. “diet” and “body” have a relationship through the word “healthy”, as a healthy diet causes a healthy body.

· Aquinas claims that because there is a causal link between God and creation, and all the perfections found in creation exist in God but due to God’s superiority as the source of perfections His are far greater and in Him “all perfections of things pre-exist transcendently”
· all good things found in mankind belong first to God, so we can analogously talk about God, as long as we accept that when He is “wise” or “strong” it is in a far greater sense than when a creature is, as He is at the top of the scale.

Implications:

1. We can use our language to talk about God, but must do so in an “analogical” manner.
Criticisms:

· Problem of choosing the correct analogy and then correctly interpreting it. [although this problem is half solved if we accept the divine inspiration of scriptures, as then the analogy is certainly correct, only our understanding can be false. ]
· Hume-anthropomorphising
· Although as creatures of this world we can clearly only talk with the language of this world as we have no other, we run the risk of making God human (anthropomorphising Him) by giving Him human attributes. 

· Rather than God being the source of our virtues, He could be a human construct formed in our imaginations as we extend the virtues we see and extend them infinitely.

Supporters

1.  Brian Davies- we can clearly see that many words can be used significantly in different but related senses, e.g.. good dog, good game, good food, good day or strong wine, strong man, strong bleach, strong smell.
2.  Wittgenstein-Language Games
· Agrees that we can and must talk in analogical terms.
· Comes to the conclusions through language games.

· Inspired by Anselm’s phrase “Credo ut intelligam”, I believe in order that I understand.
· Sees that “Philosophical problems arise when language goes on holiday”
· This means that we must understand each word in context, just as we must play a game within its rules. e.g.. “Castling” is a meaningless term in netball, but it makes sense in the context of chess.
· we need to know which game we’re playing in order to understand and for the language to have any meaning.
· e.g.. people have problems talking about the “soul” because we try and consider it a physical, tangible object. There is no problem when it is realised that the “physical object” terminology does not apply to the soul and we need to play a different game.
· Religious believers speak in a different language game to non-believers, so whilst the non-believer claims what is being said is nonsensical, it is perfectly good use of language to the believer. 
· It is as if one is talking about castling but the other is trying to understand it in terms of netball.
NB  This does not claim to demonstrate truth or falsity of religious language, clearly it demonstrates that both religious and non-religious claims could  be correct. It merely demonstrates that language is being used properly and has meaning within the correct game, regardless of the statements validity.

Symbol and Myth

· There are 2 types of language:
1.  Cognitive Language- factual, true/false statements
2.  Non-Cognitive Language- assertions, non-factual, need to be interpreted.
· many linguistic philosophers claim that religious language is non cognitive, as it does not convey literal, demonstrable facts.
· this is normally considered a demerit, but does allow for religious truths to be conveyed in the form of symbol and myth.
Symbol

· “A pattern or object that points to an invisible metaphysical reality and participates in it.”

· Different from a sign, which conveys cognitive facts (e.g.. Fire Exit.)

· expresses feelings, emotions and deeper spiritual meanings, transcends facts and should not be interpreted literally

· “Open up new levels of reality”
· “unlocks dimensions and elements of our soul” Paul Tillich
· e.g.. Cross, Kingdom of God

· But some claim the significance of symbols changes with time and they need to be reinterpreted.

Criticisms:

· Symbols themselves can become objects of worship, leading to idolatry. e.g.. icons in Orthodox churches.
· If symbols are trivialised they lose meaning, e.g.. Crucifix because worn as jewellery.
· most religious symbols are outdated and misunderstood as they were intended for entirely different cultures and times.
· As they do not convey facts they are meaningless (Paul Edwards)
· It is not any more possible for a symbol to represent anything beyond human experience any more than a word [a word is, essentially, a symbol of sorts anyway] and if it were then we could not understand such a symbol.
Myth

· Approximation of the truth to allow some understanding of something beyond our comprehension. e.g.. Creation of the world too complicated so Creation myths.

· Like a collection of symbols and metaphors to convey underlying Truths.
· Not literal truth, but representation of it.

Criticisms:

· D F Strauss, our understanding of myth is out of date. We need to transfer from “story of a miraculous occurrence to the story of a miraculous occurrence”- myth needs to be considered a story of religious truths, not historical facts.
· Rudolph Bultmann- Myth detracts from the New Testament, as it is stupid to believe in angels and demons in the age of the light bulb. Calls for the “demythologisation” of the new testament. Virgin birth etc. just convey meanings, not facts.
BUT:

· Myth and symbol so thoroughly ingrained in all religious [and much non-religious] language that it would be impossible to remove
· Both very much part of the religious language game.
CONCLUSIONS
1. Verification and falsification throw some doubt on meaningfulness of talk about God although they do not tackle God’s existence itself BUT they are largely discredited and rejected even by the logical positivists
2. All depends on whether you believe in God or not, i.e. which side of the language game you are on
THEREFORE: “Credo ut Intelligam”-Anselm, we must believe in order to understand. Only by making the leap into another language game will we accept its sense.
