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1

Introduction

1.1 The elusive meaning of religious and existentially
important terms

Concerning the question “What is time then?” Augustine famously declared that
if nobody would ask him, he would know. However, he continued his well-
known line of thought by conceding that “...if I were desirous to explain it to
one that should ask me, plainly I know not’.' Seldom have so few words so aptly
articulated an experience common to many of us in that we both know, and yet
do not know, what time is. This is not unique for our notion or experience of
time though; we appear to be in the similar ambivalent position with regard to
love, art, personal identity, friendship and justice. That is, as long as no one asks
us about what, for instance, friendship and love is we are rather able to distin-
guish the friend from the foe and the loving from the hateful. However, if
somebody would ask us for a more precise account of what love or friendship is,
many of us would find ourselves in a similar position as Augustine concerning
time. In some sense we seem to know enough about certain religious and exis-
tentially important features of the world only to realize that our accounts of
them are incomplete and possibly inaccurate. This circumstance also seems to be
manifested linguistically in that we appear to be partly ignorant about the mean-
ing of certain terms of religious and existential concern. That is, even though we
commonly consider ourselves as rather competent at using terms like ‘God’,
‘friendship’, ‘justice’ or ‘love’, we may also sense that the complete or exact

' Augustine, St., Confessions, (London: William Heinemann Ltd, 1951), book XI, chapter XIV.
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meaning of each word — what it expresses or is about — evades our comprehen-
sion.

One may naturally wonder if the latter is at all possible. Can the meaning
of our own words go beyond what we recognize the meaning to be and hence be
what I in this study call recognition-transcendent to people in ordinary and com-
petent use of them?” One circumstance that may make us sceptical about the
possibility of a recognition-transcendent meaning of words is that it appears to
presuppose a delicate, perhaps untenable, balance: The meaning, it seems, must
be external and objective enough for us to possibly be ignorant of it but internal
and subjective enough for us to be committed to it; to be what we mean by the
terms. Obviously, not every unrecognized fact or circumstance has a bearing on
the meaning of our terms. We must somehow be committed and connected to
this fact or circumstance for it to be relevant to what we mean by our words.
Usually we are committed to a certain meaning by knowing and intending it,
but, clearly, this option cannot work in the case of recognition-transcendent
meaning. This is, I suggest, what makes the very idea of a recognition-
transcendent meaning of words difficult to make sense of; it presupposes some
distance between ourselves and this meaning, but not too much distance because
then it would not qualify as our meaning.

This study is an investigation into this matter, that is, into the possibility
of a recognition-transcendent meaning of religious and existentially important
terms.? I thus set out to examine if, and if so, to what extent and in what sense
such words can have a meaning beyond what the competent and ordinary user
of them presently recognizes.

% The notion ‘recognition-transcendent’ will be specified in the next section.
3 The expression ‘existentially important terms’ will be specified in the next section.
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1.2 The objective

The objective of the present study is to examine the following:

In what sense and to what extent, if at all, can the semantic meaning of religious
and existentially important words be recognition-transcendent to the ordinary
and competent user of them?

In this section I specify my objective by explaining in more detail the key-
notions used to express it. I will call the semantic meaning of words as used by
person p recognition-transcendent if the meaning is what it is independent of p’s
direct recognition of it. This very concise explication may initially be unpacked
by considering how this notion has been used with regard to a distinct but simi-
lar subject matter. For instance, in the context of philosophical reasoning about
religious beliefs, the possibility of recognition-transcendent truths is commonly
discussed. Although this is not the subject matter of the current study, it seems
helpful to initially draw upon it in order to explain what is. Just as it appears
possible to examine if something can be true but principally beyond our recogni-
tion, that is, true regardless of whether we are ever able to verify, or even know,
the content of such truths, it seems possible and important to examine if reli-
gious and existentially important words can mean something beyond our recog-
nition.”

To elaborate on this, I will examine to what extent one should accept an
idealist or a realist interpretation of the meaning of such words. The reason for
introducing this terminology into the current context is the following: The pos-

# We may also notice an important difference between the hypothesis of recognition-transcendent truths and
recognition-transcendent meaning because the former are commonly assumed to be principally
unrecognizable to humans or any sentient being, but this is not true of the latter hypothesis as I construe it.
In fact, to the extent the meaning of terms may be recognition-transcendent, one important purpose of my
study is to examine how one may go about to find out what it is.
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sibility of a recognition-transcendent meaning of words presupposes that it is
possible to separate some part of the semantic meaning of terms from the com-
prehension of the meaning possessed by the ordinary user of those terms. And
this latter possibility, in turn, seems to presuppose some sort of realist account of
the meaning of these words in the sense that the meaning exists independently
of the user’s direct recognition of it. This does not need to imply that the mean-
ing is forever beyond the user’s recognition, only that it does not need to be
presently and directly recognized by the user for it to be constitutive of the
words’ meaning as they use them. In contrast to such a realist account of mean-
ing, we may consider what can be categorized as an idealist conception. Accord-
ing to this idealist conception, the meaning of a word is in the “eye of the be-
holder” and that what is not directly conceived by its user does not matter as far
as the meaning of the word is concerned. To the extent one is committed to the
idealist conception, the possibility of a recognition-transcendent meaning seems
to be excluded or severely diminished.

In exploring to what degree the meaning of religious and existentially im-
portant words is to be interpreted realistically or idealistically in the sense de-
scribed, I will not examine if nor assume that all properties, relations and objects
should be construed either realistically or idealistically.” As a presupposition for
my investigation, I will rather assume that every property, object and relation
can be positioned along a spectrum of properties, relations and objects from
recognition-transcendent to recognition-dependent ones. The location of some
objects along this spectrum seems easier to pinpoint than different ones. For
instance, even if all humans have failed to recognize the existence of a certain
mountain, the mountain itself would appear to remain unaffected by this. A
mountain thus exemplifies the kind of object that belongs to the recognition-
transcendent end of this spectrum. It does so in virtue of being what it is, inde-
pendent of our knowledge about it. In contrast, the property of being worth one
dollar or being pretty does not seem to hold independently of anyone’s recogni-

> The latter stance or option would of course make my impending investigation superfluous (because if all
properties are to be regarded idealistically, so will semantic ones).
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tion of these properties.® Such properties are much closer to the recognition-
dependent end of the spectrum in the sense that they are what they as a result of
being recognized by someone. The question I investigate in this study is whether
the semantic meaning of religious and existentially important words can be more
like the recognition-transcendent nature of the mountain or more like the
recognition-dependent nature of being pretty or being worth one dollar. That is,
do these words only have meaning to the extent that this meaning is recognized
by the competent and ordinary user of them; for the same reason as a dollar is
only worth one dollar because this is directly recognized by someone, or may we
postulate a meaning beyond this? How to respond to this latter question seems
less settled or certain, which obviously contributes to the importance of execut-
ing my investigation.

A circumstance that adds a certain amount of complexity to this question,
and also my investigation, is that to what extent the meaning of words is recog-
nition-transcendent, if to any extent, may vary for different types of terms. That
is, the meaning of different terms may to some degree be located at different
positions within the spectrum in question; hence we cannot presuppose that the
meaning of all terms should be placed at the same position within the spectrum.
Due to this, I have to sort out to what extent terms of religious and existential
importance in particular can be recognition-transcendent; because what may be
true for a certain kind of terms with regard to this matter may not be true for
religious and existentially important terms.

Due to the fact that I will examine in what sense and to what extent the
meaning of certain words can be recognition-transcendent, I will not from the
outset put forward a more exact and distinct account of what it is for the mean-
ing of a word to be recognized or unrecognized by its user. I will rather assume

¢ The same can be assumed for such properties as being married, having a name and owning property.
Sometimes the former type of properties, exemplified through the mountain, is called natural while the
latter type is called social. I also realize that one may wish to question or qualify this distinction (between
natural and social properties), perhaps by saying that what we identify as a mountain is also in principle
dependent on humans in the same sense as being pretty. In either case, one may argue, we need to
conceptualize the mountain or the dollar s 2 mountain or # dollar. I will return to this matter towards the

end of chapter 3.
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that our pretheoretic and basic account of what this can amount to is sufficiently
substantial and specific to make sense of my objective. This does not of course
mean that the notion of ‘recognition-transcendent’ will be left unspecified
throughout my study. On the contrary, as I proceed with my investigation I
examine how one may construe and develop this notion more precisely for the
purpose of making sense of the possibility of recognition-transcendent meaning,

To exemplify, I will for instance examine if the grounds for postulating
such a meaning may be either more a priori or more a posteriori oriented. That
is, to the degree that a competent and ordinary user of a religious and existen-
tially important term can be ignorant of any aspect of its meaning, is the expla-
nation for this mainly due to insufficient information about the underlying na-
ture of some feature of our universe that is accessible through scientific research?
Or is the explanation for this rather due to insufficient information about our
linguistic and conceptual practices that may be accessible to us through an a
priori oriented conceptual analysis? (I consider scientific research within physics
and biology as examples of a posteriori oriented investigations and versions of
intuition-driven conceptual analysis as examples of a priori oriented investiga-
tions.) To the extent that the latter is true, it may also be concluded that the
meaning is implicitly recognized by its user, although not explicitly so, which, if
accepted, would indicate more precisely in what sense the meaning of terms may
be recognition-transcendent to competent and ordinary users of them. I will also
examine to what scale both explanations can contribute to an overall explanation
of how a competent and ordinary user of a religious and existentially important
term can be ignorant of any aspect of its meaning.

Of course, in investigating if the meaning of a certain category of terms can
be recognition-transcendent, it is hard to avoid the question for what reason and
in what sense the meaning is so. It is however important to stress this aspect of
my subject matter because what explains recognition-transcendent meaning, if
anything, also determines what kind of investigation we need to perform in
order to become, hopefully, less ignorant of it.

In stating my objective, I have also made use of the notion of an ordinary
and competent user of words. The reason behind this expression is that I need to
qualify the objective to prevent it from becoming somewhat trivial, because in a
certain sense it is undoubtedly true that a word may have a particular meaning
even if | fail to know it. For instance, at a certain time in my life, as an infant, [
did not know the meaning of any word. It would hence not be a surprising fact
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that the word ‘picture’, ‘pen’ and ‘book’ had meanings before I came to know of
them. It would be unsurprising because as an infant I was not yet a competent
or ordinary user of them and therefore not expected to know the meaning of
them. Even if the meaning of these words may be considered recognition-
transcendent to me as an infant, it would only be so in a trivial sense.” Reflecting
upon this circumstance should make us realize that the relevant and interesting
question to pursue is whether the meaning of religious and existentially im-
portant terms may be recognition-transcendent to people who can be reasonably
viewed as committed to this meaning, that is, to people in competent and ordi-
nary use of them. Of course, the exact meaning of a ‘competent and ordinary
user' of a term can be interpreted and developed differently and also vary from
context to context.® For this reason, I will also naturally return to this notion
and the qualification it expresses as I proceed with my investigation.

My interest in the possibility of a recognition-transcendent meaning of
words is mainly directed at what I call religious and existentially important terms.
The notion of religious terms is both intuitive and elusive. The latter circum-
stance is manifested in the well-known problem of trying to define the term
‘religion” or ‘religious’.” I do not want to engage in any deeper discussion about
how to analyse either notion, and I think nothing important will be lost from
ceasing to do so. By religious words I basically mean singular or general terms

7 The meaning would be recognition-transcendent to me (as an infant) in the same non-interesting sense as the
meaning of ‘computer’ would be recognition-transcendent to a person living during the medieval era; of
course such a person does not know the meaning of ‘computer’, but he is not expected or supposed to; the
meaning of ‘computer’ would be recognition-transcendent to him pretty much in the same sense that the
meaning of nearly all Chinese words is currently recognition-transcendent to me.

8 We should realize that we cannot make the requirement expressed through this notion too strong; we cannot
for instance define ‘competent user’ to mean someone with infallible and complete comprehension of the
meaning of words because that would rule out the possibility of recognition-transcendent meaning from the
outset.

? This is a well-known problem within philosophy of religion, but for some explicit account of it, see for
instance Charles Taliaferro, Contemporary Philosophy of Religion, (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998), p. 23-24 or
Arie L. Molendijk, ‘In Defence of Pragmatism’ in Jan G. Platovoet and Arie L. Molendijk (eds) 7he
Pragmatics of Defining Religion: Contexts, Concepts and Contests (Leiden: Brill, 1999), p. 3-10. This term
may also be an example of the kind of terms I will be exploring in my study.
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commonly and originally found within contexts of religious worship and prac-
tice and which, within such contexts, are intended to fulfil some religious-
oriented purpose, like for instance expressing certain religious beliefs or values or
to refer to some extraordinary being or dimension.'’ Paradigmatic examples
would be ‘God’, ‘sacred’, ‘spirit’, ‘almighty’, ‘Karma’ or ‘soul’. By existential
terms | mean those terms that commonly or traditionally have been used to
express and refer to what is of existential concern to us humans. To some degree
this will vary from person to person and from culture to culture, but it seems
that terms like ‘free will’, ‘mind’, ‘life’, ‘knowledge” and ‘personal identity’ can
be considered representative examples of this kind of terms. What they express
and are about seem to matter deeply to how one thinks about and values one’s
life, existentially speaking. What such terms express may also of course be rele-
vant within a more traditional religious context, but they are not limited to it.
What I mean, and also what I want to stress, by introducing the notion of ‘exis-
tentially important terms’ is that it is not only within the context of a religious
tradition that many of us ponder about and seek to settle the deep questions of
life. The words we use to express our existential concern are hence not limited to
words only or mainly found within the religious context and it is important that
we take this circumstance into account.

Let me also make some clarifying points about the kind of meaning of reli-
gious and existentially important words I intend to examine, although I wish to
stress that this cannot be made too specific from the outset, for a very natural
reason: The purpose of my study is to examine to what extent the semantic
meaning of certain words can possibly be recognition-transcendent and for this
reason, I wish to avoid putting forward a notion of this kind of meaning that
from the outset excludes accounts of semantic meaning that would be relevant

19T consider this to be along the line of Victoria Harrison’s account of religious language. She writes for
example that, ‘In short, it would seem that the religiosity of language cannot lie in the actual words used but
in something else. I suggest that that “something else” consists principally, although not exclusively, of two
factors: first, the “religious” purpose some language serves, and, secondly, the overtly “religious” context of
some linguistic uses. The term “religious language,” as used here, then, should be regarded as shorthand for
“language that is used either to serve a religious purpose or in a religious context, or both”.” See Victoria
Harrison, ‘Metaphor, Religious Language, and Religious Experience’, Sophia, vol. 46, no. 2, 2007, p. 128.
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to consider. For this reason, in phrasing and making sense of the objective, one
must have a moderately open mind about how to define semantic properties
more precisely. (To some extent this resembles my reason for not putting for-
ward a more exact account of the concept of ‘recognition-transcendent’; con-
cerning both features it is my intention to examine how one may interpret and
construe them more exactly for the purpose of making sense of the idea of
recognition-transcendent meaning.) Moreover, due to the fact that my study
will take into consideration many different accounts of what constitutes the
semantic meaning of words, it seems difficult, if not impossible, to put forward a
neutral and substantial account of the meaning of words that does equal justice
to all these different accounts.

Still, some initial and elementary account is of course possible and desira-
ble. When I examine the meaning of words it is the property of meaning rather
than the words themselves that is of interest to me. Moreover, although I ad-
dress the meaning of existentially important words, I do not deal with what can
be called an existential meaning in the sense intended when one believes that
some action, one’s life or even the whole universe has a (or has no) deeper mean-
ing for me personally or for all humans. It is thus the linguistic, rather than the
existential, meaning that is my concern. When theorizing the meaning of words
it is also common to differ between the semantic and pragmatic meaning of
words and between a semantic and pragmatic study of their meaning. With
regard to this distinction, my interest is more directed towards the semantic
meaning of words than the pragmatic one." It is also common to differ between

! However, I should also concede that I am not very fond of this distinction in that the difference between a
semantic and pragmatic study of words sometimes seems to be less distinct and commonly agreed upon. By
a pragmatic approach and study some appear to mean the study of what is being implied and conveyed by
the use of words apart from whatever the semantic meaning of these words may contribute to it. Some also
seem to think that pragmatic oriented research investigates what constitutes appropriate and inappropriate
uses of words. It may for instance be considered inappropriate to use difficult and technical terms when
explaining something to children. Others put the emphasis on how the context can have a bearing on what
certain indexical words, like ‘T’, can mean. It also seems that some hold the pragmatic study to simply be
about the use of words, what we do with them. Relative to these possible accounts of what a pragmatic study
of words amounts to or consists of, I would say that my study is not pragmatic in the sense expressed by the
two initial accounts, and not so much in the sense expressed by the third account, but perhaps in the fourth
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the meaning and referent of a word and between the intension and extension
when considering a general term. With reference to how I have stated my objec-
tive, one may get the impression that I will be concerned with the meaning,
rather than the referent, of religious and existentially important terms (and then
also the intension rather than the extension of a general term). However, the
referent is also sometimes regarded as constitutive of the meaning of a term (and
so is the extension in the case of a general term). For this reason the expression
or concept of ‘the meaning of a word’ is rather ambiguous; sometimes we mean
its intension, sometimes its extension.'”” My approach to this situation can be
characterized as inclusive rather than exclusive in that I consider both senses of
the meaning of words; for instance, one of the subquestions that I address is in
what sense the referent of a singular term or the extension of a general term can
be constitutive of a term’s meaning and then possibly account for how the
meaning of that term can be recognition-transcendent to its ordinary and com-
petent user.

I will not only, however, consider semantic meaning in terms of intension
or extension. Theories of language that place great emphasis on their actual use
rather than on some mentally possessed intension or extra-mental objects be-
longing to the extension of terms will also be taken into account. As I proceed
with my investigation, I will also come across issues about semantic internalism
and externalism and individualism and anti-individualism about semantic mean-
ing. I will also draw upon and make use of certain well-known distinctions, such
as those between a semantic referent and speaker referent of a term and between
a person’s idiolect and sociolect. Each notion will be made precise in the context
in which they are introduced and employed.

sense, but mainly then because I find this specification of pragmatics to be too imprecise to distinguish it
from semantics. Some philosophers of language would for example say that the semantic meaning of words
is its use, without thinking that they, for this reason, are only putting forward a pragmatic thesis.

12 Of course, the notion of meaning can be ambiguous for more than this reason.
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1.3 Recognition-transcendent meaning in philosophy
of religion

To the extent that the very possibility of a recognition-transcendent meaning of
terms makes sense, it would not seem to be limited to religious or existentially
important terms like ‘God’ or ‘free will’. This is true. I do, however, believe that
the possibility of such a meaning is especially relevant to consider in relation to
such words. In this section I address why and how. This will make more explicit
how my study connects to dominant questions and approaches within contem-
porary and traditional philosophical thinking about religion, but also with issues
of existential concern outside the traditional context of religion. As I proceed
many more examples will be added and explored.

(1) When theorizing religion we commonly aim to do justice to and deep-
en our comprehension of words used in a certain religion. How do we realize
such an ambition? That is, how should one define and measure the accuracy of
an analysis of what the words used in a religious context mean, if the meaning
for example is to be construed cognitively or non-cognitively or literally or figura-
tively? Must one’s analysis of such issues, for instance, be accepted by people
belonging to the religion in which the words are found and used? Or can one
rather assume this to be less important, perhaps by thinking that people may be
mistaken about the meaning of words commonly used to express the core claims
of the religion they themselves preach and practise? Consider for example the
position advocated by philosopher of religion D. Z. Phillips. He stated that
many religious terms do not mean what religious people usually think they
mean: ‘In response to my work, they have said that if believers reject the ac-
counts of their belief I offer, their rejection is the last word on the matter. The
believers” account is final [...] According to the impatient philosophers, we must
accept the believers’ gloss. The suggestion is baffling.”® If Phillips is correct, to

1% See D. Z. Phillips, Wittgenstein and Religion (London: Macmillan Press, 1993), p. 243. For a different and
somewhat opposite position, see P. F. Bloemendaal, Grammars of Faith: A Critical Fvaluation of D. Z.
Phillips’s Philosophy of Religion, (Leuven: Peeters, 2006), p. 388-389.
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what extent or in what sense more precisely may religious people be mistaken or
ignorant in this respect? This question connects directly to the possibility of a
recognition-transcendent meaning of religious and existentially important
words, that is, if one can distinguish the meaning of these words from the con-
ception of it held by the ordinary user of them. Consequently, the possibility of
such a meaning is highly relevant to consider with regard to the more general
study of the meaning of religious and existentially important words, and hence
also with regard to our more general ambition to do justice to religion.

(2) Within religious contexts, we find that the precise meaning of words is
the object of extensive reflection and disagreement. Many have sought to present
an adequate account of the meaning of, for instance, ‘God’, ‘religion’, ‘sacred” or
‘soul’, but no one has come up with an analysis which all, or most, people agree
upon. Also, outside such religious contexts the same seems to be true of ‘justice’
and ‘free will’ and many similar words. The continued dissatisfaction with our
analyses of what people mean when talking about free will, God and the mind,
combined with the fact that we are still looking for a proper account, seems to
indicate that we implicitly or explicitly presuppose that these words express or
denote something which, so far, has not been fully or adequately accounted for.

One may of course think that this presupposition does not apply to all or
most philosophical thinkers within the current intellectual climate." This may
be true, but even if the presupposition seems more plausible to certain thinkers
than to others, this may be enough to motivate a critical investigation of it; that
is, as long as many people find the presupposition intelligible or at any rate seem
to act upon and reason along something like it, this would warrant a critical
study of it.”” Moreover, when reflecting on the meaning of ‘wisdom’ or ‘justice’

' That is, one may feel inclined to suggest that it is only accurate as far as I have in mind thinkers working
within a somewhat traditional philosophical or analytic paradigm; the majority of these thinkers may
perhaps be willing to accept the possibility of our terms having a so far unrecognized meaning but, our
hypothetical objector may continue, we should be careful not to ascribe this conviction to the majority of
philosophical thinkers in general.

'> However, I think that the presupposition is more widespread than commonly assumed. Even thinkers that
would be hesitant to say that they are believing in and searching for an absolute or metaphysically true
meaning of ‘gender’, ‘race’, ‘culture’ or ‘justice’, perhaps like a Platonic entity corresponding to each term,
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it is also commonly assumed that we are not only dealing with the meaning of
the English word ‘justice’ and ‘wisdom’ (or the Swedish word ‘rdttvisa’ and
‘vishet') but also with more substantial and general issues beyond the domain of
any specific language, like what justice and wisdom are. The reason for thinking
so is the conviction that questions about the nature of wisdom and justice, to a
significant degree, cannot be resolved without finding out what we mean by
‘wisdom’ and ‘justice’.‘é To the extent this is true, the possibility of a recogni-
tion-transcendent meaning of words seems directly connected to the “big ques-
tions of mankind” and our hope and ambition to successfully deal with them.

(3) The possibility of a recognition-transcendent meaning of religious
terms also seems important to examine with regard to the fact that many reli-
gious beliefs and words are intended to be about a transcendent entity. This
entity is sometimes viewed as radically different compared to anything we hu-
mans are accustomed to and for this reason thought to be partly or completely
incomprehensible to us humans. Although difficult to comprehend, many reli-

may still accept that we can get a more accurate account of what these terms mean beyond what the ordinary
user of them thinks and knows about the meaning. That is, they may still think that we are entitled to
assume a gap between what the ordinary and competent user of them claims the meaning to be and what
can be considered the real meaning of them; they just approach and argue for this possibility differently
than, say, the Platonist. Let me offer one example of this. I assume that the position of social constructivism
may be considered a non-traditional philosophical perspective. Social constructivist Sally Haslanger still
believes that the meaning of our own terms may escape us: ‘It is an important part of the social
constructionist picture that, to put it simply, our meanings are not transparent to us: often ideology
interferes with an understanding of the true workings of our conceptual framework and our language. More
specifically, ideology (among other things) interferes with our understanding of our classificatory practices,
suggesting to us that we are finding in nature divisions that we have played an important role in creating.’
See Sally Haslanger, “What Good Are Our Intuitions — Philosophical Analysis and Social Kinds’, Aristotelian
Society Supplementary, vol. 80, no.1, 2006, p. 92. I consider her position to be an important but not unique
example of the fact that the idea of a recognition-transcendent meaning is not only accepted within a
traditional or analytic philosophical paradigm.

See for instance Oswald Hanfling, Philosophy and Ordinary Language, The Bent and Genius of Our Tongue,
(London: Routledge, 2000), p. 17 for support of this position. See also Frank Jackson, From Metaphysics to
Ethics: A Defence of Conceptual Analysis, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998a), p. 4142 for a similar

idea.
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gious people usually wish to refer to and describe this entity, and it is an old and
difficult question precisely how and to what extent our words may express some-
thing accurate about such an entity. Of interest to my study and its objective is
the suggestion that for such “God-talk” to be at all possible, the meaning of the
words composing it must also partly be recognition-transcendent to us; because
if these words are used to describe real features of this transcendent entity, fea-
tures that we are currently ignorant of, part of the meaning expressed by these
words must also presently be beyond our recognition."” For this reason, anyone
interested in the intelligibility of such God-talk should also be interested in the
possibility of a recognition-transcendent meaning of religious words.

Please be aware that matters 1-3 are just some examples of how the possi-
bility of a recognition-transcendent meaning of terms are related to important
issues within philosophy of religion and existential thinking about life more
generally.

1.4 Outline and material

In this section I outline the content and purpose of each chapter and how the
more specific issues explored in each of them connect and are directed towards

17 For instance, the suggestion that one can only describe God’s properties analogically seems to rely on this
presupposition because, according to this suggestion, God possesses the property of wisdom relative to the
kind of being God is, just like wise dogs are wise according to how dogs can be wise and humans are wise in
the sense that humans can be wise. Although reflection on this analogy between how humans, dogs and God
are wise is thought to help us appreciate the meaning of statements like ‘God is wise’, the complete meaning
of it is not recognizable to us because we do not have a complete account of what kind of being God is.
Christian thinkers influenced and committed to the Thomist tradition are accustomed to this line of
thinking and also the more general idea that the meaning of statements like ‘God is all good’ or ‘God is
perfect’ goes beyond what they recognize it to be. See for instance Paul A. MacDonald Jr., Knowledge and
the Transcendent, An Inquiry into the Mind’s Relationship to God, (Washington: The Catholic University of
America Press, 2009), p. 179-184f.,, and Brian J. Shanley, O. P., The Thomist Tradition, Handbook of
Contemporary Philosophy of Religion, (Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2002), p. 52, or more generally,
p. 44-67 for more on this.
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the overall objective of my study. This will also reveal which philosophical
thinkers and theories more specifically that will be considered and drawn upon
within my study. In chapter 2 I begin by introducing the thesis of soft (and
strong) contextualism and, in connection to this, what I call an idealistic and
individualistic account of the meaning of words. Since I will be exploring to
what degree the meaning of a word can be recognition-transcendent to its ordi-
nary and competent user, it seems important to inidally identify and exemplify
what account of the meaning of words we need to reject or modify to make
sense of recognition-transcendent meaning of words. Soft contextualism and the
individualistic and idealistic conception of meaning of words are put forward for
this reason, that is, to exemplify such an account.

For the purpose of considering and exemplifying the opposite account, 1
present the position of social externalism. The core idea of this position is that
the content of a person’s beliefs and the meaning of their words may not only
depend on what they “have in their head”, that is, what they consider the mean-
ing to be. It may also partly depend on what people in their linguistic communi-
ty mean by these words, even when the person is partly ignorant or mistaken
about this. In virtue of containing this idea, social externalism seems to offer us a
proposal on how the meaning of words may be recognition-transcendent to the
competent user of them.'®

I mainly consider social externalism for illustrating one sense in which the
meaning of a religious and existentially important word may be held to be
recognition-transcendent to its ordinary user and also to some extent to prepare
the ground for introducing and exploring the possibility of a more extensive and
relevant kind of recognition-transcendent meaning of such words. Even if one
would accept the account of a recognition-transcendent meaning of words of-
fered by the social externalist, one may find this account of limited interest be-
cause it still assumes that someone has a complete understanding of the meaning
of these words. It may also not be the kind of recognition-transcendent meaning
that is most relevant in relation to religious and existentially important terms.

"% In exploring this position I will mainly draw upon certain theses and thoughts presented by Hilary Putnam
and Tyler Burge.
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Considering this circumstance, one may naturally wonder if it is possible for a
whole community of people, and not just some people within it, to be mistaken
about what they mean by the words they use."”

In the remaining part of my study I set out to examine this possibility, the
possibility of a communal recognition-transcendent meaning of religious and
existentially important words. In chapter 3 [ initially approach this possibility by
exploring if the meaning of the religiously and existentially important term
‘God’ can be recognition-transcendent in virtue of being identified with the
mind-independent object it possibly refers to, so to the extent that the ordinary
and competent user of ‘God’ is ignorant about the referent of ‘God’, he is also
ignorant of the meaning of ‘God’. To resolve the viability of this proposal, I
examine to what extent people in a religious community can use ‘God’ to refer
to a certain object independently of the descriptions or mental representations
they explicitly or implicitly associate with ‘God’.

In the same chapter I also consider the possibility of treating certain gen-
eral terms of religious and existential importance, like ‘life’ and ‘justification’, as
natural kind terms for the purpose of exploring if the meaning of them can be
recognition-transcendent in the same sense that the meaning of ‘gold’, according
to natural kind externalism, may be held to be. That is, can the meaning of ‘life’
and ‘justification’ be recognition-transcendent by being tied to undiscovered
natural kinds referred to by each term? In exploring this option, I do not only
examine if a whole community of people in use of religious and existentially
important terms may be ignorant of what they mean by them, but also if the
meaning in question can be a posteriori oriented recognition-transcendent. This
is important to sort out because, to the extent this is true, it would indicate that
how we have traditionally gone about trying to define what life or justification

' However, the hypothesis does not presuppose that precisely everyone in the community must be mistaken
about the meaning of the word, because it may be that just a few people within the religious community use
the word. We are rather examining if it is possible for some people to be wrong, with regard to what they
mean by a word, without relying on someone else in the same community being correct. It is this we wonder
about when we ask if a whole community may be mistaken because if no member must be correct for
someone else to be mistaken, everyone can, in principle, be mistaken.
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is, by relying on conceptual analysis, may have been seriously inappropriate. I
will argue that the basic approach considered in this chapter seems to face some
difficult problems and, to the degree that it does not, the approach does not
appear to apply to all terms of religious and existential importance.”

Partly for this reason, I will in chapter 4 consider a different approach to
making sense of a communally recognition-transcendent meaning of religious
and existentially important terms. More precisely, I examine to what extent such
words can have a meaning that goes beyond what the competent and ordinary
user of them directly recognizes but which, in theory, can be accessible to them
through intuition and intellect (rather than through a scientific a posteriori ori-
ented investigation). I call this specification S. In trying to make sense of the
possibility expressed by S, I consider an approach that I call ‘intuition-driven
conceptual analysis’. According to one version of this approach, some aspect or
feature of a term’s meaning may be implicit in the use of the term and possible
to make explicit by intuitively reflecting on how the term should be used in a
certain fictive and specially tailored scenario. Hence, by intuitively contemplat-
ing extraordinary uses of a term one is believed to be able to discover semantic
features of it that otherwise may go unnoticed.”

Apart from discussing to what extent and in what sense intuition-driven
conceptual analysis is applicable to religious and existentially important words, I
naturally also discuss the viability of the approach itself. Lately, the appeal to

one’s intuition within the context of conceptual analysis has come into question.

% One reason for continuing to explore the possibility of communal recognition-transcendent meaning
beyond the idea initially considered in chapter 3 is that the idea may have a limited application within the
more general context of religion. One reason for this is that the idea of tying the meaning of ‘God’ to a
certain mind-independent object presupposes a particular type of religious conviction not endorsed by every
religious devotee. Since I do not wish my study to be limited in this sense, I find it important to continue
my investigation about the possibility of a recognition-transcendent meaning beyond the proposal
considered in chapter 3. Another reason for carrying on my investigation is that existentially important
terms like ‘life’ and ‘knowledge’ do not evidently fall into the category of natural kind terms and, moreover,
even if they do, this does not rule out the possibility of a more foundational kind of recognition-
transcendent meaning of terms; in fact, it may even presuppose it.

! As Frank Jackson puts it: “The role of the intuitions about possible cases so distinctive of conceptual analysis

is precisely to make explicit our implicit folk theory...” See Jackson, 1998a, p. 38.



30

What is commonly brought into question by some contemporary critics is the
universality and stability of what people think is intuitively correct to say about
the possible uses of certain terms. Others have argued that recent research within
psychology suggests that the very target of conceptual analysis, at least if we
identify the target with some mental representation or cognitive capacity, ap-
pears to be too flexible and indeterminate for it to be suitable for any analysis
worthy of our time and effort. Drawing upon this criticism and possible re-
sponses to it, | try to sort out what to reasonably expect from intuition-driven
conceptual analysis and what this entails for the nature and possibility of a
recognition-transcendent meaning of religious and existendially important
words. I argue that, given a certain account of it, intuition-driven conceptual
analysis may, in some measure, offer an important suggestion on how to make
sense of specification S.

In chapter 5 I turn to a different aspect of the idea of a recognition-
transcendent meaning of words. To introduce this idea, recall that the possibility
of such a meaning demands a delicate balance: The meaning must be sufficiently
external and objective for us to possibly be ignorant of it but also sufficiently
internal and subjective for us to be committed to it; to be what we mean by the
terms. This suggests that anything too external in relation to our use of a word
will not qualify as its meaning and, indeed, this is the problem that I will be
primarily occupied with in this study. However, some thinkers would contend
that the meaning, to qualify as our meaning, must also be balanced from the
opposite end; that is, it cannot be too internal or too subjective. It is for instance
not enough that it is only recognized by one person. More precisely, they assert
that any distinction made between correct and incorrect uses of a word must be
recognized by someone else apart from the person using the word; if not, the
distinction made is too subjective to measure up to an objective distinction be-
tween correct and incorrect uses of the word.

If correct, this position, commonly called the community-thesis, would seem
to put the very possibility of recognition-transcendent meaning in jeopardy. For
this reason, it seems to be important to examine the community-thesis in the
current context. It would also seem to discredit the appeal to intuition consid-
ered in chapter 4 because if a person’s intuition is supposed to tell them how
they should use the word in a fictive scenario, it seems that, according to the
community-thesis, the intuition of just one person is not enough. In considering
the community-thesis, I mainly attend to certain theses put forward through
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Saul Kripke’s reading of Ludwig Wittgenstein on rule following and positions
advocated by Martin Kusch and David Bloor.*

In chapter 6 I consider to what degree the Wittgensteinian notion of
‘grammar’ can help us make sense of specification S. In doing so, I will princi-
pally consider the position of the Wittgenstein influenced philosopher of reli-
gion D. Z. Phillips. In a number of writings, Phillips has argued that the gram-
mar of words used in the religious context has commonly been misinterpreted.
Highly relevant for my study is his idea that the religious believer, who can be
assumed to be an ordinary and competent user of religious words, is not exclud-
ed from this charge; they too, according to Phillips, can be guilty of committing
this kind of mistake. Hence, although the meaning of religious terms is internal
to the religious practice, it may not be transparent to the people belonging to it.
To the extent this is true, it would imply that the meaning of religious words
can be recognition-transcendent to their ordinary and competent user. Due to
this and the fact that Phillips’ position has been the object of much discussion, it
seems relevant and warranted to consider his position within the context of this
study and to relate it to some of the theses previously put forward in it. Much of
the chapter will naturally be concerned with to what degree religious people in
principle can be committed to a grammar for the words they use without know-
ing it.

In my conclusion in chapter 7, I draw together and comment on the main
result of the investigations pursued in each chapter and the bearing it has on the
objective of my study.

22 Saul Kripke, Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
1982); David Bloor, Wittgenstein, Rules and Institutions, (New York: Routledge Publishing, 1997); Martin
Kusch, Knowledge by Agreement, the Programme of Communitarian Epistemology, (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2002).
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2

Recognition—transcendent meaning
and social externalism

2.1 Introduction

In this chapter I open up my investigation of the possibility of a recognition-
transcendent meaning of religious and existentially important terms. I begin by
introducing the theses of soft and strong contextualism. To present one main
motivation for the former thesis in section 2.3, I present what I call an idealistic
and individualistic account of the meaning of words. In section 2.4 and its sub-
sections, by drawing upon certain thoughts presented by Hilary Putnam and
Tyler Burge, I present the position of social externalism.”® The core idea of this
position is that the content of a person’s beliefs and the meaning of their words
may not only depend on what they “have in their head”, that is, what they rec-
ognize the content or meaning to be. It may also partly depend on the definition
of the terms recognized within their community, either by the majority of peo-
ple or an expert, even when they are partly ignorant or mistaken about this defi-
nition. In section 2.5 I consider to what degree and in what sense social exter-
nalism may account for a recognition-transcendent meaning of religious and
existentially important terms, presupposing the viability of the position. Section

# Burge himself seems to prefer the notion of anti-individualism, but then he seems to have much more in
mind. By this notion he includes for instance the thought that mental content and linguistic meaning can
depend on physical features and not just social ones. In fact, anti-individualism is not so much a thesis about
what determines the nature or content of a mental state as a thesis, which the term also indicates, about what
does not. In this chapter I wish to concentrate on the social aspect of anti-individualism and then ‘social

externalism’ seems more appropriate.
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2.6 contains a summary. My main reason for considering social externalism is
essentially two-fold: To present an initial account of how the meaning of a word
may be considered to be recognition-transcendent to its ordinary and competent
user and, by doing so, to some extent prepare the ground for the introduction of
a more global and relevant kind of recognition-transcendent meaning of words
than the one offered through social externalism.*

2.2 Soft (and strong) contextualism

Some defend the idea that a religion may only be fully known from the inside,
from the perspective of the serious devotee of the religion in question. In argu-
ing for this idea, some contend that what distinguishes the member from the
non-member of a religion in this respect is that the former has had some reli-
gious and extraordinary experience which is invaluable for being able to make
full sense of the content of that religion. By virtue of having had such an experi-
ence, people belonging to a religion are thought to be in a privileged and unique
position with concern to knowing the content of the specific religion they ad-
here to. This is also commonly thought to extend to the meaning of the reli-
gious words of this religion, that is, only people seriously belonging to a religion
can fully come to know what the words within that religion mean. To the de-
gree that the latter is the case, this can be regarded as an instance of what I will
refer to as strong contextualism. Strong contextualism is a thesis about linguistic
competence and meaning, which states that only people belonging to a commu-
nity or tradition, such as a religious one, are able to recognize the complete se-
mantic meaning of the religious words employed within it.

However, drawing upon a distinction between knowing and having an ex-
perience of something, one may suggest that the religious experience of a devo-
tee does not automatically put them in a privileged position of knowing the

24 For this reason, I will not in this chapter consider the viability of this position. I will however return to this
position in chapter 3.
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meaning of religious terms of their religion. To exemplify this distinction, as-
sume that you wish to know more about the nature of a type of mental illness,
say schizophrenia. In that case, it may be better to consult with a psychiatrist
than with people suffering from it.”> The latter have a direct experience of the
illness in question and it may be important to communicate with them if you
want to know what it is like to live with this illness. However, if you want to
know more about the illness itself, the meaning of ‘schizophrenia’, the doctor
may be the best source to consult. Moreover, even if it is true that religious dev-
otees commonly associate some type of experience with the use of certain reli-
gious words and that this kind of experience may be difficult to communicate to
someone else, one may wonder how it would be possible to establish that they
are having the same type of experience? Recall, it does not seem possible to
communicate the content of it.* I do not, of course, intend my critical remarks
to support a more substantial and conclusive verdict on the viability of what I
call strong contextualism, in general or in the context of religion.

However, even if one is sceptical of strong contextualism, perhaps for the
reason just given, one may still accept that people who preach and practise a
certain religion know the meaning of the key terms of that religion. That is, one
may still find it plausible to assume that people in frequent and serious use of
certain religious terms know the meaning of them, for how else are they, for
instance, able to operate with them confidently and seemingly accurately? This
does not entail that people “outside” the religion cannot come to know the
proper meaning of the terms used within it, only that people “inside” the reli-
gion cannot fail to. To accept this line of thought is to accept and apply the

» See Kai Nielsen ‘Can Anything be Beyond Human Understanding?’ in Kai Nielsen and D. Z. Phillips,
Wittgensteinian Fideism, (London: SCM Press, 2005), p. 148—153 for similar thoughts.

%6 For this reason one may also perhaps question if or how it has any bearing on the common meaning of the

religious words they use. With regard to this, one may also question to what extent one may reasonably

argue for strong contextualism by drawing upon Ludwig Wittgenstein’s later philosophy of language as, for

example, Genia Schénbaumsfeld does. See Genia Schénbaumsfeld, “Worlds or Words Apart? Wittgenstein

on Understanding Religious Language’, Ratio, vol. 20. no. 4, 2007, p. 422-441.
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thesis of soff contextualism to the context of religious words.” Soft contextualism
is a thesis about linguistic competence and meaning which states that people
employing a word frequently and with serious intent cannot, as a general rule,
fail to know the meaning of it. That is, as far as ‘God’, ‘immortality’, ‘holy’ or
‘soul’ has a certain meaning within a specific religious community, the thesis
states that this meaning is transparent to the competent and ordinary user of
them, that is, to the “typical” member of this religious community. The thesis
does not mean or presuppose that each and every word in such a community has
a determinate meaning; only that to the degree that the words have meaning,
this meaning is, in principle, known to their ordinary and competent user.
Hence, if you wish to know what people within a particular religion mean by
some words commonly used within it, you should ask them and they will be
able to offer you a full and adequate account of what they mean. To contrast the
two theses introduced, we may say that according to strong contextualism, only
people belonging to a religion can know the complete meaning of words within
it while according to soft contextualism, the same people cannot be ignorant of
it.

In this study I will focus on soft contextualism. The reason for doing so is
that it seems to be incompatible with the possibility of a recognition-
transcendent meaning of words.”® That is, if for instance the ordinary and com-
petent user of certain religious and existentially important words, as a general
rule, cannot fail to know the meaning of them, the meaning can obviously not

¥ Both theses were originally introduced in Thord Svensson, ‘Soft Contextualism in the Context of Religion’,
European Journal for Philosophy of Religion, vol. 3, no. 1, 2011, p. 179-192.

2 Also strong contextualism seems to be incompatible with the possibility of recognition-transcendent
meaning, but due to the fact that this thesis is in dispute, it seems better to work with a less controversial
thesis but which is still incompatible with the possibility of recognition-transcendent meaning. Our
investigation of soft contextualism will, however, also be relevant for anyone interested in, or even
defending, strong contextualism because if we, for instance, as a result of the impending investigation, were
to become sceptical of soft contextualism, we would also seem to have reason for doubting the intelligibility
of strong contextualism. It would for example be difficult to maintain that only people belonging to a
religious tradition can know the proper meaning of the words employed within it — which is the thesis of
strong contextualism — if they can be mistaken about the meaning — which a rejection of soft contextualism
would imply.



36

be recognition-transcendent to them. In other words, whatever is recognition-
transcendent to the competent user of these words, this cannot have a bearing
on what these words mean as they use them. Hence, in exploring the possibility
of a recognition-transcendent meaning of religious words, I also examine the
viability of soft contextualism in the context of religion.

In the next section I will present what I consider to be one main motive for
soft contextualism, an idea that I identify as an idealistic and individualistic
account of the meaning of words. This idea can be described in more than one
way, but for a reason which will unfold as I proceed, I will describe it by draw-
ing upon the notion of rule following,

2.3 A rule-oriented account of linguistic idealism and
individualism

People are usually familiar with the idea and practice of rule following. Most
adults are for example accustomed to following the rules for addition or for driv-
ing on the right-hand side of the road.”” Although rule following is a quite
common and well-known feature in people’s lives, people seem less familiar with
the suggestion that rule following can be used to account for linguistic meaning
and competence. Let us see how one can think about this by returning to the
example of addition. In following the rule for addition we seem to operate ac-
cording to a general formula or principle. This seems true and reasonable be-
cause the opposite does not. That is, assume that our concept of adding up is

# True, the rule for addition may not be of the same kind as the rule for driving on the right-hand side of the
road. The rule for addition has a constitutive status or function in the sense that one cannot add up but then
also choose to add up according to the rule for addition. Rather, if you do not follow the rule for addition,
you do not add up at all; hence we cannot separate the activity of addition from our rule for addition. In this
sense, the rule for addition is an example of what is commonly called a constitutive rule. Compare this to
when you are not following the rule for driving on the right-hand side of the road. In this case you are still
driving; hence this rule regulates, rather than constitutes, the activity of driving. It is thus an example of
what is commonly called a regulative rule and perhaps what we most commonly mean by following a rule.
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accompanied by a specific instruction for each two figures one can add together,
such as, ‘when you add 2+2, you get 4, ‘when you add 2+3, you get 5" and
‘when you add 2+4, you get 6" and so on. Most of us would surely hold that this
does not only appear to be a very complex and tiresome account of adding up, it
is also an unfamiliar one. It does not seem to do justice to how we actually rea-
son or proceed when we add up numbers. Why not? Because in learning how to
add up, we are usually not instructed to memorize such specific formulas for
every two numbers one might add up; we rather seem to follow a general rule
assumed to apply to all figures.” Although the figures we add up may vary from
case to case, the general principle of adding up does not.

Something similar seems to be going on concerning our use of many
words. Consider for instance the use of a general term, like that of ‘mug’, ‘na-
ture’ or ‘religion’. Although such terms can be used in various contexts and
about distinct and moderately different entities, something about how they are
applied seems to remain constant. To exemplify this, consider a person’s ability
to categorize certain objects as belonging to the extension of ‘mug’. In having
acquired this linguistic competence, it does not seem likely that he has come to
know that one particular object is called a mug (perhaps a favourite item in his
cupboard at home), and this specific object too (another similar shaped item
positioned on the desk in his office) and so on. If that were the case, his linguis-
tic competence as far as ‘mug’ is concerned would consist in the possession and
consultation of a very long and constantly expanding list of particular objects
being accepted as mugs. That is, what explains his linguistic competence as far as
‘mug’ is concerned would be similar to the previously considered and rejected
proposal concerning what it is to know how to add up (like ‘when you add 2+2,
you get 4, ‘when you add 2+3, you get 5’ and so on). That proposal was object-
ed to as being all too complex and disjunctive in nature to account for some-

3% One can also question if it even would be practically possible to grasp and operate with a separate instruction
for each possible calculation in that this would appear to lead to a state of “information overload”. But
fortunately for us, this does not appear to be how we go about adding up. In knowing how to add up we are
rather, as remarked, expected to have a general idea about what adding up amounts to in each case we add

up.
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one’s mathematical competence and the general idea manifested in the proposal
would seem equally inadequate to account for someone’s linguistic competence.

It thus seems more reasonable to assume that a person, in coming to know
the meaning of ‘mug’, has acquired a general rule for its proper use. For in-
stance, when the word is a general term they know the rule that determines what
belongs to its extension.” This does not need to mean that a person has been
taught this only through an explicit and verbal instruction. The person can ra-
ther be assumed to have grasped the rule by being introduced to some paradig-
matic examples of what for example ‘mug’ applies to. From this, the person is
expected to have acquired some idea, the rule, which makes them capable of
extrapolating beyond the original examples. Once this rule is grasped, one can
also assume that they do not need to think of it explicitly each time they wish to
use ‘mug’ in accordance with the rule. It may rather be assumed that they have
gained a disposition to arrange certain objects as being of a general sort. To
make this account more distinct, I will also assume that the content of the rule,
followed by a person in this sense, is rather transparent to them; to exemplify
this, they will for instance have little difficulty in explaining the content of the
rule to someone else.”

The current account of linguistic competence and meaning seems to entail
that what I mean by a term cannot go beyond the rule I follow in using it. For
this reason, if you and I apply a word according to the same rule, we use it with
the same meaning and to the extent you follow a different rule than I do, we use
it with a different meaning. The very idea that the meaning of a word cannot go
beyond what its user knows about it may be construed and defended differently.

31 Of course, the general idea that one may analyse linguistic meaning and competence in terms of rule
following is not my own. It has been developed by others and is most commonly associated with the
philosophy of the later Ludwig Wittgenstein. The same idea is also commonly used to account for what it is
to know and possess a concept.

32T know that this qualification may be questioned and in chapter 4 and 6 I will to some extent do that myself.
But for the moment we can assume this account because it will not matter as I turn to the position of social
externalism. That is, for the social externalist, the meaning of terms used by a person can go beyond what
they think the meaning is, regardless if they are able to offer an explicit account of the rule they follow or

not.
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However, to compare linguistic competence to what is involved in following a
rule, and even to analyse the former in terms of the latter, seems especially help-
ful to emphasize and motivate this idea. The reason for this is that it seems only
possible to follow a rule if one grasps what the rule requires. True, a person may
act in accordance to a rule without knowing the rule, but to follow the rule in the
ordinary sense of the word, they must know it the rule must be the reason for
their behaviour. Consequently, to the extent we analyse linguistic competence
and meaning of words in terms of rule following, we seem entitled to conclude
that a competent and ordinary user of a word cannot be ignorant of its meaning,
because the meaning cannot extend beyond the rule for its use and the content
of the rule, in turn, cannot extend beyond what they recognize it to be; because,
as just remarked, to follow a rule without knowing it does not seem possible.*
Differently put, one only follows a rule to the extent that it is the reason for
one’s behaviour.

To the degree one adopts this line of reasoning one seems committed to
what I would call an idealistic and individualistic conception of linguistic mean-
ing and competence: individualistic in that the (idiolectic) meaning of the words
used by a person is constitutively dependent on that person alone and nothing
else (although it may still be causally dependent on someone else in the sense
that the person may have come to know the rule from someone else) and idealis-
tic with regard to how the meaning is dependent on that person, in being de-
termined and limited relative to what they recognize it to be. In what follows, 1
identify this conception as one main motivation for the thesis of soft contextual-
ism because to the extent that we accept this conception of linguistic meaning
and competence, we have good reason to think that religious people cannot use

3 For a more general articulation of this thought, we can consider how Robert Briscoe explains individualism:
‘[Flor the individualist, there is no notion of correct explanation of idiolectical meaning such that even if an
agent has provided what, by ordinary standards, is a correct explanation of her understanding of her use of a
word in a certain context, she may have provided only an incomplete or partially incorrect explanation of
what she actually means by it. (This, of course, is not to deny the obvious point that an individual may have
a defective understanding of words in the sociolect.)’, See Robert Briscoe, ‘Individualism, Externalism and
Idiolectical Meaning’, Synthese, vol. 152, no. 1, 2006, p. 101.
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words with a meaning they are ignorant of. This is, if we recall, what the soft
contextualism thesis states.**

2.4 Social externalism

In this section and its subsections, I present the position of social externalism. In
doing so, I describe and draw upon some basic features of Hilary Putnam’s ‘hy-
pothesis of a division of linguistic labour’ and Tyler Burge’s version of social
externalism.

2.4.1 Putnam’s hypothesis of a division of linguistic labour

Through the publication of The Meaning of Meaning (1975) Hilary Putnam
contributed extensively to making semantic externalism an important and influ-
ential philosophical position. In arguing for this position, Putnam objects to the
fusion of two common theses about the meaning of a word: (1) that the mean-
ing of a term (its intension) determines its extension and (2) that knowing the
meaning of a term (its intension) is to be in a certain psychological state.” Ac-
cording to Putnam, these theses have been thought to be inseparable. Putnam
however, sets out to show that they cannot be conjoined. In this chapter I will
be concerned with one aspect of his position, the social aspect believed to be

3% Of course, this presupposes the reading of rule following presently offered; but see Ruth Garrett Millican
‘Truth Rules, Hoverflies, and the Kripke-Wittgenstein Paradox’, in Philosophical Review, vol. 99, no. 3,
1990, p. 223-253 for a different account.

% So even if the meaning of words is mind-independent in virtue of being abstract, as Frege would say, his
position is still, according to Putnam, affected by this because grasping the meaning is an act of the mind;
see Hilary Putnam, "The Meaning of Meaning”, in (eds) Andrew Pessin & Sanford Goldberg, The Twin
Earth Chronicles: Twenty Years of Reflection on Hilary Putnam's "The Meaning of 'Meaning'", New York: M.
E. Sharpe, 1996), p. 6.
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captured by his ‘hypothesis of a division of linguistic labour’. In chapter 3 I turn
to a different aspect of his position.

Recall the rule-oriented account of linguistic meaning and competence pre-
sented in the previous section. A constitutive feature of this account was that the
meaning of a term is connected to a rule for its use in that what I mean by the
term is determined and limited to whatever rule I follow in using the term.
Hence, what rule I follow in categorizing objects as belonging to the extension
of a certain term determines what I mean by it. As previously remarked, if I and
someone else do not pick out the extension according to the same rule, we
would not be using the term with the same extension and, in a certain sense, we
would not use the word with the same meaning.

Putnam objects to this individualistic oriented conception of meaning. He
does so by presenting the hypothesis of a division of linguistic labour. To con-
sider one of his most well-known examples of this phenomenon, let us assume
that I am not able to distinguish between elms and beeches. That is, if I had an
example of each tree before me, I would not know which tree is an elm and
which one is a beech. That would not however according to Putnam stop me
from referring determinately to elms when I use the word ‘elms’. Why is this the
case? Because someone else in my community knows what elms are and how
they are to be distinguished from beeches. All I need to know is some very basic
facts about elms and an intention to defer to those people within my communi-
ty who know what elms are. If I measure up to this, I can be deemed to use the
term with the same meaning as more knowledgeable people within my commu-
nity do. Hence, what I mean by ‘elm’ is not determined by or limited to what I
know or whatever rule I follow in using the word. And to the extent that what is
true of ‘elm’ is applicable to more terms, the meaning of them too can go be-
yond what I recognize it to be.

In exemplifying what the hypothesis of a division of linguistic labour
amounts to in the case of ‘gold’, Putnam writes:

...everyone to whom gold is important for any reason has to acquire the word
“gold”; but he does not have to acquire the method of recognizing if something is
or is not gold. He can rely on a special subclass of speakers. The features that are
generally thought to be present in connection with a general name — necessary
and sufficient conditions for membership in the extension, ways of recognizing if
something is in the extension (“criteria”), etc. — are all present in the linguistic
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community considered as a collective body; but that collective body divides the
“labor” of knowing and employing these various parts of the “meaning” of

“gold” .3

And in expressing the idea in question more generally, Putnam writes:

Whenever a term is subject to the division of linguistic labor, the “average”
speaker who acquires it does not acquire anything that fixes its extension. In
particular, his individual psychological state certainly does not fix its extension; it
is only the sociolinguistic state of the collective linguist body to which the
speaker belongs that fixes the extension.”’

According to Putnam, for me to use the term ‘gold’ with the same extension as
everyone else, I do not need to know how to identify objects of gold. Concern-
ing this, I may rather rely on someone else, presuming I belong to a community
of people in which someone else is competent enough to perform the task. As
stated by Putnam, what most of us mean by ‘gold’ may then be determined by
what only a few of us know about it; the ignorant defer to the less ignorant.
Putnam does not think that a person can know all too little about what be-
longs to the extension of ‘gold’ and still use the word with its standard meaning.
As he puts it, ‘we don’t assign the standard extension to the tokens of a word W'
uttered by Jones 70 matter how Jones uses W.*® What this remark from Putnam
points to is that if a person thinks that ‘gold’ refers to abstract objects or is the
name of a particular, that person’s conception of ‘gold’ is too inaccurate. This
qualification of his position can also be connected to how I have qualified the
objective of my study. If we recall, we are exploring to what extent the meaning

% Putnam 1996, p. 13.
% Putnam 1996, p. 14.
38 Putnam 1996, p- 29.
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of a term can be recognition-transcendent to its ordinary and competent user.
The precise meaning of an ‘ordinary and competent’ user can to some degree be
construed differently, but for the moment we may interpret this to entail that a
person who, for instance, thinks of gold as an abstract entity does not qualify as
an competent user of the word ‘gold’. Such a person is thus not entitled to use
the word with the same meaning as people who know the meaning more accu-
rately, but if his conception is not flawed in this strong sense, he is permitted to
do so0.”

It is also evident from the way Putnam describes his proposal that he con-
siders the division of linguistic labour to be a possibility, more common at cer-
tain stages in the history and development of a community of people than at
others. That is, he does not seem to mean that you have to belong to a commu-
nity of people for your words to have any meaning or that you have to defer to
someone else for your words to have the meaning they have within a communi-
ty. With regard to the latter, this will for example not be required if you are an
expert on what the words in question express and refer to. Hence, in difference
to the position commonly referred to as the community-thesis, which I will
consider and object to in chapter 5, the division thesis does not state or suggest
that one has to belong to a community of people to mean something by the
words one uses; from Putnam’s viewpoint, the social context is more of a re-
source than a requirement.

3 We may also emphasize that to the extent we are concerned with Putnam’s position we are concerned with
the meaning of words in a person’s idiolect. It is also for this reason Putnam’s division hypothesis opposes
the individualist conception of the meaning of words previously considered. See also Briscoe 2006, p. 99 for
the same observation.
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2.4.2 Burge’s social externalism

Tyler Burge has presented and argued for a position similar to Putnam’s “divi-
sion hypothesis”. In one sense, Burge’s position can be seen as a development of
Putnam’s thesis, from being strictly about the meaning of words to also being
about the content of mental states. According to Burge, a person’s representa-
tional mental states — like their thoughts or beliefs about gold, universities or
tables — should be individuated partly in relation to the social context of the
individual, or more precisely the linguistic community they are a member of.
That is, the content of a person’s beliefs is identified relative to their social set-
ting and is not just a matter of what's inside their head, that is, what they
grasp.”’ According to the same position, the meaning of the words they use to
communicate the content of their beliefs to someone else may also be held to be
determined relative to the community of people they are a member of rather
than being solely determined by what is inside their head. In fact, one main
reason for why the person can be ignorant of the content of their own beliefs is
that they are ignorant of the ordinary definition of terms they uses to report and
express their beliefs. Even if a person misinterprets the socially accepted meaning
of these words, they can still, according to Burge, employ them to accurately
identify and communicate their mental content.*’ That is, to have a belief accu-
rately identified and reported by certain terms (a ‘that clause’ in Burge’s termi-
nology), the person does not need to have a complete or correct account of the
meaning of the terms in question (or the content expressed by the ‘that
clause’).”” In this sense a person can, according to Burge, accurately use words
with a meaning that is beyond their present recognition.”

9 See Burge 1979, p. 79. See also Burge ‘Postscript to “Individualism and the Mental™ in Tyler Burge,
Foundations of the Mind, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), p. 151.

# See for example Burge 1979, p. 79-80. He writes for instance: ‘...a generally competent speaker is bound to
have numerous words in his repertoire, possibly even common words, that he somewhat misconstrues. Many
of these misconstruals will not be such as to deflect ordinary ascriptions of that-clauses involving the
incompletely mastered term in oblique occurrence’. See Burge 1979, p. 80.

# As Burge writes: ‘In an ordinary sense, the noun phrases that embed sentential expressions in mentalistic
idioms provide the content of the mental state or event. We shall call that-clauses and their grammatical



45

Burge presents and argues for his position by the use of several thought-
experiments. In perhaps his most well-known one, Burge describes a person, let
us call him Bert;, who has several accurate beliefs about arthritis. Apart from his
many correct beliefs about arthritis, he also however believes that it is possible to
develop arthritis in one’s thigh and that this, as a matter of fact, has happened to
him (this is of course not true because arthritis, in its standard definition, can
only affect the joints). In Burge’s own words:

A given person has a large number of attitudes commonly attributed with
content clauses containing ‘arthritis’ in oblique occurrence. For example, he
thinks (correctly) that he has had arthritis for years, that his arthritis in his wrists
and fingers is more painful than his arthritis in his ankles, that it is better to have
arthritis than cancer of the liver, that stiffening joints is a symptom of arthritis,
that certain sorts of aches are characteristic of arthritis, that there are various

variants “content clauses.” Thus the expression ‘that sofas are more comfortable than pews’ provides the
content of Alfred’s belief that sofas are more comfortable than pews. My phrase ‘provides the content’
represents an attempt at remaining neutral, at least for present purposes, among various semantical and
metaphysical accounts of precisely how that-clauses function and precisely what, if anything, contents are.”
See Burge 1979, p. 74.

% And, just like Putnam, Burge does not only intend the meaning seen as part of some sociolect but the
meaning of the words seen as part of that person’s idiolect. As Robert Briscoe explains: ‘Burge’s claims
concern the semantics of idiolects, i.e., meaning and reference in the language system of an individual
speaker.” See Briscoe 2006, p. 99. Something analogous is also true of how Burge claims to do justice to the
content of a person’s belief. In describing a person’s beliefs about something it is commonly assumed that
one should take into consideration that person’s perspective on what the beliefs are about. In arguing for
social externalism, Burge intends to respect this consideration. To use Burge’s own example, if a person does
not know that ‘Mt. McKinley’ and ‘the highest mountain in the United States’ denote the same mountain
we should for instance not describe that person’s intention or wish to climb Mt. McKinley by saying that ‘he
has a wish or intention to climb the highest mountain in the United States’. Differently put, if this person
expresses his desire by saying: ‘I wish to climb Mt. McKinley’ we cannot express and report this by saying
‘He wishes to climb the highest mountain in the United States’, because this is not what he wishes to do.
Sometimes this is expressed as if ‘Mt. McKinley’ in the former statement has an oblique occurrence. See
Burge 1979, p. 76. To some extent Burge does not only want to respect this consideration, he also builds on
it in arguing for his position; see for instance Burge 1979, p. 92 for an example of this.
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kinds of arthritis, and so forth. In short, he has a wide range of such attitudes. In
addition to these unsurprising attitudes, he thinks falsely that he has developed
arthritis in the thigh.*

When Bert; consults with his doctor, he is naturally informed about the stand-
ard definition of ‘arthritis’ and that whatever the problem is with his thigh it has
nothing to do with arthritis. In developing his thought-experiment, Burge then
depicts a second person, Bert;, who is molecule-for-molecule identical to Bert,
but who happens to live in a different society.

The second step of the thought experiment consists of a counterfactual
supposition. We are to conceive of a situation in which the patient proceeds from
birth through the same course of physical events that he actually does, right to
and including the time at which he first reports his fear to his doctor. Precisely
the same things (non-intentionally described) happen to him. He has the same
physiological history, the same diseases, the same internal physical occurrences.
He goes through the same motions, engages in the same behaviour, has the same
sensory intake (physiologically described). His dispositions to respond to stimuli
are explained in physical theory as the effects of the same proximate causes. All of
this extends to his interaction with linguistic expressions. He says and hears the
same words (word forms) at the same times he actually does. He develops the
disposition to assent to “Arthritis can occur in the thigh’ and ‘I have arthritis in

the thigh’ as a result of the same physically described proximate causes.”

In the second part of the thought experiment, Burge thus describes a different
and contrafactual society within which ‘arthritis’ is a name for a disease that
affects both joints and thighs. So when Bert, consults with his doctor he will not

“ Burge 1979, p. 77.
# Burge 1979, p. 77-78.
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be told to change his belief about arthritis. He and his doctor will instead try to
establish if this, in fact, is what explains the pain Bert; has in his thigh.

The relevant question and the reason behind the thought-experiment is
this: Before Bert; and Bert, talk to each doctor, do they have the same thoughts
and beliefs? And do they express the same meaning when they say to the doctor:
‘I think I have arthritis in one of my thighs’? That is, do the words they use have
the same idiolectic meaning? How one responds to this question depends on
what one thinks determines the content of a person’s mental content and the
meaning of the words they utter.

Let us begin by considering the response one may expect from someone
advocating the idealistic and individualistic conception of linguistic meaning
previously considered. Such a person may feel inclined to hold that Bert; and
Bert; have the same beliefs and express the same meaning when, for instance,
saying that ‘I suspect that I have arthritis in one of my thighs’ since they are
internally alike. Recall how Burge sets up the thought-experiment: Bert; and
Bert, are identical as far as their molecular structure is concerned.® If nothing is
different between them in this respect, how can they possibly be held to have or
express different beliefs? According to this analysis and assessment, what is not
transparent to Bert; and Bert, cannot matter for what propositional attitudes
they have and if what is transparent to Bert; is no different from what is trans-
parent to Bert,, they cannot possibly have different beliefs.”” Hence, they possess

4 As Burge writes and previously quoted: ‘We are to conceive of a situation in which the patient proceeds

from birth through the same course of physical events that he actually does, right to and including the time
at which he first reports his fear to his doctor. Precisely the same things (non-intentionally described)
happen to him. He has the same physiological history, the same diseases, the same internal physical
occurrences. He goes through the same motions, engages in the same behavior, has the same sensory intake
(physiologically described)....’

7 Burge also seems to think that something like this reasoning lies behind certain critical responses to his
position: “These treatments are based on a model that likens the relation between a person and the contents
of his thought to seeing, where seeing is taken to be a kind of direct, immediate experience. On the most
radical and unqualified versions of the model, a person’s inspection of the contents of his thought is
infallible: the notion of incompletely understanding them has no application at all. [...] The model tends to
encourage individualistic treatments of the mental. For it suggests that what a person thinks depends on
what occurs or “appears” within his mind. Demythologized, what a person thinks depends on the power and
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the same beliefs and express the same meaning when saying ‘I think I have ar-
thritis in one of my thighs’. Even if the notion ‘arthritis’” is defined differently
within each one’s community, this difference does not affect what Bert; and
Bert; mean as long as they are uninformed about this difference. That is, it has
no bearing on what they mean and believe as long as this conventional meaning
is unrecognized by them. And of course, even if we did not consider this line of
response in the context of Putnam’s hypothesis of a division of linguistic labour,
basically the same line of reasoning can be used to object to his position.

Burge, in contrast, thinks that the mental content of each individual is dif-
ferent, and the very purpose of the thought-experiment is of course to hold con-
stant the facts that may appear to be content-individuating — for instance what is
transparent to Bert; and Bert; — while encouraging us to conclude that they, in
fact, possess beliefs and concepts with different content. The reason for this is
the social difference between Bert; and Bert,: how each person’s community and
its experts define ‘arthritis’. Even though Bert; has an inaccurate conception of
the meaning of ‘arthritis’, he intends to talk about the same disease as his better-
informed peers do when rtalking about arthritis, that is, he intends to use the
word with the same intension and extension as they do. For this reason he is to
be attributed the same notion as them. In contrast, Bert;, even though he is a
physical duplicate of Bert;, should not be held to possess the same notion as
Bert; since his society has a different definition of arthritis. And to the extent
Bert; is committed to the definition of ‘arthritis” accepted and used within his
community, he should be ascribed a different notion, and be held to use the
word ‘arthritis’ with this communal meaning.*®

extent of his comprehension and on his internal dispositions toward the comprehended contents.” See Burge
1979, p. 103.

% Burge explains this as follows: ‘We suppose that in the counterfactual case we cannot correctly ascribe any
content clause containing an oblique occurrence of the term ‘arthritis’. It is hard to see how the patient
could have picked up the notion of arthritis. The word ‘arthritis’ in the counterfactual community does not
mean arthritis. It does not apply only to inflammations of joints.” See Burge 1979, p. 79.
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An important assumption for Burge’s analysis is thus that Bert; intends to
talk like everyone else in his community. According to Burge, this is not a pecu-
liar or unwarranted assumption. As Burge puts it: “The subject’s willingness to
submit his statement and belief to the arbitration of an authority suggests a will-
ingness to have his words taken in the normal way regardless of mistaken associ-
ations with the word.”® He also writes: ‘Speakers commonly intend to be inter-
preted according to standards of usage that are in some respects better under-
stood by others.”™ So the idea that people are committed to the conventional
meaning is a premise in his argumentation and one that can be considered to be
empirically supported by the fact that people commonly accept correction by
others. In a concluding fashion, Burge writes.

The upshot of these reflections is that the patient’s mental contents differ while
his entire physical and non-intentional mental histories, considered in isolation
from their social context, remain the same. [...] The difference in his mental
contents is attributable to differences in his social environment.”

9 Burge 1979, p. 101. Asa Maria Wikforss puts it: “The reason why the patient should be ascribed the
community concept, despite his incomplete understanding of it, is that he is committed to the community
practice and intends to speak of the same disease as the medical experts within his community do. This
commitment is shown by the fact that the patient, when discussing his illness with his doctor, is willing to
stand corrected... See Asa Maria Wikforss, ‘Social Externalism and Conceptual Errors’, The Philosophical
Quarterly, vol. 51, no. 203, 2001, p. 220.

%0 See Tyler Burge, ‘Social Anti-Individualism, Objective Reference’, Philosophy and Phenomenological Research,
vol. 67, no. 3, 2003, p. 684.

' Burge 1979, p. 79. Or as he also writes: ‘In sum, the patient’s internal qualitative experiences, his
physiological states and events, his behaviourally described stimuli and responses, his dispositions to behave,
and whatever sequences of states (non-intentionally described) mediated his input and output — all these
remain constant, while his attitude contents differ, even in the extensions of counterpart notions. As we
observed at the outset, such differences are ordinarily taken to spell differences in mental states and events.’

Ibid
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Thus, what Bert; has in ‘his head’ is not enough to identify and pick out the
content of his own beliefs. Differently put, the complete content of these beliefs
do not need to be transparent to him for it to be what he believes.”> And he does
not need to have a completely accurate account of the communal meaning of
certain words to be able to employ them to adequately express the content of his
beliefs.

We should note that Burge does not intend to put forward a general ver-
sion of the specific idea that a person’s religious beliefs can be the result of their
religious upbringing. That is, we should differ between Burge’s idea and another
commonly accepted idea, that a religious devotee is often socialized into a reli-
gion in virtue of adopting the beliefs of their parents or the surrounding culture
within which they have been brought up.”® Since this idea is what many people
commonly have in mind when they accept that the beliefs of a person and the
meaning of their words are dependent on their culture, it is important that we
distinguish between this idea and the one presented by Burge.”*

Let us consider another example. Burge thinks for instance that people
should be deemed to possess the normal concept of a contract, and to be at-
tributed beliefs described through this concept, even when they only have a
partly correct conception about what a contract is. As an example of such a
flawed conception of a contract, they might think that an oral agreement does
not constitute a binding contract. According to Burge, such a misconception

52 As Keith Donnellan states: ‘...what is wholly within our minds, as one might put it, is not sufficient to
determine, for example, what we believe.” See Keith Donnellan, ‘Burge Thought Experiments’ in Reflections
and Replies, Essays on the Philosophy of Tyler Burge, (London, MIT Press, 2003), p. 69.

53 Burge also does not think that the meaning of words and content of thoughts are recognition-transcendent
through being hidden deep down in the person’s psyche. He writes: “The thought experiment indicates that
certain “linguistic truths” that have often been held to be indubitable can be thought yet doubted. And it
shows that a person’s thought content is not fixed by what goes on in him, or by what is accessible to him
simply by careful reflection. The reason for this last point about “accessibility” need not be that the content
lies too deep in the unconscious recesses of the subject’s psyche. Contents are sometimes “inaccessible” to
introspection simply because much mentalistic attribution does not presuppose that the subject has fully
mastered the content of his thought.” See Burge 1979, p. 104-105.

5% For a very influential work along this line of reasoning, see Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, The Social

Construction of Reality, a Treatise in the Sociology of Knowledge, New York: Anchor Books, 1967).



51

does not stop them from having “contract thoughts” to the same degree as peo-
ple whose conception of the notion of a contract is not flawed in this sense. It
would for instance be accurate to report that ‘Susan thinks that she just signed a
contract’ even if her idea of a contract is incorrect in this sense.

We may also more explicitly give emphasis to an important difference be-
tween Burge’s and Putnam’s positions. Putnam would say that what a person
has in their head (their concept) might not be sufficient enough to establish
what certain terms in this person’s idiolect refer to. If this is taken to mean that
what a person believes or thinks does not fixate the extension of these terms,
Burge would object to this because, according to him, the person’s thoughts and
beliefs may, in fact, do this once they are individuated socially. That is, on
Burge’s position, what a person believes is also determined externally and once
we realize this, we should conclude that their beliefs can fix the extension of
their terms.”

Let me close this section by putting forward my formulation of social ex-
ternalism, which I will use in this study. Although it is naturally strongly influ-
enced by the positions and theses of Putnam and Burge, I have no intention to
let it precisely mirror the position of either of them:

%5 See for instance Tyler Burge ‘Concepts, Definitions, and Meaning’, Metaphilosophy, vol. 24, no. 4, 1993, p.
319 where he writes that Putnam °...maintains that one cannot hold both that knowing the meaning of a
term is a matter of being in a certain psychological state and that the meaning of a term fixes its reference or
extension. The argument is that one cannot hold these two principles because the reference of the term may
be fixed even though the speaker’s knowledge of the referent is incomplete. The reference depends on non-
cognitive relations between the speaker and the referents of his terms that are beyond anything the speaker
knows. [...] This argument is unsound. The argument would succeed if the meaning of a speaker’s term or
concept were reducible to what he believed, knew, or understood about its meaning, content, or referent; or
if a speaker’s psychological state consisted in elements of his psychology that could be described
independently of relations to the environment or of what concepts he has. But neither of these conditions
holds.” In contrast to Putnam’s position, Burge’s version of social externalism is also held to apply more
generally, not only to natural kind terms but to nearly all kinds of terms. He writes: “The argument has an
extremely wide application. It does not depend, for example, on the kind of word ‘arthritis’ is. We could
have used an artifact term, an ordinary natural kind word, a color adjective, a social role term, a term for a
historical style, an abstract noun, an action verb, a physical movement verb, or any of various other sorts of

words’. See Burge 1979, p. 79.
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Social externalism: The idiolectic meaning of a term can partly extend
beyond what the ordinary and competent user of it recognizes it to be in virtue of
being determined by definitions and conventional usage accepted within the
linguistic community they belong, and are commited, to.

Social externalism, on this construal, entails that the meaning of a person’s
words and the content of their thoughts may not be fully accounted for by what
the person explicitly or implicitly recognizes the meaning or content to be.”®

2.5 Social externalism and religious and existentially
important terms

So far in this chapter I have described certain key thoughts from the positions of
Tyler Burge and Hilary Putnam with regard to how the meaning of words used
by one person can depend on someone else. In this section I will discuss what
positive bearing this position can have on the key question explored in this
study: Can the ordinary and competent user of religious and existentially im-
portant words be ignorant about their meaning?

Let us initially recollect what a recognition-transcendent meaning of words
presupposes and consider how social externalism may basically seem to account
for this presupposition. If we recall, the possibility of a recognition-transcendent
meaning of a term requires that the meaning in question is external and objec-
tive enough for the user to be ignorant of it but internal and subjective enough

> One may of course try to capture the gist of much of what Putnam and Burge are claiming without giving

up on some kind of individualism. One attempt to do so is to say that the competent user of ‘gold’ for
instance either implicitly or explicitly recognizes that the meaning of this term is constitutively dependent
on features they may know very little about. Knowing this, they may defer to someone else and say ‘I mean
what they mean’. According to some individualists, this act of deferring is still in the person’s “head”. In
chapter 3 I will return to this kind of elaboration or interpretation of social externalism.
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for them to be committed to it. Social externalism, if accepted, may account for
this delicate balance as follows: As a result of being captured by an expert-user or
the communally accepted definition of a term, the meaning of the term is exter-
nal and objective enough in relation to the single user for them to be mistaken
about it. At the same time, this user may be committed to the meaning, partly
by virtue of having a moderately accurate account of the meaning and partly in
being committed to what more knowledgeable people within their community
decide the meaning to be. The position of social externalism, if considered via-
ble, thus seems capable of making sense of the delicate balance involved in the
idea of recognition-transcendent meaning.

Someone may of course wish to object to this and argue that to the degree
we are drawing upon social externalism, we are not actually considering if or
how the meaning of religious and existentially important words can be recogni-
tion-transcendent to the competent user of them but to someone less compe-
tent.”” And to the extent this is true, social externalism would not qualify as a
relevant position as far as my study is concerned. Although I may have some
sympathy with this objection, one should also bear in mind that one cannot be
too strict in applying this qualification, partly because that may rule out the
possibility of a recognition-transcendent meaning from the outset and partly
because how this notion should be construed must, to some degree, be permit-
ted to vary with different theories.”® According to the social externalist, linguistic
competence is a matter of degree and people with different degrees of compe-
tence may be taken to use words with the same meaning as long as they are suf-

57 See for instance John Searle, Intentionality: An Essay in the Philosophy of Mind, (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1983), p. 201 or Tim Crane, ‘All the Difference in the World’, in (eds) Andrew Pessin &
Sanford Goldberg, The Twin Earth Chronicles: Twenty Years of Reflection on Hilary Putnam's "The Meaning
of 'Meaning'", (New York: M. E. Sharpe, 1996), p. 298.

> One may also recall that the main motive behind this qualification was to express and stress my intention to
examine to what extent the meaning of a term can be recognition-transcendent to someone that can be held
committed to this meaning. And according to the social externalist, this can apply to people who lack a
complete and accurate conception of its meaning.
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ficiently competent.”® We may also recall that, according to the social externalist,
a person is not free to buy into the communal meaning of words just because
they wish to do so, something more is required from them.® A person who, for
example, thinks that love is a concrete object one can pick up and put in one’s
bag knows all too little about the ordinary meaning of ‘love’ to be qualified to
use it with the same meaning as more knowledgeable people. And a person who
holds the same idea about ‘God’ and ‘spiri¢’ would also know too little about
what these words mean to be able to use them with their ordinary meaning. So
although it is possible to make up for a lack of linguistic competence by being
committed to someone else’s usage and competence, one cannot only rely on
that kind of commitment.'

Social externalism would appear inconsistent with what I have called an
individualistic conception of the meaning of words, because on this conception
the meaning of words is strongly dependent on and limited to what the user of
them understands. Moreover, this conception was also identified as one main
motivation behind the thesis of soft contextualism which stated that people
employing a word frequently and with serious intent cannot, as a general rule,
fail to know the meaning of it. To the extent that we accept social externalism
we thus find ourselves with a reason for either rejecting or qualifying this thesis
too. For a social externalist, the soft contextualist-thesis would, I suppose, make

> For some criticism of social externalism along this line, see for instance Gabriel Segal, A Slim Book About
Narrow Content, (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 2000), p. 65-66f. See also Akeel Bilgrami, Belief and
Meaning — The Unity and Locality of Mental Content (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), chapters 2 and 3 for similar
concerns.

8 If we remember, as Burge sets up the thought-experiment, Bert; has many correct beliefs about arthritis.

61 As Burge writes: ‘What a person understands is indeed one of the chief factors that bear on what thoughts he
can express in using words. If there were not deep and important connections between propositional
attitudes and understanding, one could hardly expect one’s attributions of mental content to facilitate
reliable predictions of what a person will do, say, or think. But our examples provide reason to believe that
these connections are not simple entailments to the effect that having a propositional attitude strictly implies
full understanding of its content.” See Burge 1979, p. 89. So we seem to come across the idea of a balance
about meaning within Burge’s position; moderate inadequate comprehension of what certain terms mean
should not stop people from using them with the complete meaning of them. See also Wikforss 2001, p.
221 for more on this.
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more sense if applied to a community of religious people as a whole rather than
to each and every member of that community. That is, the social externalist may
concede that someone within a community must know the complete and ade-
quate meaning of the terms used within it. However, although only a few people
within such a community may (and need to) know the complete meaning of
certain religious terms, it is still possible for most, or all, people within it to use
the words with this meaning. We may also give emphasis to the fact that to the
extent one accepts social externalism, one is only opposing the individualistic,
and not the idealistic, conception of meaning because the meaning is still, as just
remarked, known by someone.

Applied to a religious context, the social externalist position would seem to
mean that many people within a religious community can use terms to refer to
important figures in the history of the community or to identify and describe
the content of the religious beliefs they cherish and hold true, without them-
selves knowing enough to be able to distinguish between these and what would
be important religious figures and beliefs for a similar but distinct religious
community. And to the degree that ‘God’, as is used in some Judaeo-Christian
contexts, refers to an extraordinary and transcendent being, social externalism
would let us accept that most people within such contexts can use ‘God’ to refer
to the same divine object although only perhaps some of them have an adequate
account of the meaning of ‘God’. That is, some people within the religious
community know the meaning and referent of ‘God’ completely and people
within the same community who do not, can still be held to use the term with
the communally endorsed meaning as a result of deferring to the former. Recall
however, that the latter group of people cannot be too ignorant.

One may also suggest that religious people do not, in general, belong to
one religion rather than a different one entirely as a consequence of what they
know, but partly in virtue of holding themselves committed to one religious
authority rather than an alternative one. Hence, if one wishes to analyse mem-
bership in a religion and what this presupposes and requires, this may have less
to do with what each member grasps and believes (in the psychological and nar-
row sense) and more to do with which religious authorities they hold themselves
committed to. Social externalism also has a bearing on how the meaning of
some religious words is best studied. For instance, to reveal what the words of a
person’s idiolect mean, one may have to look beyond what that person compre-
hends and also consider what their peers know and think about it.
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However, although one may think that social externalism accounts for how
the meaning of certain terms may be recognition-transcendent to the ordinary
and (moderately) competent user of them, I think that this kind of recognition-
transcendent meaning may be of limited interest and importance with regard to
some terms of religious and existential importance. The reason for thinking so is
that we simply have no established definition for many such terms, and we are
instead in search for one. This seems to indicate that social externalism may not
offer us a complete account of how the meaning of all such terms can be recog-
nition-transcendent to the ordinary and competent user of them. Hence, we
need to continue our investigation.

2.6 Chapter summary

In this chapter I have put forward some theses about what determines the mean-
ing of words in a person’s idiolect. According to the individualistic and idealistic
conception of this matter, the meaning is dependent on the person’s conception
of it alone. The meaning of words as they use them cannot extend beyond what
they consider the meaning to be, without of course denying that the meaning of
words as they are used in their community by others can do so. I have also ar-
gued that this position on meaning is what lies behind the thesis of soft contex-
tualism, also introduced in this chapter. Soft contextualism states that people
employing a word frequently and with serious intent cannot, as a general rule,
fail to know the meaning of it. Naturally, to the extent we accept the individual-
istic and idealistic conception of meaning, the possibility of the meaning of
words being recognition-transcendent seems very limited. As a partial contrast to
this conception, 1 presented the position of social externalism according to
which also the idiolectic meaning of words can go beyond the user’s own con-
ception of it. In virtue of this, social externalism seems to account for how the
meaning of some religious and existentially important terms may be recognition-
transcendent to the ordinary and competent user of them. However, it does so
in a sense that does not apply to all terms of this category, an observation that I
will expand on in the next chapter.
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3
The possibility of a community-

transcendent meaning of religious
and existentially important terms

3.1 Introduction

We are assuming that recognition-transcendent meaning of words presupposes a
delicate balance between what can be considered the adequate meaning of words
and what the ordinary and competent user of them recognizes the meaning of
them to be: The meaning must be external and objective enough in relation to
the user for them to possibly be mistaken or ignorant about it. At the same time,
the meaning must be internal and subjective enough for them to be committed
to it.”?

If one accepts the position of social externalism, one may account for this
balance by saying that a person can use a word with its ordinary meaning (rather
than with some deviant one) although their account of the ordinary meaning is
incomplete or mistaken. They can do this in virtue of being committed to the
definition of the term being accepted within their community, either by the
majority or some expert, presupposing that their comprehension of the defini-
tion is sufficiently accurate. In this sense, social externalism may seem to account
for how some part of the meaning of a term can be recognition-transcendent to
its ordinary user. And to the degree one accepts the position of social external-

62 Also recall that this does not entail that the meaning of the word is forever beyond the competent user’s
recognition, only that it does not need to be currently recognized by them to qualify as the meaning of it.
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ism and applies it to religious and existentially important terms, it seems to offer
us an account of how the meaning of such terms can be recognition-
transcendent to the ordinary and (moderately but sufficiently) competent user of
them.

To the extent we are only considering this explanation of how people of a
religious community can be ignorant about what they mean by a word, the pos-
sibility of everyone in that community being wrong about what they mean by
the word does not seem to make much sense; because according to social exter-
nalism, as | have construed it, someone within the community has to know the
complete meaning of the word, which the rest of the people can be committed
to, but possibly mistaken about. For an expression of this line of reasoning, we
may consider the following quotation from James Higginbotham:

It is clear enough how an individual’s conception of the meaning of a word can
be partial or mistaken: the individual has picked up the word somehow, and is
committed, and intends, or has no choice but, to mean by it what others mean;
but the individual has got only partial information, possibly mixed in with
various errors. It is far from clear how a whole population’s most competent users
can be partial or mistaken, for it is their activities that give the words what
meaning they have, and their conceptions of meaning are canonically evidenced
by those activities.*?

According to Higginbotham, the possibility of a whole community being mis-
taken about what they mean by a word may be difficult to make sense of.
Although it may seem hard to make sense of this possibility, the purpose of
this chapter (and the following one) is to examine precisely this.* I thus set out
to examine in what sense an entire community of people, like a religious one,
and not only some people within it, can be held to be wrong about what they

% James Higginbotham, ‘Conceptual Competence’, Philosophical Issues, vol. 9, 1998, p. 154.
¢4 Although not in direct opposition to Higginbotham’s position.
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mean by a word; that is, if some part of the word’s complete meaning can ex-
tend beyond what all people in the community recognize it to be. Differently
put, I am about to examine if we need to reject or modify the thesis of soft con-
textualism when applied to a religious, or any, community as a whole.” T will
label this the hypothesis of a communally recognition-transcendent meaning of
religious and existentially important words and occasionally refer to the meaning
explored through it as community-transcendent meaning. However, for the hy-
pothesis to be confirmed it does not need to be the case that precisely everyone
in the religious community must be mistaken about the meaning of words used
within it because it may be that only a few people within the religious commu-
nity use them. I am rather examining if it is possible for some people to be
wrong, with regard to what they mean by certain words, without relying on
someone else in the same community being correct.®

The purpose of this chapter is thus to address and examine the possibility
of a communally recognition-transcendent meaning of religious and existentially

% To express this through the terminology put forward in this study, we are about to examine if we have good
reason to go beyond, not only an individualistic, but also an idealistic conception of the meaning of religious
and existentially important words, and adopt a realistic conception of this meaning. It is also for this reason
that it is important to examine the hypothesis regardless if we accept the position of individualism or social
externalism presented in the previous chapter because they both construe the meaning of words idealistically.
According to both theories, as I have interpreted them, someone has to know the meaning, either the user
himself or someone else in his community which he defers to. One may also relate this hypothesis to the
possibility considered in the previous chapter by saying that we then explored if a “layperson” can be partly
ignorant about the meaning of some of the words they use by deferring to an “expert” using the same words,
and that we in this chapter are about to examine if also the expert can also be mistaken about the meaning of
these words. One may also however consider the possibility to be explored in this chapter independently of
the one presented in the previous chapter. If we recall, Putnam’s hypothesis of a division of linguistic labour
was not held to apply to all terms and both his hypothesis and Burge’s thesis presupposed that the person
was committed to the expertise of someone else or its communal meaning. Even if a person did not defer to
someone else, we may still wonder if they can be mistaken or ignorant about the meaning of their own
words. More generally put, can we only be mistaken about the meaning of our words in relation to what
someone else knows about this meaning or also in relation to some#hing else?

It is this we wonder about when we ask if a whole community may be mistaken because if no member must
be correct for someone else to be mistaken, everyone can, in principle, be mistaken. Moreover, the purpose
is not to examine if the meaning of certain words actually is recognition-transcendent in this sense; we are
only concerned with the possibility of the meaning being so.
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important words. I will do so by critically considering the viability of a certain
proposal on how to make sense of this hypothesis, namely if the meaning of
such terms can be recognition-transcendent as a result of being identified with
the mind-independent object they refer to; either a particular object or a type of
object. In considering the former option, I will focus on one common term of
religious and existential importance, that of ‘God’ as it is used within the Ju-
daeo-Christian community or more generally.” As I proceed, I will also consider
the possibility of treating certain general terms of religious and existential im-
portance as natural kind terms. I return to my reason for considering this possi-
bility, but the basic motive for doing so is that it may make it possible to apply
the position of semantic externalism to these terms in a manner that would be
highly relevant for the objective of this chapter and my study. For instance, can
the meaning of ‘life’ be recognition-transcendent to its ordinary and competent
user by virtue of being identified with a hitherto undiscovered natural kind?

I proceed as follows: In section 3.2, I describe some basic and, for the dis-
cussion that ensues, relevant features of the descriptivist and the causal theory of
reference. For a reason that will surface as I proceed, I will then in section 3.3
and its subsections examine to what extent the causal theory is correct and appli-
cable to the term ‘God’. In doing so I mainly consider William Alston’s Kripke-
influenced proposal on how ‘God’ can and commonly do refer to its bearer and
relate this to thoughts from John Searle, Frank Jackson and Keith Donnellan
among others. In section 3.4 and its subsections I introduce and assess the pos-
sibility of interpreting certain general terms of religious and existential im-
portance, like ‘life’ and ‘knowledge’, as natural kind terms. Section 3.5 contains
a summary of the main points put forward and argued for in the chaprer.

 One reason for choosing this term is that it is commonly taken to refer to a mind-independent particular;
hence in treating this term as a referring one we do not seem to do any deep injustice to it. Of course, not
everyone would agree on this. D. Z. Phillips whose position I will consider in chapter 6 would object to this
interpretation of the use of ‘God’. It nonetheless seems to be a common enough position to take it seriously.
The term is also rather well known and well used within many religious contexts outside the Judaeo-
Christian context.
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3.2 Sophisticated descriptivism and the causal theory
of reference

In this chapter I will initially examine to what degree the meaning of ‘God’ can
be tied to a mind-independent object, assumed to be the referent of ‘God’, so
that to the extent that the ordinary and competent user of ‘God’ is ignorant
about the object referred to by this term, they should also be thought to be igno-
rant about the meaning of ‘God’. For this proposal to be plausible, at all, it is
naturally required that the proper meaning of ‘God’, partly or completely, is tied
to its referent rather than to the conventional use or definition of it.® This is,
however, not enough. For the proposal to be considered a suggestion about how
the meaning of ‘God’ may be recognition-transcendent, we must also assume
that people can refer to an object without having a complete or correct picture
of it. We need to add this assumption because if we rather presume that people
can only refer to an object in virtue of knowing it completely or substantially, it
would not be possible to be ignorant of it and still refer to it (and whatever
meaning the referent may be constitutive of, we would also not be ignorant of
this). For this reason it will be important to examine to what extent the referent
of ‘God’ possibly and commonly is determined independently of the descrip-
tions and mental representations that the ordinary and competent user associates
with ‘God’. Before I begin to tackle this matter more directly, I will offer a ru-
dimentary account of certain key theses and key thinkers that will play an im-
portant role in my upcoming investigation of it.

According to one common philosophical idea, people are able to refer to an
object as a result of knowing what is uniquely true of it. To be capable of refer-
ring to an object is thus to be able to pick it out, to separate it from everything
else as a consequence of knowing some distinguishing feature(s) of it. We may

% That is, if the use and definition of ‘God’ exhausts whatever meaning the term has, then the object referred
to does not add anything to the meaning of ‘God’. This would not make the referent religiously or
existentially unimportant, but it would make it irrelevant as far as the semantic meaning of the term is

concerned.
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apply this idea to the common and referring use of an ordinary name; the use we
engage in when we for instance use a name like ‘Aristotle’ or ‘San Francisco’ to
refer to a certain person or city. According to the idea under consideration, we
commonly associate some information to each name, like ‘Plato’s most gifted
student’ or ‘the city connected to the Golden Gate Bridge’, and whatever object
that is picked out from the information associated with it, is the referent. With
regard to this idea, it is common to distinguish between two versions. According
to what can be called basic descriptivism, a name refers to its bearer due to being
connected to a specific identifying description uniquely true of its bearer.”” In
contrast, and according to what can be called sophisticated descriptivism, a name
is associated with a number of descriptions and the name refers to whatever a
certain amount of these descriptions are uniquely true of.”” Some descriptions
may also be more important than others. According to this latter version of de-

% Two thinkers commonly held to advocate this version of the idea are Bertrand Russell and Gottlob Frege.
Russell for example thought that an ordinary name is a description in disguise. According to him:
“Romulus” is not really a name but a sort of truncated description. It stands for a person who did such-and-
such things, who killed Remus, and founded Rome, and so on’. See Bertrand Russell, Philosophy of Logical
Atomism, (London: Routledge, 2010), p. 79. Frege seems to defend descriptivism by assuming an intimate
connection between the name, some descriptive meaning attached to it and what the name refers to. More
specifically, according to Frege and his terminology, a term has a sense and this sense determines what the
name refers to. In one of his most well-known texts on this matter, he asserts that the sense contains the
mode of presentation: ‘It is natural, now, to think of there being connected with a sign (name, combination of
words, letter), besides that to which the sign refers, which may be called the reference of the sign, also what I
should like to call the sense of the sign, wherein the mode of presentation is contained.” See Gottlob Frege,
‘On Sense and Reference’ in (eds) Peter Geach and Max Black, Translations From the Philosophical Writings
of Gottlob Frege, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1960), p. 57. With regard to Frege, one should notice however
that the precise sense in which he is held to be a true believer in descriptivism has come to be discussed. For
a critical discussion about this, see for instance Michael Dummett, Frege — Philosophy of language, (New
York: Harper & Row Publishers, 1973), p. 97-98 or p. 110-111 and Richard Heck and Robert May,
‘Frege’s Contribution to Philosophy of Language’ in (eds) Barry Smith and Ernest Lepore), The Oxford
Handbook of Philosophy of Language, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p. 24-25.

For instance, if no person satisfies some of the descriptions associated with the name ‘Aristotle’, like ‘Plato’s
most gifted student’, ‘teacher to Alexander the Great’, ‘author of Metaphysics or On interpretation’ and
‘married to Pythias and Herpyllis’ and so on, the name does not refer to anyone. Sophisticated descriptivism
has much in common with what is better known as the ‘cluster theory’ but since I wish to develop
sophisticated descriptivism in a certain direction, it seems better to introduce my own term for this position.
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scriptivism, for an object to become the proper referent of a name it is sufficient
that it fits some of the descriptions associated with it. One prominent defender
of what I call sophisticated descriptivism is John Searle, who once articulated his
version of descriptivism as follows:

Now what I am arguing is that the descriptive force of “This is Aristotle” is to
assert that a sufficient but so far unspecified number of these statements are true
of this object. Therefore, referring uses of “Aristotle” presuppose the existence of
an object of whom a sufficient but so far unspecified number of these statements
are true.”!

According to Searle’s proposal, we associate a set of descriptions with a name,
and for an object to be the proper referent of this name it is enough that a suffi-
cient but unspecified number of these descriptions are true of it.

A different feature of Searle’s version of descriptivism that is worth empha-
sizing, and which I will take to be part of sophisticated descriptivism, is that for
an object to be the proper referent of a name it does not need to satisfy a certain
linguistic description associated with it. As claimed by Seatle, linguistic descrip-
tions associated with a name are only referred to as a result of expressing a men-
tal concept, which is what determines the referent. In expressing this view Searle
writes for instance that ‘...linguistic reference is always dependent on or is a
form of mental reference [...]...mental reference is always in virtue of Inten-
tional content...””* and that ‘the speaker refers to the object because and only
because the object satisfies the Intentional content associated with the name.””?

Compared to basic descriptivism, sophisticated descriptivism is commonly
judged to constitute a more reasonable position. One reason for this assessment,

7! John Searle, ‘Proper Names’, Mind, vol. 67, no. 266, 1958, p. 171. See also Searle 1958, p. 168.

72 Searle 1983, p. 232.

73 Searle 1983, p. 234, see also p. 244. Although he emphasizes the priority of the mental over language in this
sense, he also thinks that the mental content can be linguistically expressed.
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which is relevant for my consideration, is that in comparison to basic descrip-
tivism, the extent to which one can be mistaken about an object and still refer to
it seems more extensive on the position of sophisticated descriptivism. For this
reason, as I proceed I will only consider sophisticated descriptivism. We may
exemplify this feature of sophisticated descriptivism by applying it to ‘God’, as it
is commonly used within the Judaco-Christian community, and the question to
what extent the competent and ordinary user of it can be ignorant about to
what, if to anything, it refers. Sophisticated descriptivism seems to make this
possible to a certain extent in that what people within this community hold to
be true of the intended referent, expressed through the descriptions associated
with ‘God’, does not need to be completely true of an object for it to be consid-
ered the proper referent of ‘God’. It is only required that some of the descrip-
tions are true of an object for it to be considered the real referent. In contrast to
basic descriptivism, one is not dependent on one single description.

To the degree that we hold the referent of ‘God’ to have a bearing on what
certain people mean by ‘God’, sophisticated descriptivism entails that they can
be partly ignorant of what they mean by this term.” And to the extent that what
is true of ‘God’ in this sense is also true of different but similar terms of religious
and existential importance, we would seem to have come across some general
conclusion concerning how much the meaning of some terms of religious and
existential importance can be recognition-transcendent to the ordinary and
competent user of them.

7% To what extent this is possible more precisely is difficult to say beforehand because according to
sophisticated descriptivism, how many or which of the descriptions that need to be true of an object is not
determined from the outset. Searle, who I have regarded as an advocate of sophisticated descriptivism, thinks
that this is an open question until we make a decision about it: “The question of what constitutes the criteria
for “Aristotle” is generally left open, indeed it seldom in fact arises, and when it does arise it is we, the users
of the name, who decide more or less arbitrarily what these criteria shall be.” Searle 1958, p. 171. He also
writes that ‘the uniqueness and immense pragmatic convenience of proper names in our language lie
precisely in the fact that they enable us to refer publicly to objects without being forced to raise issues and
come to agreement on what descriptive characteristics exactly constitute the identity of the object. They
function not as descriptions, but as pegs on which to hang descriptions.” See Searle 1958, p. 172.
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However, in almost just one decade, that of the 1970s, Saul Kripke, Keith
Donnellan, Gareth Evans and Hilary Putnam among others seemed to offer us
reason to question whether sophisticated descriptivism presents to us a correct
account of to what degree the referent of a term can be recognition-transcendent
to its competent and ordinary user.”” They did so by criticizing the descriptivist
theory and by presenting a different account of in virtue of what a person refers
to a certain object. I will focus on Kripke’s position and his criticism of descrip-
tivism.

In questioning the descriptivist theory, Kripke does not think that all we
need to do is to modify it somehow. This will not help because the core idea of
the descriptivist theory is wrong; to speak metaphorically, Kripke does not re-
gard the traditional descriptivist theory, in general or some specific version of it,
as just a detour from the correct road to an accurate account of referring. To
continue our road metaphor, he rather seems to think of the descriptive theory
as a dead-end that we need to turn back from.”® In criticizing descriptivism,
Kripke offers a somewhat specific and detailed account of it, composed of a set
of different theses.”” For our purpose, it will be constructive and sufficient to
consider some of them and Kripke’s criticism of them.

75 See for instance Keith Donnellan, ‘Speaking of Nothing’, The Philosophical Review, vol. 83, no. 1, 1974, p.
3-31; Hilary Putnam, 1996, (1975), p. 3-52; Saul Kripke, 1980; Gareth Evans, “The Causal Theory of
Names’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society: Supplementary Volumes, vol. 47, 1973, p. 187-208.

76 See Kripke 1980, p. 93-94; see also Michael Devitt, Designation, (New York: Columbia University Press,
1981), p. 19 for a similar assessment.

77 Kripke works with the following account of descriptivism: (1) To every name or designating expression ‘X,
there corresponds a cluster of properties, namely the family of those properties ¢ such that A believes ‘¢X.
(2) One of the properties, or some conjointly, are believed by 4 to pick out some individual uniquely. (3) If
most, or a weighted most, of the @’s are satisfied by one unique object y, then y is the referent of X. (4) If
the vote yields no unique object, X’ does not refer. (5) The statement, 'If X exists, then X has most of the
¢'s', Y is known a priori by the speaker. (6) The statement, ‘If X exists, then X has most of the ¢’s’ expresses
a necessary truth (in the idiolect of the speaker). (C) For any successful theory, the account must not be
circular. The properties which are used in the vote must not themselves involve the notion of reference in
such a way that it is ultimately impossible to eliminate. See Kripke 1980, p. 71. In criticizing the
descriptivist theory of how a proper name refers, Kripke considers and objects to each thesis in turn.
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Sophisticated descriptivism seems committed to the following thesis: ‘if
most, or a weighted most, of the descriptions associated with a name are satisfied
by one unique object y, then y is the referent of X’.”® In objecting to this thesis,
Kripke offers fictive examples in which a certain person becomes the proper
referent of a name according to this thesis, while we are supposed to share Krip-
ke’s intuition that this person is not, in fact, the proper referent. This is sup-
posed to show that any descriptivist theory committed to this thesis, by picking
out the wrong object as the referent of a name, fails to do justice to how a prop-
er name refers.”’” One of Kripke’s most famous examples of this is the following.
Kurt Gédel is usually assumed to have invented the theorem of incompleteness.
We thus often associate the following identifying description with the name
‘Godel’: “The person who invented the theorem of incompleteness’. That is, if
someone was to ask someone else who Gédel is, the latter person may very well
respond: “Don’t you know, he is the one who invented the theorem of incom-
pleteness.” In fact, it may as stated by Kripke be all that many of us know about
the bearer of the name. It is however wrong to think that we commonly refer to
Godel via this description (or anyone else). To demonstrate this, Kripke asks us
to assume that it actually was someone else that made this important discovery, a
Mr Smith. Assuming this to be the case, would we then be prepared to accept
that we refer to this second person, Mr Smith, when using the proper name
‘Godel’, due to the fact that he fits the description commonly associated with
‘Godel’? According to Kripke we do not, but according to the descriptivist theo-
ry, at least on Kripke’s reading of it, we should. This shows why the descriptivist
theory is flawed; it picks out the wrong object as the proper referent.*

78 See thesis (3), previous note.

7 Kripke 1980, p. 82-83.

8 As Kripke puts it: ‘Let’s suppose someone says that Gddel is the man who proved the incompleteness of
arithmetic, and this man is suitably well educated and is even able to give an independent account of the
incompleteness theorem. He doesn’t just say, “Well, that’s Godel’s theorem’, or whatever. He actually states
a certain theorem, which he attributes to Godel as the discoverer. Is it the case, then, that if most of the @’s
are satisfied by a unique object , then y is the referent of the name ‘X’ for 4 [...] Suppose that Gédel was
not in fact the author of this theorem. A man named 'Schmidt’, whose body was found in Vienna under
mysterious circumstances many years ago, actually did the work in question. His friend Gédel somehow got
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Let us consider a different aspect of descriptivism and how Kripke objects
to it. It seems to follow from sophisticated descriptivism that if half of the de-
scriptions associated with a name were true of one person and half of them were
true of someone else (or if the majority of them were true of more than one
single person), the name would lack a determinate referent.®’ Kripke however
thinks that this conclusion does not seem true of our ordinary practice of refer-
ring. A person may know very little about Aristotle, perhaps only that he was a
famous philosopher under the antique period, which obviously would be true of
more than one person. Still, according to Kripke, we would regard such a person
as referring to Aristotle by the name ‘Aristotle’.*” T will return to just how in a
moment.

It would also seem to follow from sophisticated descriptivism that the iden-
tity of the referent of a name is strongly dependent on the descriptions associat-
ed with it. Searle writes for instance: ‘Suppose most or even all of our present
factual knowledge of Aristotle proved to be true of no one at all, or of several
people living in scattered countries and in different centuries? Would we not say
for this reason that Aristotle did not exist after all, and that the name, though it
has a conventional sense, refers to no one at all?’®® Searle might think that few
will beg to differ with him but Kripke certainly does. In a direct and explicit
response to Searle he claims, “This is what is not so. It just is not, in any intuitive
sense of necessity, a necessary truth that Aristotle had the properties commonly

hold of the manuscript and it was thereafter attributed to Gédel. On the view in question, then, when our
ordinary man uses the name ‘Gédel’, he really means to refer to Schmidt, because Schmidt is the unique
person satisfying the description, 'the man who discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic’. See Kripke
1980, p. 83-84.

81 Searle writes for instance: ‘If, for example, of the characteristics agreed to be true of Aristotle, half should be
discovered to be true of one man and half true of another, which would we say was Aristotle? Neither? The
question is not decided for us in advance.” See Searle 1958, p. 171.

82 Kripke 1980, p. 81.

8 See Searle 1958, p. 168. See also Steven Boer ‘Reference and Identifying Descriptions’, The Philosophical
Review, vol. 81, no. 2, 1972, p. 210 for the same position.
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attributed to him.® And, he continues, ‘It would seem that it’s a contingent fact
that Aristotle ever did any of the things commonly attributed to him today, any
of these great achievements that we so much admire.”® So according to Kripke,
we can be radically mistaken about what or whom ‘Aristotle’ refers to. In some
sense, Kripke does not think that the identity of ‘Aristotle’ is tied to any of the
descriptions we may associate with the name.

If a proper name does not refer in virtue of the descriptive content usually
associated with it, in virtue of what does it then refer? In answering this, Kripke
does not wish to offer an alternative #heory, but only a picture.® Although “only”
a picture, it has become very influential. According to this picture, a proper
name is initially attached to its bearer through a naming ceremony. People not
attending this event can still refer to the individual given the name in virtue of
intending, by the name, to refer to the same person as the one they got the name
from or “everyone else” (if they have forgotten who they got the name from).
The person they got it from, or “everyone else,” in turn, has the same intention
towards someone else and so on, creating a connection from the present user of
the name back to the people present at the naming ceremony. It is this link-to-
link connection that, according to Kripke, usually lets us refer to a certain per-
son by a name even though we may know very little about him or her. Here is
how Kripke describes it:

A rough statement of a theory might be the following: An initial ‘baptism’ takes
place. Here the object may be named by ostension, or the reference of the name
may be fixed by a description. When the name is ‘passed from link to link’, the

84 Kripke 1980, p. 74.

8 Kripke 1980, p. 75. Kripke also writes: ‘Not only is it true of the man Aristotle that he might not have gone
into pedagogy; it is also true that we use the term ‘Aristotle’ in such a way that, in thinking of a
counterfactual situation in which Aristotle didn’t go into any of the fields and do any of the achievements
we commonly attribute to him, still we would say that was a situation in which Aristorle did not do these
things’. See Kripke 1980, p. 62.

8 Kripke 1980, p. 93.
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receiver of the name must, [ think, intend when he learns it to use it with the
same reference as the man from whom he heard it.¥”

Hence, as stated by Kripke, the ordinary and competent user of a name does not
commonly refer to its bearer as a result of being in possession of some set of
descriptions of which a sufficient number is true of the bearer; all he needs is an
intention to use the name with the same referent as the person he got it from.*
We may also express Kripke’s position on how a proper name refers, as he
himself chooses to do, through the notion of a ‘rigid designator’. According to
Kripke, a rigid designator designates the same object in all possible worlds.*
Applying this idea to the current context of how a proper name refers, he writes:

...I will argue, intuitively, that proper names are rigid designators, for although
the man (Nixon) might not have been the President, it is not the case that he
might not have been Nixon (though he might not have been called “Nixon’).
Those who have argued that to make sense of the notion of rigid designator, we
must antecedently make sense of ‘criteria of transworld identity’ have precisely
reversed the cart and the horse; it is because we can refer (rigidly) to Nixon, and
stipulate that we are speaking of what might have happened to Aim (under

8 Kripke 1980, p. 96. He also writes: ‘Someone, let’s say, a baby, is born; his parents call him by a certain
name. They talk about him to their friends. Other people meet him. Through various sorts of talk the name
is spread from link to link as if by a chain. A speaker who is on the far end of this chain, who has heard
about, say Richard Feynman, in the market place or elsewhere, may be referring to Richard Feynman even
though he can’t remember from whom he first heard of Feynman or from whom he ever heard of Feynman.’
See Kripke 1980, p. 91.

8 See also Devitt 1981, p. 25 for the advocacy of a similar suggestion. This may seem similar to social
externalism, but it is different in that it does not presuppose that anyone presently a member of the
community, in which the name is used, is in possession of such an identifying description.

% Kripke 1980, p. 48.
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certain circumstances), that ‘transworld identifications’ are unproblematic in
such cases.”®

For Kripke, once a proper name is attached to a bearer in the actual world it
then refers to the same bearer in all possible worlds in which it exists. One may
think that it is hard to know to what, if to anything, a name refers to in all pos-
sible worlds without knowing from the outset what is essential for being that
which the name picks out in our actual world. Kripke does not however think
that this is required. According to him, ‘we can simply consider Nixon and ask
what might have happened to /4im had various circumstances been different’.”!
That is, the descriptions we associate with the name ‘Nixon’ do not establish
what the name refers to or what is essential for what it refers to.

3.3 William Alston’s Kripke-inspired analysis of how
‘God’ refers

Drawing much upon Kripke’s picture of how a proper name refers to a particu-
lar object as well as his criticism of descriptivism, William P. Alston has present-
ed and defended a certain account of how religious people use ‘God’ to refer to
God, assuming such an entity exists.”? Alston argues that it is (i) possible for
religious people to refer to God in virtue of something else than through the
employment of an identifying description and (ii) that this non-descriptivist

% Kripke 1980, p. 49.

! Kripke 1980, p. 47. Within the same context Kripke also writes: “Possible worlds’ are stipulated, not
discovered by powerful telescopes. There is no reason why we cannot stipulate that, in talking about what
would have happened to Nixon in a certain counterfactual situation, we are talking about what would have
happened to him.” See Kripke 1980, p. 44; see also p. 40—47.

2 William Alston, ‘Referring to God’, International Journal for Philosophy of Religion, vol. 24, no. 3, 1988, p.
113-128.
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mode of referring is not only a possibility sometimes actualized but is, in fact,
more basic and common than the descriptivist mode of referring.?

Basically, Alston argues that religious people can refer to God by the term
‘God,’ either as a consequence of having had a direct experiential contact with
God, which has given them the opportunity to baptize God ‘God’, or if they
themselves have not had such direct contact with God, they can refer to God by
intending to refer to the same object as people who have had such an experience.
Alston thus considers it possible that certain people in the past were able to “pin
down” the name ‘God’ to God as a result of having a religious experience of
God. Since then, the name ‘God’ refers to this entity.”* According to Alston, the
entity once experienced does not need to fit most of the descriptions usually
associated with the term ‘God’. That is, in principle, most or even all of the
descriptions associated with the term ‘God’ may not be true of this entity. The
object experienced would nonetheless be what they refer to by ‘God’.

Alston’s account of what ‘God’ refers to seems more or less modelled on
Kripke’s picture presented in the previous section.?> Also in arguing for his posi-
tion, Alston proceeds in a manner very similar to that of Kripke. If we recall, the
purpose of Kripke’s thought-experiment with ‘Godel” was to construe and pre-
sent a fictive scenario in which the causal theory picks out one person as the
referent and the descriptivist theory picks out another one or no one, and we are
expected to agree with Kripke that the former referent is the “real” referent. This
is supposed to show that causal and historical contact between the use of a name

% Alston does not deny that people may refer to God through a description. See Alston p. 113. This is also in
line with Kripke’s causal theory, which also does not deny that descriptivism sometimes may account for
how people refer. See Kripke 1980, p. 94.

% Alston 1988, p. 118-122.

% See for instance Alston 1988, p. 119 where he writes:

¢

...initially we learn to refer to God (in praying to
God, praising God, etc.) by being exposed to the practice of worship, prayer, confession, reception of the
sacraments, and so on; we were given instruction as to how to engage in them; we were encouraged to do so.
As a result of all this we were "drawn into" these practices; we learned, by doing, what it was like to come
into contact or communion with God. By being initiated into the practice we picked up the sub-practice of
referring to God, of referring to the object of worship our predecessors in the community had been referring
to. And, if things go right, we also attain some first hand experiential acquaintance with God to provide still
another start for chains of transmission.’
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and an object is of overriding importance compared to whatever extent certain
descriptions associated with the name is true of an object.” In arguing for his
conviction that the same is true in the case of ‘God’, Alston presents the follow-
ing thought-experiment:

[Sluppose that an impostor — the devil, one’s internalized father figure, or
whatever — represents himself as God. We are to imagine someone who, like the
Old Testament prophets, takes himself to be addressed by God, to be given
commissions by God, and so on. But, unlike the Old Testament’s prophets, as
they have traditionally been regarded, our chap is really being addressed by Satan;
or else some internalized father figure from his past is responsible for the
“messages”. To make this the kind of case we want we must suppose that this
impostor represents himself as the twue God, creator of heaven and earth,
righteous judge, merciful redeemer, and so on. Thus most of the operative
descriptions (even if there are some Kripkean descriptions like ‘He who addressed
me at ¢ in the set) are uniquely true of God, while the direct referential contact is
with, say, Satan. I think the right thing to say here is that our dupe is really
speaking of Satan when he says ‘God told me to put all unbelievers to the sword’
[...] Moreover if a community grows up on the basis of these revelations and
epiphanies, and the practice develops in that community of using ‘God’ to refer
to the focus of worship of the community, we will have a Satan worshipping
community in which the members use the name ‘God’ for Satan.””

% Kripke also argued that one can refer to a certain person even when what you know about the person is

insufficient to single him or her out from everyone else. Alston does not however think that this latter kind
of case is as important as the “Gédel case” because it is rarely the case that religious people lack detailed and
precise beliefs about God. See Alston 1988, p. 120-121. He does however think that the former kind of case
may be important for explaining how, for instance, children of a religious community, by the use of ‘God’,
can be thought to refer to the same object as more well-informed and educated adults. See Alston 1988, p.
116.

7 Alston 1988, p.- 121.
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According to Alston, the person in the scenario he describes refers to Satan ra-
ther than to God, when he says ‘God told me to put all unbelievers to the
sword’ because Satan is what he has been in direct contact with. The same
would be true for a religious community founded on and committed to this
person’s religious experience and his use of ‘God’. That is, people belonging to
such a community would also, when using the term ‘God’, unknowingly be
referring to Satan; presupposing that they intend to refer to the same entity as
the founding father of the religious tradition they belong to do by the term
‘God’. According to Alston, they would be a ‘Satan worshipping community in
which the members use the name ‘God’ for Satan.’?8

To strengthen his case for the position that causal and historical contact
with an entity, in general, is what determines what ‘God’ refers to, Alston also
offers a second thought-experiment:

Consider the possibility that all religions are initiated by some experiential
contact with one true God but that in most religions (and perhaps in all to
varying extents) God’s nature, doings and purposes are misconstrued [...] in
those cases in which the distortion is so great that most of the descriptions are
not true of God it is likely that most of the descriptions are not true of anything,
and so they would fail to pick out anything. But in a particular religion the
descriptions might be mostly true of something other than God, some created
supernatural being, leC’s say. In either case, assuming that the religion originated
from some real contact with God and is sustained by continued experiential
encounters with God, I think we would have to say that the people are referring
to, addressing prayers to, worshipping, God, but, unfortunately, are radically
misinformed about His nature and purposes.”

%8 Ibid.
9 Alston 1988, p. 122.
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In this hypothetical scenario, people within all religions have been and are in
‘experiential contact with one true God’, but for some reason they have ended
up with mistaken beliefs about God’s true nature. Hence, most of the descrip-
tions commonly associated with ‘God’ may not be true of anything. Even so,
‘God’ has a determinate referent according to Alston, namely the object experi-
enced. And even if the descriptions associated with ‘God’ within one specific
religion are actually true of ‘some created supernatural being’, with whom no
one within that religion has had direct contact, people within that religion are
also, according to Alston, referring to the ‘one true God’.

By drawing considerably upon Kripke’s account of how a name refers, Al-
ston has thus offered us a proposal on how we can refer to God although our
beliefs about God are very mistaken (because we do not refer to God in virtue of
having a correct account of God). Since we are exploring to what extent and in
what sense one can and commonly do use ‘God’ to refer to an object while pos-
sibly being mistaken about it, it is this outcome that is of special importance and
interest to us in the current context. Compared to sophisticated descriptivism,
Alston’s position seems to suggest that religious people can be radically mistaken
about what they mean by ‘God’, in the sense of what they refer to by this term.

In assessing the viability as well as developing my account of Alston’s posi-
tion, I will introduce the notion of a referent-fixing factor. A referent-fixing factor
contributes to determining the referent of a term, negatively or positively. A
positive factor is one that contributes to establishing that a certain object is the
proper referent while a negative one contributes to the opposite, that this is nor
the proper referent. A referent-fixing factor can also be an overriding factor in
relation to a different one in the sense that if two positive factors would ever
come into conflict, one of them would be considered more important. By ‘de-
scriptive accuracy’ I mean to what extent the descriptions associated with a term
are being true of an entity; high ‘descriptive accuracy’ would for example mean
that they are so to a very high extent. If I interpret Alston correctly, he thinks
that with regard to ‘God’, as it is used within many religious contexts and espe-
cially within a traditional Judaeo-Christian context, experiential contact with an
object is in general a positive referent-fixing factor and in comparison to descrip-
tive accuracy an overriding one.
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3.3.1 Assessing Alston’s account

Recall once more the purpose of Kripke’s thought-experiment with Goédel: to
create a scenario in which the causal theory picks out one person as the referent
and the descriptivist theory picks out another one (or no one), and we are ex-
pected to agree with Kripke that, intuitively speaking, the former referent is the
“real” referent. The strength of the whole example is dependent on that we (1)
agree with Kripke about what the referent is in this case and that (2) descrip-
tivism cannot account for this assessment. And (3) for this conclusion to be
important and relevant to our ordinary use of a name, we should also not feel
that the main features of the example are such that they make it inapplicable to
our ordinary use of a name. The same set of provisos seems to apply to Alston’s
thought experiments about how the referent of ‘God is determined: for them to
work, that is to show that causal and historical contact is an overriding referent
fixing factor in contrast to descriptive accuracy (with regard to the descriptions
associated with ‘God’), we must (1) agree with him about what the proper refer-
ent is (the object experienced) and (2) that his theory, but not the descriptivist
theory, can do justice to this circumstance. Finally, (3) whatever conclusion we
feel entitled to draw from them to apply to the use of ‘God’ within the Judaeo-
Christian community, we should also not feel that the examples are somehow
unrepresentative for the use of ‘God’ within this context or more generally.
Relative to this set of provisos, I will argue that Alston’s examples and his posi-
tion fail to account for how the referent of ‘God’ is commonly picked out.!® My
assessment will have a direct bearing on the question to what extent one can and
commonly do use ‘God’ to refer to a particular entity while possibly being igno-
rant or mistaken about it.!!

1% Concerning the former, I will mainly, for the sake of ease, confine myself to his initial thought experiment,
but the key points I put forward are supposed to apply beyond this one to others.

11 This assessment is not limited to Alston’s application of the causal theory. Alston is also not the only one
who has put forward this kind of theory. See for instance Richard Miller, ‘Reference to God’, Faith and
Philosophy, vol. 3, no. 1, 1986, p. 3—15 for a similar approach. See also Janet Soskice, Metaphor and Religious
Language (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), chapters 7 and 8; Donald D. Hook and Alvin Kimel, ‘Calling
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In Alston’s initial thought-experiment Satan makes himself the object of a
person’s religious experience by presenting himself as God, that is, as having
extraordinary and God-like properties (being perfect, almighty and causally
responsible for the universe etcetera). The person returns to his peers and states:
‘God told me to put all unbelievers to the sword’. In this context, to what does
‘God’ refer? According to Alston the “devil in disguise”. In contrast to Alston, I
am not as confident as he is about this being the most plausible interpretation.
That is, when the person states ‘God told me...’, I find it less obvious that this is
what he refers to or is talking about. One reason for me having doubts about
this is that it seems uncertain if the term ‘God’, within the thought-experiment,
is supposed to have been in use before the incident or not. That is, it is not alto-
gether apparent to what extent the religious experience in Alston’s example
should be taken to introduce and perhaps even fixate the referent of the name
‘God’ or if the person’s use of ‘God’ is linked to a previously established use.102
If the latter is the case, the person may, as a result of the incident, have the belief
that the object commonly referred to by ‘God’ has just told him to cut down all
unbelievers. In this case, the experience may be the reason for him believing and
claiming that ‘God has told me...” but it may not be what determines what
‘God’ refers to in this context.103

God “Father”: A Theolinguistic Analysis, Faith and Philosophy, vol. 12, no. 2, 1995, p. 210-216 for similar
approaches, that is, ones that rely more or less on a Kripkean analysis of how proper names refer.

192 T realize that Alston in his article cannot fill out all the details that seem to be required for a complete
analysis of what ‘God’ refers to in this case. I appreciate this and do not want my assessment to rest on what
may be absent rather than present in his presentation of the thought experiment. Nonetheless, as the case is
presented, we may not know enough to draw any firm conclusion about this matter.

19 This impression is perhaps strengthened by the fact that the person in the example is supposed to tell his
peers that ‘God told me to put all unbelievers to the sword’. This mode of expressing himself also seems to
presuppose that the name ‘God’ has been in use before the incident occurs and that the audience has an idea
about what ‘God’ refers to independently of this incident. If the name ‘God’ had not been in use before,
would the person not rather be expected to have said something like: ‘T met someone, some extra-ordinary
being, who called himself/herself/it ‘God” and described himself/herself/it as having many extra-ordinary
properties and this entity told me to put....". By rather just saying ‘God told me...’one gets the impression
that ‘God” has an established use and meaning to the person and the crowd listening.
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I do not however wish to deny that one may read the scenario differently
and accept that ‘God’ refers to the object of experience. In support of such a
reading one may propose that if the person states that ‘God told me to put all
unbelievers to the sword’, one may be inclined to hold the referent to be what-
ever gave the person this instruction and since this is the object of his experi-
ence, one is also inclined to hold it to be what ‘God’ refers to in this statement.
One may also assume that the person in communicating this instruction and
much else surrounding the incident to others, he is thinking of the object of his
experience, which may also support the present reading, that is, that he by ‘God’
refers to the “devil in disguise”. Moreover, although the object experienced de-
scribes itself in God-like terms, and this has the consequence that the person
begins to associate certain descriptions expressing the properties in question with
the name ‘God’, they do not fixate the referent of ‘God’, nor are they what a
subsequent user within this case relies on to pick out the referent ‘of 'God’; as-
suming that such a person by ‘God’ only intends to refer to what our dupe is
referring to by ‘God’.

Assume that Alston’s reading is the more plausible one, that is, that the
person by ‘God’ is referring to the “devil in disguise” and that experiential con-
tact with an object, in this case, is an overriding referent-fixing factor in compar-
ison to descriptive accuracy. Even so, I still wonder to what extent the case and
the use of ‘God’ within it has a strong bearing on the more general and ordinary
use of ‘God’ within the Judaeo-Christian community. I am inclined to say, not
much. This assessment also applies to Alston’s position more generally. One
reason for this is that when people of this community, and religious people more
generally, use ‘God’ to refer to its intended bearer, they exercise a much more
qualified use. What I mean is that it seems doubtful that a contemporary mem-
ber of the Judaeo-Christian community would accept that the referent of ‘God’,
as they use it, is determined through this course of action and incident alone.
That is, would an ordinary member of this community, when referring to God,
consider themselves to be referring to an object experienced by Abraham and
others but which possibly may have none or very few of the properties associated
with the name ‘God’? As just stated, it scems doubtful, and I will argue that this
entails that Alston’s account of how ‘God’ refers fails to connect to how this
term refers within its more ordinary context of usage. One may express this
assessment by drawing upon the idea of a recognition-transcendent meaning.
Recall, such a meaning must be external and objective enough in relation to the
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user for him to possibly be mistaken or ignorant about it. At the same time, the
meaning must be internal and subjective enough for him to be committed to it.
We may express a similar proviso with regard to the possibility of a recognition-
transcendent referent of ‘God’: it must be external and objective enough in rela-
tion to the user of ‘God’ for him to possibly be mistaken or ignorant about it. At
the same time, it must be internal and subjective enough for him to be commit-
ted to it. My general impression is that Alston in (over)emphasizing experiential
and historical contact with an object fails to do justice to the latter part of this
proviso, assuming that we are considering how ‘God’ is used within the Judaeo-
Christian community. As I proceed, I will elaborate on and defend the accuracy
of my impression.

I have stated that Alston’s position and initial example fail to take into ac-
count everything the ordinary and competent user of ‘God’ has in mind when
using ‘God’ to refer to its bearer. Alston would seem to disagree with me. He
seems to think that to accept that the person in his initial thought-experiment,
and also a community of people committed to this person’s usage of ‘God’, re-
fers to “the devil in disguise”, one does not need to accept anything beyond
what is accepted in many ordinary uses of ‘God’. If he is correct about this, his
example and whatever conclusion we may draw from it, may of course have a
bearing on the more common use of ‘God’. In connection to his initial thought-
experiment, he writes for instance:

If one is unconvinced by my reading of this case, I would commend to him the
following reflections. In the Judaeo-Christian community we take ourselves to be
worshipping, and otherwise referring to, “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Israel”, i.e. the being who appeared to such worthies of our tradition, revealed
Himself to them, made covenants with them, and so on. If it should turn out
that it was actually Satan, rather than the creator of the heavens and the earth,
with whom they were in effective contact, would we not have to admit that our
religion, including the referential practices involved, is built on sand, or worse
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(muck, slime), and that we are a Satan-worshipping community, for all our
bandying about of descriptions that fit the only true God?!%

According to Alston, by ‘God’ people of the Judaeco-Christian community
commonly take themselves to refer to the object of some specific authority fig-
ure’s or figures’ experience, like Abraham and Isaac. As previously remarked, if
Alston is correct in what he claims, he would seem entitled to apply the conclu-
sion from his thought experiment to the ordinary use of ‘God’. More specifical-
ly, if the ordinary and competent user of ‘God’ only intended to use the name
‘God’ like everyone else before and around them, Alston may be entitled to his
conclusion. However, as far as offering an account of how the ordinary and
competent member of this community uses ‘God’, I deem it to be incomplete.
In addition to what Alston suggests in the quotation, it seems that the typical
member also believes that the object experienced by, let us say, Abraham, had
certain properties and is, for instance, causally responsible for the creation of the
universe. That is, and as previously stated, I have serious doubts about if the
ordinary member of this community, when referring to God, consider them-
selves to be referring to an object experienced by Abraham and others but which
possibly may have none or very few of the properties associated with the name
‘God’? Hence, appealing to what people within the Judaeo-Christian communi-
ty commonly intend to refer to does not seem to settle the question in favour of
Alston’s position in the sense he thinks; because these people do not only intend
to refer to the object of someone’s experience, whatever it was.

In fairness to Alston, one should take into account that he to some extent
seems to recognize this circumstance, although he wishes to account for it differ-
ently. In expanding on his reasoning, he concedes that in some ‘more detached,
more theoretical contexts’ the referent of ‘God’ may be what satisfies our de-
scriptions associated with ‘God’.195 Nonetheless, he continues, *...with respect to
the more fundamental undergirding substance of religious activity, thought,

104 Alston 1988, p. 121, see also p. 122.
195 See Alston 1988, p. 122.
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talk, and feeling, the diagnosis stands as given.’1% If I interpret Alston correct, he
means that in certain contexts, the referent of ‘God’ is picked out via the de-
scriptions associated with it while in different contexts the referent is picked out
in the manner described by his account. I wonder however if it is plausible to
differ so strongly between what should be considered a positive referent fixing
factor in the “theoretical context” compared to what should be considered one
in the context of more concrete religious life and activity. As Andrew Jeffrey
writes with regard to this: “Theological reflection, originating in worship and
prayer, in turns informs and otherwise affects the activities it reflects upon.
Thus, if the reference of terms in theological discourse is sometimes fixed via
definite descriptions...the same may be true of the reference of these terms when
(re)employed in prayer and worship.’197 I assume that people belonging to the
Judaeo-Christian community find themselves in both contexts from time to
time which, on Alston’s position, would seem to mean that what determines the
referent of ‘God’ for one and the same person may be a matter of conflict or
simply be indeterminate; at any rate to the degree that the person intends to
refer to the same entity all the time. Alston may think that in the case of such
conflict, experiential and historical contact with an object is of overriding im-
portance. But if he does, it is not obvious why this should be accepted.

In another attempt to give more weight to the importance commonly at-
tributed by religious people to the descriptions associated with ‘God’, Alston
claims that descriptive accuracy would be more important than experiential
contact if this was explicitly acknowledged by the person or people using the
term ‘God’. That is, if someone had thought this matter over and concluded
that they by ‘God’ intend to refer to the object fitting certain descriptions, Al-
ston’s conclusion would, according to him, have no bearing on them.!* Howev-

196 Thid.

17 Andrew Jeffrey, ‘Gale on Reference and Religious Experience’, Fzith and Philosophy, vol. 13, no. 1, 1996, p.
105.

198 As Alston expresses this hypothetical objection to his own account: ‘...And what if your dupe had resolved
to refer to what satisfies the description ‘the creator of heaven and earth’? Then he would have been referring
to God contrary to your diagnosis of the situation.” See Alston 1988, p. 123. In response to this, Alston
writes: ‘T can’t deny this. If these people had gone through these maneuvers they would have been in touch
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er, Alston thinks that most people do not engage in this kind of reflection and if
not, the causal mode is the natural mode of referring.!? Alston writes:

...I take it that direct reference is the natural, baseline mode of reference; it takes
place “automatically” without the need for any deliberate intervention. Whereas
descriptivist reference requires more active involvement on the part of the
subject. It does not strictly require anything as explicit as a consciously formed
resolution, but it at least requires some implicit version of that.!0

According to Alston, for a name to refer in virtue of certain descriptions associ-
ated with it, some explicit or implicit decision on behalf of the user is needed.
Without such a decision, the term refers in the manner described by the causal
theory. And since people, as stated by Alston, usually make as little effort as
possible, they will more frequently than not refer more directly. As he puts it:
‘Since most of us most of the time take the path of least resistance, most of us
most of the time will be making direct reference to what we are talking about. It
is only in rather unusual and special circumstances that the descriptive mode will
win a contest for referent-determination.’!!! Alston seems to think that although
the descriptions associated with ‘God’ can matter, they commonly do not. Of
course, if Alston’s general account of in virtue of what people refer by ‘God’ is
accurate, this qualification would make sense, I suppose. However, as previously
stated, I do not deem the descriptivist mode of referring within the context of
the Judaeo-Christian community to only be a possibility sometimes exercised.

with a referent other than what I have specified. But I was assuming that they hadn’t; I was assuming that
these were normal cases...I am supposing that direct reference is fundamental in still a third way, viz., that
where the direct reference mechanism are in place they will determine reference unless the subject makes
special efforts to counteract this, e.g., resolutions of the sort just mentioned.” See Alston 1988, p. 123.

199 Tbid.

10 Tbid.

1T Alston 1988, p. 124.
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One may naturally wonder how this assessment is connected to Kripke’s
Godel-case or his more general position concerning how an ordinary name re-
fers, considering the fact that many thinkers seem to agree with Kripke. If Al-
ston, more or less, is simply applying Kripke’s position to ‘God’, why does this
application according to me not appear plausible? Or would I also object to
Kripke’s conclusion about what ‘Gédel” refers to in Kripke’s well-known exam-
ple? Not necessarily so. The reason for this is simply that the term ‘God’ is dif-
ferent than an ordinary name and that God, to put it mildly, is rather different
than the entities we commonly baptize ‘John’ or ‘Lisa’. For this reason, whatever
we may accept in relation to Kripke’s ‘Gédel’-case, this may not apply straight-
forwardly to the use of 'God’.112

Let us consider some relevant differences between ‘God’ and ‘Godel’.
When people accept that ‘Godel” refers to Godel (the person once given the
name and not Smith although the latter was the true inventor of the incom-
pleteness theorem), they are, I suggest, taking into account our widespread and
common practice of name-giving. More specifically, they accept that a person’s
name is not given to its bearer in virtue of anything the person has performed.
For this reason, whatever descriptions of extraordinary performances one may
associate with a name, they do not need to affect what the name refers to.! If
all this was true in the case of God, it may be legitimate, and perhaps even rec-
ommended, to apply Kripke’s causal theory to ‘God’ for the purpose of explain-
ing how it refers. That is, if people would reason in a similar manner with regard
to ‘God’ and for instance hold that this name is given to some entity regardless
of any thoughts on what this entity has done or what properties it is supposed to

2 Tf this is what may stop the causal theory from being straightforwardly applied to ‘God’, it may also be what
stops the causal theory from being commonly applied to similar singular terms of religious and existential
importance.

'3 However, Searle may also be correct when he claims that we can think of contexts in which we by ‘Gédel
actually intend to refer to the individual who discovered the theorem of incompleteness. Let’s say that we are
sitting at the pub discussing the theorem and I happen to wonder what Gédel intended by a certain
statement made about it. In this case, it seems that I am referring to the intention of the person actually
responsible for discovering the theorem of incompleteness, not the person baptized (Kurt) Gédel if he had
nothing to do with it. See Searle 1983, p. 251-252.
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possess, Alston’s position and case for it would seem more plausible. However,
this is not the case in that the properties described through the descriptions as-
sociated with ‘God’ are commonly thought to express essential properties of
God, not features that God may or may not have while still being God. Accord-
ing to me, this is explicity or implicitly acknowledged by the competent and
ordinary user of ‘God’ and can be revealed by the fact that most or all people
would acknowledge that a person can still be Godel even if he did not invent the
theorem of incompleteness, but less people would acknowledge that an entity
can still be God even though it does not possess any of the properties commonly
thought to be possessed by God. This indicates that the descriptions associated
with ‘God’ have a stronger bearing on what ‘God’ refers to than the descriptions
associated with ‘Gédel’ seem to have.

Moreover, it also seems natural to suppose that the entities commonly bap-
tized by us humans in the sense Kripke pictures it is are rather easy to identity
and re-identify. If ‘God” was an entity that was rather easy to identify as God,
this would also indicate a similarity between God and Gédel and perhaps ra-
tionalize the suggestion that what is true of ‘Gédel’, is true of ’God’. 1"* Howev-
er, what causes a person’s religious experience or what is the real object of it is
hard to establish and is, for this reason, frequently the object of controversy and
discussion. Religious people are commonly mindful of this circumstance and to
the extent they are, this circumstance naturally motivates them to qualify the
referent of ‘God’ beyond “whatever was experienced by someone” because, taken
as a referent fixing factor, this may naturally lead to that ‘God’ refers to much

114 Alston assumes that ‘God can be presented to one’s experience in such a way that one can make a name the
name of God just by using that name to label an object of experience’. See Alston 1988, p. 118. For some
criticism of this idea, see for instance Richard Gale, On the Nature and Existence of God, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 7. Alston admits that the initial baptism is a bit harder to account for
in the case of God compared to how a cat or person is given a name and thinks that to get a more
comprehensive account of this, more work needs to be done. Even though he does not offer it in this
context, he is however convinced that it can be done; see Alston 1988, p. 119.
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more than they would feel comfortable with.!!5 Alston also seems to be open to
the possibility of multiple groundings of the referent of ‘God’, that is, he seems
to accept the idea that the referent of ‘God’ is being determined more than once
and by more than one person.!'¢ This however seems to presuppose that one can
make sure that the object experienced is the same one for different people,
which seems difficult in the case of a religious experience. Hence, without any
additional qualification beyond saying that ‘God’ refers to whatever causes peo-
ple’s religious experiences, it would seem difficult, if not impossible, to distin-
guish between multiple groundings of one and the same referent and single
groundings of multiple referents.

One may express the upshot of my reasoning so far in more than one way.
One may for example hold that it suggests that ‘God’ has more descriptive
meaning than an ordinary name. This seems to be what Richard Gale thinks
when he writes that: ‘At any time at which “God” is used, there will be some
descriptive sense that it has by definition. For example, at the present time it is
analytically true that God is a powerful, benevolent being that is eminently wor-
thy of worship and obedience.”'"” Gale thinks that this constrains what the term
can be held to refer to. Alternatively, if one does not wish to say that the name
‘God’ has a meaning, as for instance Searle might be inclined to deny, one may
still maintain that what we mean to pick out by the name ‘God’ is determined
by a sufficient number of the descriptions associated with this name.""®

115 See for instance Janet Martin Soskice who claims that ‘attempts to fix the reference in this way may fail to
be widely convincing, given the contested nature of religious experiences themselves’. See Soskice 1985 p.
138.

116 As Alston writes: ‘By being initiated into the practice we picked up the sub-practice of referring to God, of
referring to the object of worship our predecessors in the community had been referring to. And, if things go
right, we also attain some first hand experiential acquaintance with God to provide still another start for
chains of transmission.” See Alston 1988, p. 119. The idea of multiple groundings is more associated with
Michael Devitt’s version of the causal theory than Kripke’s. See Michael Devitt, Designation, (New York:
Columbia University Press, 1981), p. 56-57. Alston seems to accept this without much reflection on the
fact that this may complicate his case and his appeal to Kripke’s theory.

7 See Gale 1991, p. 7.

118 See for instance Searle 1958, p. 171-173.
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Interestingly and insightfully, Alston addresses the worry I am raising to-
wards the end of his article. Alston writes:

I suspect that the main resistance to the contentions of this paper will come from
the recognition that ‘God’ involves more descriptive meaning than the usual
proper name. Though this meaning will vary from group to group, and even
from person to person, still for a given person or group there will be certain
descriptive constraints on its use. [...]...one will not be prepared to refer to X by
the use of ‘God’ unless one takes X to uniquely exemplify the properties listed
above. Where that is the case won’t reference to God inevitably be descriptivist?
No. The points just brought out imply that one would not use ‘God’ to refer to
X unless one firmly believed that X alone had certain characteristics. But that
falls short of showing that it is the possession of those characteristics that makes
X the referent. The arguments for the primacy of direct reference remain in full
force. All of our above scenarios could be rewritten with the inclusion of the
above points about the descriptive meaning of ‘God’. Our dupes of Satan might
have a firm resolution to use ‘God’ to refer only to a being that is absolutely
perfect; but, mistakenly supposing the being whom they are in contact to be
absolutely perfect, they are using ‘God’ to refer to an imperfect being
nonetheless.'"’

According to Alston, it is perfectly consistent with his position to accept that the
typical member of the Judaeo-Christian community would not intentionally call
an entity ‘God’ if they did not believe it to have certain “God-like” properties.
However, this does not according to Alston stop the person from using ‘God’ to
mistakenly refer to an entity experienced with none of the properties in ques-
tion. This is an important suggestion because to the extent it is viable it may
seem to present to us a case in which a person wants to refer to whatever certain
descriptions are true of while in fact referring to something else. If so, it would

119 Alston 1988, p. 124-125.
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seem to account for the importance commonly attributed to the descriptions
associated with ‘God’, without attributing them a referent-fixing role.

I do however have some problems with the setup of Alston’s example and
with what it is supposed to demonstrate. To begin, one may notice that it is not
entirely evident what plays the role of a referent-fixing factor in this case. As
stated by Alston, the people in question have a general intention to refer to a
certain kind of being, a being described through particular descriptions associat-
ed with ‘God’ (perfect, all-good etcetera). However, according to Alston, they
also have an intention to use ‘God’ to refer to a certain object experienced by
someone (mistakenly believed to be the object picked out by the descriptions in
question). Which intention, according to Alston, is the overriding one? If he
thinks that it is the latter, the people in question do not mainly or only intend
to refer to an object that fits certain descriptions. Alternatively, if they only wish
to refer to whatever the descriptions are true of one may perhaps maintain that
they would not, in fact, refer to “the devil in disguise”. If Alston thinks that the
people rather want to act on both intentions at the same time, it seems rather
indeterminate what the real referent of ‘God’ is in this case.!2 One may also
perhaps question the set-up of the example. If some people intend to use ‘God’
to refer only to a being that is absolutely perfect’, why would they pick out the
referent of ‘God’” in a manner that did not do much to respect this intention,
like referring to ‘whatever they experienced’.

Moreover, and perhaps more importantly, even if one would accept that
the referent in this particular case is the “devil in disguise”, this would not, 1
think, show that this is the proper referent of ‘God’ more generally. One may
perhaps express this last alternative by saying that the contextual referent of
"God’, the referent in this particular context, is the “devil in disguise”, while still

120 This may simply be construed as a case in which some of the features believed to fix the referent are true of

one object while some of them are true of a different object, an outcome that does not seem to pose a
substantial problem for descriptivism. Compare to the following remarks from Searle: ‘If, for example, of the
characteristics agreed to be true of Aristotle, half should be discovered to be true of one man and half true of
another, which would we say was Aristotle? Neither? The question is not decided for us in advance.” See

Searle 1958, p. 171.
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denying that the ordinary and more generally assumed referent of ‘God’ is the
“devil in disguise”. In reflecting on this last possibility, we may notice that the
kind of referring exemplified by Alston’s latter setup of his initial thought exper-
iment may, in fact, be different from the one mainly associated with and de-
fended by Kripke in Naming and Necessity.'2! In the beginning of that study,
Kripke distinguishes between the semantic referent and the speaker’s referent of a
name and explains that he only wishes to deal with the former kind of referent.
In a different text on the same subject-matter, Kripke explains what a speaker’s
referent amounts to as follows:

So, we may tentatively define the speaker’s referent of a designator to be that
object which the speaker wishes to talk about, on a given occasion, and believes
fulfills the conditions for being the semantic referent of the designator. He uses
the designator with the intention of making an assertion about the object in
question (which may not really be the semantic referent, if the speaker’s belief
that it fulfills the appropriate semantic conditions is in error). The speaker’s
referent is the thing the speaker referred to by the designator, though it may not
be the referent of the designator, in his idiolect.!??

According to Kripke, we should differ between what a speaker refers to on a
certain occasion by a name and what the name refers to more generally, what he
calls the semantic referent.

Although Alston does not explicitly reason in terms of a speaker’s referent
contra a semantic referent of ‘God’, it may seem natural to assume that the “dev-
il in disguise” in his initial thought experiment, assuming his last construal of it,
is the speaker’s referent of ‘God’.!2 However, if this is the case this may pose a

12 Kripke 1980, p. 25, note 3.
122 Saul Kripke ‘Speaker’s Reference and Semantic Reference’, Midwest Studies in Philosophy, vol. 2, no. 1,
1977, p. 264.

123 See also Joe Houston, 2000, p. 52-53 for a similar suspicion.
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problem for Alston’s position. It would for instance seem to isolate and discon-
nect his position from Kripke’s causal theory and also from Kripke’s arguments
for the causal theory because they are used to defend a certain position on what
determines the semantic referent of a name. This may also strengthen my im-
pression that the “devil in disguise” may be considered the contextual referent,
and not the semantic and ordinary referent, of ‘God’.

Notice that I do not suggest that one cannot use ‘God’ to refer to God in-
dependently of certain descriptions associated with the name ‘God’ or through a
description that does not express some essential feature of God. One surely can.
I can for instance state that ‘God’ refers to ‘whatever made me lose my balance
in the bathroom last Tuesday’. If it would turn out to be the case that what
caused this incident was God, I would have succeeded in referring to ‘God’ via
this description and hence, via a description that did not specify any essential
properties of God’. However, which is important to stress, if you want to be sure
to refer to what you mean by ‘God’, you have to be more careful with how you
pick out the referent of ‘God’. And it is my impression that the competent and
ordinary user of ‘God’ within the Judaeo-Christian community recognizes this
and that this is implicit in their use of ‘God’.

One may perhaps respond that it is wrong to assess the reasonableness of
Alston’s position so strongly from the perspective of Kripke’s position (or his
distinction between the semantic referent and speaker referent). Although Alston
himself refers very much to Kripke, perhaps suggestions presented by different
thinkers would be of more service to him, and for anyone else that is interested
in applying the causal theory, or something in the spirit of it, to account for how
‘God’ refers. In fact, Alston also backs up his reasoning by referring to Keith
Donnellan’s well-known distinction between a referential and attributive use of
descriptions, although without giving it much attention.'”® Even if Alston does
not elaborate on this possibility, let us see if Donnellan’s distinction can be use-
ful to Alston’s case, or anyone else’s idea, that the descriptions associated with
‘God’ may have no bearing on what ‘God’ refers to. The motive for doing so is

124 See Alston, 1988, p. 125.
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not to try to vindicate Alston’s position, but to make my investigation of the
causal theory, or something similar to it, in the current context more thorough.
Donnellan famously distinguished between referential and attributive uses
of a description.'” In the case of an attributive use one intends to refer to any-
one who fits the description without having a specific individual in mind. In the
case of a referential use of a description, one rather has a certain individual in
mind and uses the description to pick out this individual. To draw upon his
own well-known example of the latter use, assume that Eric has perceived a per-
son nearby and wants to make him the object of someone else’s attention.'*
Believing that the person in question is drinking a martini, he says to his friend,
‘the man at the bar drinking a martini is extremely rich’. Eric would of course
not use the description: ‘the man drinking a martini’ to pick out the person
nearby if he did not think that only one person nearby fits the description in
question. However, even if this description was not true of the intended person
(suppose he was in fact not drinking a martini), Eric can still, according to
Donnellan, be thought to refer to that person by this description; the reason for
this is that the context and Eric’s intention determines who the referent is. (And
many thinkers agree with him on this.) All in all this seems to demonstrate that
an object can be considered the real referent of a description even when the de-
scription one believes to be true of it and which is used to refer to it is not in fact
true of it. This may then be held to be supportive of Alston’s case and his last
construal of it because Donnellan’s example seems similar in spirit to Alston’s
example when the latter writes: ‘Our dupes of Satan might have a firm resolu-

12 Keith Donnellan, ‘Reference and Definite Descriptions’, Philosophical Review, vol. 75, no. 3, 1966, p. 285f.
In explaining this distinction he writes for instance: ‘A speaker who uses a definite description attributively
in an assertion states something about whoever or whatever is the so-and-so. A speaker who uses a definite
description referentially in an assertion, on the other hand, uses the description to enable his audience to
pick out whom or what he is talking about and states something about that person or thing. In the first case
the definite description might be said to occur essentially, for the speaker wishes to assert something about
whatever or whoever fits that description; but in the referential use the definite description is merely one tool
for doing a certain job—calling attention to a person or thing-and in general any other device for doing the
same job, another description or a name, would do as well’. See Donnellan, 1966, p. 285.

126 Donnellan 1966, p. 287.
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tion to use ‘God’ to refer only to a being that is absolutely perfect; but mistaken-
ly supposing that the being whom they are in contact with to be absolutely per-
fect, they are using ‘God’ to refer to an imperfect being nonetheless.”’*” On the
surface then, Alston’s example seems to be similar enough to Donnellan’s for
Alston to be entitled to apply Donnellan’s conclusion to his own case. The de-
scriptions associated with ‘God’ would then be used referentially.

However, I think one may question to what extent Donnellan’s distinction
between referential and attributive uses of descriptions, and especially the former
uses of descriptions, can be useful to back up Alston’s or anyone else’s idea that
the referent of ‘God’ is determined independently of the descriptions associated
with it by its user. My reason for thinking so is that I consider Donnellan’s and
Alston’s examples to be rather different in a certain relevant respect. In Donnel-
lan’s example it seems obvious that one intends a certain person, the one per-
ceived nearby, and that one has a mistaken belief about that person.'” The de-
scription that turns out to be mistaken (‘the man drinking a martini’) is of no
real importance, it is only of an instrumental use; it is only used to pick out a
person. (If it was important, the example would not work, because then the
description ‘the man drinking a martini’ would be used attributively and it
would not exemplify the referential use of a description.) This is also demon-
strated, I think, by the person’s willingness to drop the description for a differ-
ent one if it was brought to his attention that the person at the bar he was think-
ing of did not have any strong alcohol in his glass. In Alston’s example and with
regard to the descriptions associated with ‘God’ within it, I would say the case is
rather the opposite. In this case one intends an entity with certain properties and
wrongly identifies a certain object experienced as being that entity. This is thus a
different kind of mistake than what is being exemplified through Donnellan’s

127 As Alston writes about Donnellan’s example: ‘Here too it could well be the case that one would not use that
description to refer to x unless one believed that x uniquely satisfies the description; but the referent is
determined otherwise nonetheless.” See Alston 1988, p. 125.

128 See also Donnellan 1966, p. 288-289.
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example.'” The descriptions associated with ‘God’ thus seem to be used attribu-
tively rather than referentially.””® This is also demonstrated by people’s reluc-
tance to drop or change the key properties associated with ‘God’ if someone told
them about the mistake they have made.

Of course, it is open for religious people to put all the emphasis on the ob-
ject experienced when using ‘God’ and for them to consider the descriptions
associated with ‘God’ to be of a more hypothetical and secondary status. In this
case, ‘God” would refer to whatever the object of the experience was. However,
this is not how Alston presents the case. If we recall his latest setup of his exam-
ple, the religious people within it have a firm resolution to use ‘God’ to refer
only to a being that is absolutely perfect, almighty, etcetera. And his reason for
this concession was his ambition to take into account the fact that many reli-
gious people seem to consider the descriptions associated with ‘God’ to be im-
portant.

Even if this is not necessarily Alston’s suggestion, someone would perhaps
like to argue that the causal theory, or something similar to it, would in fact,
contrary to what I have argued, be especially suitable to account for how ‘God’
refers. One reason for thinking so which deserves some attention is that God by
some believers is thought to be unknowable and impossible to describe accurate-
ly through the meaning of any terms used by us humans."”' Hence, the descrip-
tions associated with ‘God’ cannot simply be used to pick out its referent. My
succinct and twofold response to this suggestion is as follows:

129 It is not as if Eric in the example is primarily looking for a martini-drinking person and thinks that he has
finally spotted one in the bar.

139 Not all descriptions need to be like this.

! As Victoria Harrison describes it: ‘However, there is, surely, a certain oddity about the claim that religious
language, particularly language that purports to refer to a world-transcendent God, literally describes the
way things are, and that the words used have the same literal meaning as they do when applied to things that
are “of this world”. The oddity is caused by the fact that language, which purports to be about God,
inevitably involves words whose meaning would seem to derive from the world of our experience; whereas a
world-transcendent God is not within the range of what we can possibly experience.” See Harrison 2007, p.

130.
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(i) To the extent that the content of a description is used to pick out the
referent, it does so in virtue of the meaning we, either explicitly or implicitly,
assign the words composing it. Hence the meanings of the words do not need to
apply to the object referred to in any absolute sense, whatever that would mean.
Just to exemplify, suppose that someone states that ‘God’ refers to an all-good
entity. Then whatever ‘God’ refers to must be all-good in a sense recognized by
us and not in a radically different sense beyond our comprehension. That is, for
any feature of God to be categorized as an instance of goodness, it cannot be all
that different from what we humans more commonly identify as an instance of
goodness. What follows from this observation is that to the extent any descrip-
tions associated with ‘God’ are used to pick out the referent of ‘God’, they can,
and need, only do this by virtue of the meaning we assign to the words that
construct them. Of course, this does not in itself demonstrate that ‘God’ is being
picked out by virtue of the descriptions people associate with ‘God’, but it does
remove one reason for thinking that they cannot, the idea that God is radically
or completely different than anything we know about.

This observation is consistent with the suggestion that some or much
“God-talk” within the Judaeo-Christian community should be interpreted met-
aphorically or analogically rather than literally. Even if one accepts this sugges-
tion, the metaphorical or analogical meaning expressed by the words cannot be
all that different than what we consider the meaning to be. For instance, the
meaning expressed by the metaphor ‘God is my rock’ seems to express the idea
that God is trustworthy, firm and reliable (or something along this line)."”* And
even if one would accept that the metaphorical meaning cannot be literally ex-

132 As Janet Soskice, who has argued that religious language can be conceived of as both metaphorical and
reality depicting, writes: ‘It is because senses are important but not fully definitive that metaphor becomes
extremely useful in the project of reality depiction...” See Soskice 1986, p. 132. According to her position,
when we for instance talk about ‘neural programming’, we partly draw upon the ordinary meaning of the
notion ‘programming’, the meaning it has in the context of computers. The ordinary meaning is extended
and developed beyond its original sense and can according to Soskice offer us access to an object we may
know very little about, our brains. But this does not seem to mean that what is characteristic of neural
programming is very different from computer programming. It seems that it is precisely because it is not
that one may use terms commonly applied in the context of computers to talk about brains.
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pressed in this manner, this does not change the fact that the metaphorical or
analogical meaning expressed by the words is still recognizable to us; it is just
that it cannot be expressed literally. And, one might add, this seems perfectly
consistent with sophisticated descriptivism because that position does not pre-
suppose that descriptions associated with a name only determines the referent of
the name if taken literally.

(ii) One may also remark that the whole idea of something that exists but is
completely or radically beyond our descriptions and categories is also not easy to
grasp or make sense of. For instance, the referent of ‘God’ is commonly held to
be real rather than fictitious. However, if God is impossible to describe through
the use of our categories, the term or category ‘real’ cannot apply to God. That
is, if whatever the referent of ‘God’ is “doing” is completely different than any-
thing we call exists, why should we say that the entity referred to by this name
exists?'” This line of reasoning may show that the present argument for prefer-
ring a causal theory may be based on a somewhat questionable idea.

3.3.2 Is descriptivism out of the picture?

Recall, for Alston’s thought experiments to be successful, that is, to show that
causal contact is an overriding referent fixing factor in comparison to descriptive
accuracy, we must (1) agree with him about what the proper referent is (the
object experienced) and (2) that his theory, but not the descriptivist theory, can
do justice to this fact. And (3) for the conclusion that follows to be relevant for
the use of ‘God’ within the Judeao-Christian community, we should also sense
that features and presuppositions within the examples are somehow representa-
tive for the use of ‘God’ within this community. So far I have been mostly con-
cerned with proviso number (1) and (3). What about number (2)? That is, how

13 This is also reminiscent of what I take to be Donald Davidson’s position concerning the possibility of
conceptual schemes. See for instance Nancy Frankenberry, ‘Religion as a “Mobile Army of Metaphors™ in
Nancy Frankenberry (ed.) Radical Interpretation in Religion, p. 185-187 for the idea that Davidson’s
criticism of conceptual relativism applies to the idea of God as the “wholly other”.
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successful is Alston in ruling out descriptivism? Perhaps not very, because it
seems possible to account for what according to Alston is the proper referent by
appealing to sophisticated descriptivism, or so I will argue and try to exemplify
in this section.

To the extent one wishes to accept the idea of an original fixation of the
referent of ‘God’ in the manner Alston describes, one may think that the sophis-
ticated descriptivist is committed to the idea that this must be done via a set of
descriptions. This does not however seem to be true. In elaborating on why, it
may be wise to initially recall that according to a sophisticated descriptivist like
Searle, the referent-fixing factor is intentional; that is, although commonly ex-
pressed in words, it does not need to be."** Moreover, Searle also claims that the
referent of a name, on his position, can be picked out by simply pointing at it.
Alston seems to be under a different impression concerning this. In critically
responding to the suggestion that descriptivist-minded thinkers can pick out a
referent by for instance associating the description ‘the object I am currently
ostending’ with a name, he writes: “This only shows that a description could
play a crucial role; it fails to show that a description must be employed. The
subject can just attach the name to the object and form the intention to use the
name for that; whereupon she has acquired what it takes to refer to the object
with that name.”'” I agree with Alston that the referent of a name can be picked
out like this, without the aid of a description that is, but I disagree with him to
the extent he thinks that the sophisticated descriptivist cannot accept this with-
out giving up on their position.'* Hence, even if we would accept that the per-
son in Alston’s initial example is referring to Satan, this can be accounted for
from within the position of sophisticated descriptivism.

Moreover, assume just like Alston does, that people in the Judaco-
Christian community intend to refer to whatever object, if any, that was experi-

134 Alston also intends to oppose Searle’s version of descriptivism, see Alston 1988, p. 114.
135 Alston 1988, p- 118.

136 As for instance Seatle, for the purpose of removing certain misconceptions of descriptivism, writes: ‘On the
descriptivist account, pointing is precisely an example that fits his thesis, since pointing succeeds only in

virtue of the intentions of the pointer.” See Searle 1983, p. 233.
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enced by a particular person a long time ago. Then it does not seem all that
unlikely that some of the descriptions that these people would come to associate
with ‘God’ would express this referential intention (rather than, or perhaps to-
gether with, a list of God-like properties such as being all-loving, being al-
mighty). However, if this is the case, would it be terribly incorrect to say that
what according to Alston constitutes the “real” referent of ‘God’ in his initial
example is being picked out by some of the descriptions associated with God? It
does not seem so. But if not, descriptivism cannot be accused of picking out the
wrong referent.

What should be concluded from this reasoning is that we should be careful
to distinguish between the doctrine that ‘God” commonly or all the time picks
out its referent independently of certain descriptions associated with ‘God” and
the doctrine that ‘God’ commonly or all the time picks out its referent inde-
pendently of any or most of the descriptions or intentional content associated
with ‘God’. It seems to me that Alston intends to defend the latter doctrine.
However, as we have just seen, his thought-experiment only seems to support
the former. That is, even if one would accept his position on what the dupe and
people following his lead in his initial thought experiment refer to by ‘God’, this
may only show that the descriptions that pick out the referent of ‘God’, in this
case, may not be the ones commonly assumed to do the work.'”

137 See also Michael McKinsey, ‘Kripke’s Objections to Description Theories of Names’, Canadian Journal of
Philosophy, vol. 8, no. 3, 1978, p. 487-490 for similar criticism of Kripke’s Godel case. He writes for
instance: ‘In the sort of case Kripke imagines, one in which the user of ‘Gédel’ believes he is referring to the
man who discovered arithmetic's incompleteness, it is natural to assume that the user would also have
various other beliefs about the referent, beliefs yielding further properties in the cluster associated with the
use. Consider for instance the properties mentioned in the descriptions: (a) the man to whom the discovery
of arithmetic’s incompleteness is commonly attributed; (b) the man of whom I have heard (read) that he
discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic; (c) the only man named ‘Gédel’ of whom I have heard; (d) the
man named ‘Gédel’ of whom I have heard (read) that he discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic.
Notice how extremely likely it is that a typical user of ‘Gédel’ would associate descriptions of this sort with
his use of ‘Godel” when he also intends to refer with this name to the discoverer of incompleteness. But then
the sinister possibility arises that when Kripke claims that in his case the speaker is referring with ‘Gédel’ to
Godel and not Schmidt, his claim seems intuitively correct only because we tacitly assume that the speaker
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Moreover, even when a person has verbalized what he intends to refer to it
may sometimes not be completely accurate to put too much weight on such
verbalized descriptions. The reason for this is that some of these verbalized de-
scriptions may be intended to make someone else appreciate who he is referring
to and for this reason they may be more instructive and convenient (for this
purpose) than actually revealing what according to themselves determines the
referent.'”® A little bit along the same line one may also suggest, and hold it to be
consistent with sophisticated descriptivism, that a person’s reliance on a certain
description or mentally constituted referent-fixing factor to pick out a referent is
rather flexible and dependent on different beliefs being true. This flexibility I
suggest is part of a person’s intentional content, associated with his use of a
name; hence, if certain beliefs about the referent would turn out to be untrue,
others kick in and do the job. This is not to change one’s idea about what or
whom one refers to, but rather to do justice to the flexible nature of how we
refer."” This may also suggest that in making up our mind about what a person
refers to by ‘God’, we need to consider the “bigger picture”, that is, what more

has at least four ozher ways (represented by (a)-(d) of picking out the referent of his use.” See McKinsey
1978, p. 488.

138 Just to exemplify what I am getting at, I may be referring to the person I am looking at, but if that person is
standing far from my own location and together with many others, it will not help someone who is asking of
whom I am thinking of to respond: ‘the person I am looking at’. It will surely be more helpful to say
something else, something that I think will help the person asking to identify who I have in mind, like the
‘handsome welldressed older man’. This might be quite useful even if I do not find the person I am looking
at handsome, welldressed or old; I just suspect my listener will. See also Fred Kroon, ‘Names, Plans, and
Descriptions’, 2009, p. 140, 148 and Searle 1983, p. 251 for similar thoughts.

139 As Searle 1983, p. 247-48 writes: ‘Suppose [a] man says, “By ‘Socrates’ I mean the man who invented the
method of dialogue”, and suppose the author of the dialogues invented it himself and modestly attributed it
to Socrates. Now if we then say, “All the same the man was really referring to the person referred to by the
author as ‘Socrates and not the man who in fact invented the dialogue method”, we are committed to the
view that the speaker’s Intentional content, “I am referring to the same man as the author of the dialogues
referred to” takes precedence over his content, “I am referring to the inventor of the dialogue method”.
When he gave us the latter answer, he gave it to us on the assumption that one and the same man satisfied

both.”
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beliefs they have and draw upon and also how they react to different possible
scenarios, although this is not explicitly thought of when they use ‘God’.'*

With regard to the fact that sophisticated descriptivism may seem more
able to pick out the correct referent than commonly given credit for, one may
also consider the question to what extent the causal theory differs from descrip-
tivism? Alston himself attends to this matter. About the causal theory, Alston
writes:

But is this mode of reference really an alternative to descriptivist reference, or is it
just a particular form of that mode? One who takes the lacter alternative may
claim that Kripke has only pointed to the important role of descriptions that are
different from those usually stressed by descriptivists.'*!

Developing his thoughts on this possibility, Alston considers the suggestion that
whatever he claims fixes the referent of ‘God, this can be captured by a descrip-
tion, although a rather complex and sophisticated one. If one then associates this
description with ‘God’, it would be what determines what ‘God’ refers to in this
case. Due to the fact that such a description is based directly on Alston’ pro-
posal, he cannot, according to himself, argue that this description picks out the
wrong object as the real referent.'”? Alston concedes that he may not be able to
refute this proposal taken as a pure possibility. He does however question it to
the extent that it is presented as an explanation of how the ordinary and compe-
tent user of ‘God’ picks out the referent of this term. As he puts is: ‘A descripti-
vist account will apply in these cases only where such a specially tailored descrip-

140 See Searle 1983, p- 250-252 for support of this line of reasoning.

141 See Alston 1988, p. 117.

142 Kripke also considers this version of the descriptivist theory but seems to think that this would not be very
similar to the type of descriptivism he wishes to question. See Kripke 1980, p. 87-88 and footnote 38.
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tion is employed by S to fix the reference. And surely it is obvious that in most
cases no such description is operative.”**

In considering one possible response to Alston’s reasoning, we can reflect
on Frank Jackson’s more recent arguments for descriptivism. According to Jack-
son, Kripke and his followers may have shown us that certain descriptions asso-
ciated with a term may not be what determine the referent of the term, but this
fails to show that no description at all is fixing the referent. One reason for
doubting the viability of such a conclusion according to Jackson is that to the
degree that the causal theory offers a successful account of what determines the
referent of a name, the content of this account can be held to be implicitly
known by its ordinary and competent user, even if not explicitly so. The evi-
dence for this being the case, according to Jackson, is that if a person is present-
ed with a hypothetical scenario, like Kripke’s Godel example, she seems to have
a firm idea about what the name ‘Godel’ refers to in the scenario. That is, alt-
hough people may not have this kind of referent-fixing account explicitly in
mind when using ‘Godel” to refer to its bearer, they still know and depend on it.
The latter is according to Jackson manifested in the fact that they have an intui-
tion about what ‘Gédel’ refers to in this or that possible case."* In expressing
this suggestion Jackson writes that:

[Flailure to articulate the relevant property or properties in detail is no objection
to the description theory provided that what is meant by the expression
‘properties associated with a word or phrase’ in statements of the description
theory is understood in the right way [...]...typically the association is implicit
or tacit rather than explicit. It is something we can extract in principle from

143 Alston 1988, p. 118.
144 See also Fred Kroon, ‘Names, Plans, and Descriptions,” in (eds) David Braddon-Mitchell and Robert Nola,
Conceptual Analysis and Philosophical Naturalism, (London: MIT Press, 2009), p. 143 for a similar

assessment.
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speakers’ patterns of word usage, not something actually explicidy before their
mind when they use the words.!45

According to Jackson’s proposal, the competent user of a name may tacitly have
some idea about what would have a bearing on the matter of what a name refers
t0.'%6 Given enough information about a possible scenario, like the Gédel exam-
ple, they can draw upon this idea and account for to what or to whom the name
refers, if to anything or anyone. Relative to this idea, it may turn out that it is a
causal and historical connection between the use of ‘Godel’ and its bearer, and
not the description ‘the inventor of the theorem of incompleteness’, that deter-
mines what ‘Godel’” refers to. Even so, this is only true according to Jackson
because we implicitly associate this kind of referent-fixing account with ‘Godel’.
What I am presently implying is not so much that Alston’s position on
what determines the proper referent in his thought-experiments is incorrect, but
that even if it is correct, it may still be in support of, or at any rate, consistent
with some kind of descriptivism.!¥” Hence, even if Alston would be correct in
what determines the referent of ‘God’ and in thinking that religious people may
not have a detailed account of how this works explicitly in mind, one may still,

15 Frank Jackson, ‘Reference and Description Revisited’, in Philosophical Perspectives, vol. 12, 1998b, p. 211;
see also Frank Jackson, ‘Reference and Description from the Descriptivist Corner’, Philosophical Books, vol.
48, no. 1, 2007, p. 20; Jussi Haukioja, ‘Intuitions, Externalism and Conceptual Analysis’, Studia
Philosophica Estonica, vol. 2. no. 2, 2009, p. 83-84; Christian Nimtz, ‘Philosophical Thought Experiments
as Exercises in Conceptual Analysis’, Grazer Philosophische Studien, vol. 81, no. 1, 2010, p. 211 for
somewhat similar positions.

146 Jackson realizes that some will object to this: ‘Some will want to say that if the association is in the mind, as
the description theory says, it must be explicit. They think of appeal to the implicit or tacit in this context as
a kind of cheat — a way of saying something and then taking it back. However, there is a way of being
implicit and yet before the mind in the relevant sense that is no great mystery. Consider the situation good
logic students find themselves in before they are given the recursive definition of a wif. They cannot specify
what it is to be a wif, but they can reliably classify formulae into wiffs and non-wifs.” See Jackson 1998b, p.
211.

147 See also Finn Spicer, ‘Kripke and the Neo-descriptivist’ in Grazer Philosophische Studien, vol. 81, no. 1,
2010, p. 222-223 for a concise but informative account of this matter.
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drawing upon Jackson’s reasoning, contend that this does not rule out that they
more implicitly have such a referent-fixing account in mind.

Perhaps Alston or someone else wishes to oppose the idea that people im-
plicitly possess such information on what would have a bearing on what ‘God’
or ‘Godel’ refers to. I will come back to this matter more in detail in chapter 4
but for the moment we can offer the following response. It may be that Jackson
and thinkers sharing his position do not need to rely on this any more than
Alston and Kripke do, and this for the following reason: To accept Alston’s
position on what ‘God’ refers to in his thought-experiments, we must find his
position intuitively correct, and that may be all that someone like Jackson needs,
because he will then take that intuition to express what we implicitly know to
have a bearing on the matter. And as we have seen, Alston and Kripke present a
lot of fictive and real examples in the hope of finding us to be in agreement with
them on what the real referent is in each example. As Jackson writes: “The crit-
ics’” writings are full of descriptions...of possible worlds and claims about what
refers, or fails to refer, to what in these possible worlds. Indeed, their impact has
derived precisely from the intuitive plausibility of many of their claims about
what refers, or fails to refer, to what in various possible worlds.'*8 Hence, to the
extent that anyone in favour of Alston’s or Kripke’s theories wants to appeal to
what we intuitively consider to be the proper referent, this may be hard to co-
here with a rejection of a certain kind of descriptivism.!* As Jackson expresses
this last thought more generally: “There is ...no way that an appeal to intuitions
about possible cases can refute the description theory; at most it can tell us that
we, or someone, got the associated property or properties for some word
wrong.’ 150 If Jackson and others sharing his position are correct, this seems im-
portant with concern to the objective of my study because it points to an im-

148 See Jackson 1998b, p. 212.

1 And if Alston or anyone else rather wishes to bite the bullet and hold that the ordinary and competent user
of a name has no distinct intuition about what it refers to, this would not only seem to have a negative
bearing on descriptivism but also the causal theory, because that seems to indicate that it is indeterminate
what the referent is.

139 Jackson 1998b, p. 213.
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portant qualification about to what extent and in what sense the ordinary and
competent user of a religious and existentially important term like ‘God’ can be
ignorant of its meaning,.

One may think that I, in virtue of defending sophisticated descriptivism,
fail to appreciate the importance of a causal and historical connection between
the use of a name and its proper referent. Apart from Kripke, many thinkers
emphasize the significance of a causal or historical contact with the referent.
Donnellan for instance thinks that in the case of an ‘absence of historical con-
nection between an individual and the use of a name by a speaker’, that individ-
ual cannot be the referent, even if it would fit the descriptions associated with
the name.'5! And Gareth Evans writes in a similar spirit:

There is something absurd in supposing that the intended referent of some
perfectly ordinary use of a name by a speaker could be some item utterly isolated
(causally) from the user’s community and culture simply in virtue of the fact that
it fits better than anything else the cluster of descriptions he associates with the
name.!?

According to Donnellan and Evans, even if an object would fit the description
associated with a name, this object may not be what the name refers to. For the
name to refer to a certain object, this object must be causally or historically con-
nected to our use of the name. Evans, just quoted, thinks for instance that one
can compare referring to seeing in this respect. In order to see an object it is not
enough to have a visual image on one’s retina that is similar to the appearance of
the object in question, the object must also be what causes the image. To exem-
plify, think of a person who claims that he sees his father in a café nearby. If
what the person sees is a doll or someone other than his father, he is not seeing

! Donnellan 1974, p. 18; see also p. 16.
12 Gareth Evans, ‘The Causal Theory of Names’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society: Supplementary Volumes,
vol. 47, 1973, p. 197.
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his father no matter how similar the image on his retina is to his father’s appear-
ance, and this reveals something important about our concept of seeing. For you
to see X, X must be in causal connection to your eyes. Philosopher of religion
Peter Byrne also wishes to emphasize the causal aspect of referring in this sense
when he writes that:

[...] I might believe a set of descriptions to be true and these descriptions might
be uniquely true of something in the real world without those descriptions
thereby establishing cognitive contact between me and that object. It might just
happen that [ have come to have these beliefs which happen to be uniquely true
of this thing. If they do not arise out of contact with the referent or lead to
further contact with it, it is implausible to say that I refer to it. We are here
supposing that there has to be a causal element in the notions of cognitive
contact and reference.!>3

Byrne thinks that for certain descriptions to be about a certain item it is not
enough that he believes them to be true and that they in fact are true of the item
in question. If the descriptions are not the result of contact with the object, it
cannot be what they are about and to the extent that they are associated with a
term, they alone are not enough to establish what the term refers to.

I have some sympathy with this line of reasoning. In response to it I wish
however to make a couple of critical points. If part of the descriptions associated
with the name would be true of someone causally and historically unconnected
to the use of the name in question, this may mean that that person should not
be considered the proper referent. Speaking generally, I agree. However, to
acknowledge this does not seem inconsistent with sophisticated descriptivism.
According to it, we associate a number of descriptions to a name and the name
then designates the person of whom some of these descriptions are true. One

13 Peter Byrne, Prolegomena to Religious Pluralism: Reference and Realism in Religion, (Basingstoke: Macmillan

Press, 1995), p. 43.
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may reasonable assume that one of them express the idea that the proper referent
of the name must or should be historically or causally connected to our use of
the name. But if so, the descriptivist is not committed to thinking that a, in
relation to us, historically and causally unconnected object can be referent of a
name only in virtue of fitting a sufficient number of the descriptions associated
with the name. He does not need to accept this because if the object is histori-
cally and causally unconnected to us, it does not, in fact, fit a sufficient number
of the descriptions associated with it. As Searle writes for instance:

For example, I now believe that Benjamin Franklin was the inventor of bifocals.
Suppose that it was discovered that 80 billion years before Benjamin Franklin’s
discovery, in a distant galaxy, populated by organisms somewhat like humans,
some humanoid invented the functional equivalent of bifocals. Would 1 regard
my view Benjamin Franklin had invented bifocals as false? I think not. When I
say Benjamin Franklin invented bifocals there is a concealed indexical in the
background: the functioning of the Background in such cases assigns an indexical
interpretation to the sentence. Relative owr Earth and owr history, Benjamin
Franklin invented bifocals...]'5

According to Searle, even if an object fitted certain descriptions associated with a
name, this may not be enough to secure this object as the proper referent.
However, it also seems to be the case that a causal and historical connec-
tion between a name and an entity alone may not be sufficient, nor may it be
required all the time, to make the latter the proper referent of the former. One
reason for doubting that it is of general importance is that we can refer to ab-
stract or future objects and they do not seem to have any causal effect on us, or

154 Searle 1983, p. 221.
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anything else.’> One last but important observation is that even to the extent
that causal connection is thought to contribute to picking out the referent, we
may have reason to think that this is insufficient. As Evans himself observes,
causal connection is not even sufficient in the case of seeing, because to see X it
is not enough that X is what causes you to have a certain visual image of X. Your
visual image must also to a certain degree be similar to the appearance of X. To
return to our previous example, for a person to be deemed to see his father at a
café nearby it is not sufficient that it is his father that causes him to have a cer-
tain perception; the perception must also to a certain extent resemble his father’s
appearance. If not, one would not say that the person sees his father. That is, it is
part of our concept of seeing that one’s perception has to be similar to the ap-
pearance of an object for it to be what is perceived. And to the degree one wants
to draw upon a similarity between secing and referring one must also
acknowledge that just as causal contact is not enough in the former case, it is not
enough in the latter.

How then may one more precisely implement the similarity requirement in
the context of referring to someone? Well, one idea would be to suggest that one
can disqualify an object from being considered the proper referent of a name if it
does not fit the general category associated with the term. That is, to be able to
refer to an object by a name one has to know to what general category it be-
longs.'56 To exemplify, suppose that the object at the historical beginning of the
use of the name ‘Aristotle’ turned out to be an advanced computer or anything
else not falling into the category of humans. Apart from being very surprised,
people would probably think that this is not what they have referred to by ‘Aris-

155 As John Seatle for instance argues, we may have a system for assigning names to the roads in a city without
any causal contact between the roads and a baptizer. So it seems wrong to say that causal contact is of
general importance. See Searle 1983, p. 241.

16 Peter Byrne also seems to be in agreement with this. He writes for example that: ‘An initial cognitive contact
between speaker and object is required to ground later uses, and that implies that there be some
identification of the object by the speaker. This identification may not be wholly correct. It is certainly not
tantamount to having a stock of true descriptions about the object. But it does imply that the speaker is able
to locate the object in some rough category or kind.” See Byrne 1995, p. 44. Hence, although Byrne has
much sympathy for the causal theory, he also thinks that one has to qualify and modify it.
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totle’ and I believe them to be correct in thinking so. More specifically, I would
propose that for an object to be referent of a term it must fit the basic category
associated with it. That is, when people use a name for the purpose of referring
to something or someone, they normally have a certain kind of entity in mind;
precisely how much weight this is to be given may vary somewhat from user to
user and from context to context, but it must have some weight. For this reason
I thus feel inclined to side with what seems to be Searle’s position on this, that
mistakes have to come to an end. Somewhere along the line, if people are too
mistaken and ignorant about a person or object, they simply cannot be held to
refer to it no matter how strongly they are causally or historically connected to
i 157

To apply this to what people within the Judeao-Christian community refer
to by ‘God’, we should propose that for an object to be considered God, it must
fit some general category.”® Let’s call this category a ‘God-sortal’. Also Byrne
seems to have something similar in mind when he states that: “The religious
quest is for an object that will serve as a focus for the material practices of reli-
gion. Such a quest presumes a rough ontological classification of the referent
while allowing that there is much to be learnt about its precise, detailed charac-
ter’."” We may contrast this proposal with an idea put forward by Janet Soskice
who writes that “The mystics and those following them may be sadly misguided
as to the cause of their experience and so, of course, may be the physicist who

157 Searle writes for instance: ‘It is a little-noticed but absurd consequence of Kripke’s view that it sets no
constraints at all on what the name might turn out to refer to. Thus for example it might turn out that by
“Aristotle” I am referring to a bar stool in Joe’s Pizza Place in Hoboken in 1957 if that is what the causal
chain happened to lead to. I want to say: by “Aristotle” I couldn’t be referring to a bar stool because this is
not what I mean by Aristotle”. See Searle 1983, p. 249-250. He also continues: ‘And Kripke’s remarks about
essentialism are not enough to block this result for they are all de re necessities attaching to the objects
themselves but not attaching any restrictive Intentional content to the use of the name.” Ibid.

138 See also Gale 1991, p. 9 and Jerome Gellman, “The Name of God’, Nous, vol. 29, no. 4, 1995, p. 537, 541
for support of this requirement.

1 Byrne 1995, p. 51. Even if Byrne has much sympathy for the idea of a sortal, he also sometimes seems to
downplay its use when applied to ‘God’. In the case of ‘God’, he occasionally seems to think that it may be
hard to apply this notion. See Byrne 1995, chapter 6.
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speaks of ‘black holes in space’.'® Relative to my position, in contrast, if the
physicist was sadly mistaken about what a black hole is one may question if he
has referred to anything.'' And if the object of religious people’s experience
were very different compared to the kind of being they hold God to be, ‘God’

would not be referring to what causes it.

3.4 Religious and existentially important terms as natu-
ral kind terms

Is it only the referent of a proper name like ‘Aristotle’ or ‘God’ that one, accord-
ing to some thinkers, can be radically mistaken about while still referring to it or
can we extend this thought to different kind of terms? Kripke himself thought
that it extends to natural kind terms and this idea has also been developed and
argued for by Hilary Putnam.'®* This suggestion is important to consider in the
current context, for more than one reason. So far in this chapter we have been
occupied with the referent of the singular term ‘God’. What specific entity it
picks out seems to be of considerable religious and existential importance to
many people. Sometimes however it is not a specific entity that is important to
people, but rather a certain type of entity, which is exemplified by religious and
existentially important terms like ‘spirit’, ‘life’, ‘knowledge” and ‘belief. By in-

1 Janet Martin Soskice, Metaphor and Religious Language (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), p. 152.
16! Byrne seems to be of the same opinion when he contrasts the case of planet Vulcan with the case of Pluto.
He writes: “We have a good idea what caused the experiences said to be of the planet Vulcan, but the earlier
astronomers just did not succeed in making a successful reference to that thing, so wrong were their ideas
about the basic category of astronomical object to which it belonged. By contrast, though the ‘planet’ Pluto,
known and investigated for decades, is now believed not to be a planet but a captured comet, we want to say
that this discovery is a new fact about one and the same thing as was first discovered and identified as Pluto
on 21 January 1930.” See Byrne 1995, p. 49.

192 See for instance Kripke 1980, p. 127, 134-135; Hilary Putnam 1996. I will mainly consider Putnam’s
position since it is more explicitly about the meaning of natural kind terms. See Ian Hacking, ‘Putnam’s
Theory of Natural Kinds and Their Names is not the Same as Kripke’s’, Principia, vol. 11, no. 1, 2007, p.
1-24 for an interesting discussion about the differences between Putnam’s and Kripke’s positions.
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terpreting this latter kind of general terms as natural kind terms it may seem
possible to apply the causal theory to them and, to the extent this makes sense,
possibly offer an important account of how the meaning of these terms can be
recognition-transcendent to the ordinary and competent user of them. To con-
sider this possibility would make my investigation of to what extent and in what
sense the causal theory can account for the possibility of recognition-
transcendent meaning of religious and existentially important terms more com-
prehensive and thus adequate.

Another circumstance that points to the importance of considering this
possibility is that it is not an unconsidered one. Lately some thinkers have ex-
plicitly argued that terms not commonly conceived of as natural kind terms, like
‘life’ and knowledge’, can be regarded as so. Therefore, in considering the possi-
bility of interpreting certain general terms of existential and religious importance
as natural kind terms, we are very much dealing with a live option. Before I turn
to this option I will describe some basic, and for our concern relevant, features
of Putnam’s position on the meaning of natural kind terms.

If we recall from chapter 2, Putnam basically aims to question the fusion of
the following two theses about the meaning of words: (1) That the meaning of a
term (its intension) determines its extension and (2) that knowing the meaning
of a term (its intension) is to be in a certain psychological state. Putnam sets out
to show that they, contrary to common opinion, cannot be conjoined. In chap-
ter 2, we saw how Putnam opposed the individualism expressed by this conjunc-
tion by arguing that although a person may not be able to identify the extension
of a certain term on his own, he may still be held to use the term with this ex-
tension as long as someone else in his community knows how to identify the
extension and our person has some partly correct account of what belongs to the
extension. Putnam also, however, wishes to question what [ have identified as an
idealistic conception of the meaning of words by arguing that the meaning of a
term can extend beyond what everyone, even what the most educated and com-
petent people in a community, consider it to be. It is this latter idea that will be
the object of our present concern.

Putnam argues for the latter idea by presenting and drawing upon several
thought experiments. The most famous one is a fictive scenario, involving two
people, Oscarand ewin-Oscar, who are molecule-for-molecule identical. Oscar is
living on Earth and twin-Oscar on twin-Earth, a planet located at some remote
part of our galaxy. The worlds are exactly alike except for the peculiar fact that
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the chemical composition of what pours from Oscar’s kitchen tap and falls
down on him from the sky is different from what pours from twin-Oscar’s tap
or falls down from his sky. On Earth water is H,O, but on twin-Earth it is made
up of XYZ.'®® Let us label the liquid on twin-Earth ‘twin-water’, just to distin-
guish it from what is called ‘water’ on Earth. Putnam asks us to imagine a period
in the history of the two worlds, when neither Oscar nor twin-Oscar (and no
one else) knows of the difference between the worlds and that this would not
change even if Oscar came to twin-Oscar’s world or vice versa since neither Os-
car nor twin-Oscar at this time has the scientific technology to detect the hidden
and different nature of the fluids. And on the surface, water and twin-water look
and taste the same.

Within this time, when Oscar and twin-Oscar do not know anything
about the chemical difference between the two worlds, do the words referring to
the liquid on each planet have the same or different meaning? Putnam argues
that the meaning is different because the extension of each word is different,
being H,O on Earth and XYZ on twin-Earth. However what Oscar has in mind
when talking about the liquid on his planet is no different compared to what
twin-Oscar has in mind when he talks about the liquid on his planet. Differently
put, what they have in mind do not do justice to the different underlying nature
of the fluids.'**

To Putnam this is problematic for anyone who thinks that the intension of
a word determines its extension and that the intension is linked to what is going
on within the mind of a person, that is, what they comprehend. Both theses
cannot be true at once. The reason for this, as stated by Putnam, is that the
(type-) content of the mind of twin-Oscar and Oscar is the same while the ex-
tension is not. Hence, the intension, if limited to what is going on inside their
minds, is thus not enough to distinguish between H,O and XYZ. Due to this,

163 XYZ. is according to Putnam an abbreviation of a more complex chemical formula; see Putnam 1996, p. 9.

164 This is similar to Burge’s arthritis example considered in chapter 2, but if we recall, in his example, what an
individual user of a word “has in mind” may not do justice to the communal meaning they may be
committed to and with which they use the word (while in Putnam’s present example it does not do justice
to the difference in the underlying nature of each liquid).
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the intension is not, according to Putnam, what determines the extension of a
term. As he puts is: ‘[T]he extension of a term is not fixed by a concept that the
individual speaker has in his head...."'® Moreover, what, as claimed by Putnam,
actually determines the extension of each term is the underlying nature of each
liquid (H,O and XYZ), even if no user of the terms has yet recognized what it is
composed of. As Putnam describes this idea more generally: “The extension of
our terms depends upon the actual nature of the particular things that serve as
paradigms, and this actual nature is not, in general, fully known to the speak-
er.”' And notice that when Putnam claims this, he does not only mean to sug-
gest that not everyone needs to know what determines the extension, but rather
that everyone within a community can be ignorant of this."”” When we use a
natural kind term, we also mean according to Putnam the underlying nature of
objects in our near proximity; it is because of this that the underlying nature of a
liquid on a remote planet has no bearing on the extension of our terms.'® He
also thinks that the question whether certain objects have a common nature or
not ‘may take an indeterminate amount of scientific investigation to determine’

165 Pytnam 1996, p. 28.

16 Putnam 1996, p. 28. As he also writes: ‘[I]f there is a hidden structure, then generally it determines what it
is to be a member of the natural kind, not only in the actual world, but in all possible worlds.” See Putnam
1996, p. 25.

167 As Keith Donnellan has commented on this: ‘“The revolutionary idea is that of a semantic rule that employs
paradigms and their underlying nature, a nature that may not even be known to any users of the term.
Nothing in the principle of the division of linguistic labor yields such a result.” See Donnellan 2003, p. 67—
68.

168 More specifically he conceives of natural kind terms as indexical: ‘...words like

«

water” have an unnoticed
indexical component: “water” is stuff that bears a certain similarity relation to the water around here.” See
Putnam 1996, p. 19. For some criticism of this aspect of Putnam’s position, see Eddy Zemach, ‘Putnam’s
Theory on the Reference of Substance Terms’ in (eds) Andrew Pessin & Sanford Goldberg, 7he Twin Earth
Chronicles: Twenty Years of Reflection on Hilary Putnam's "The Meaning of 'Meaning'", (New York: M. E.
Sharpe, 1996), p. 61-62 and D. H. Mellor, ‘Natural Kinds’, in (eds) Andrew Pessin & Sanford Goldberg,
The Twin Earth Chronicles: Twenty Years of Reflection on Hilary Putnam's "The Meaning of 'Meaning'", (New
York: M. E. Sharpe, 1996), p. 71-72. Putnam also thinks that it is possible to express his idea through
Kripke’s notion of a rigid designator, see Putnam 1996, p. 15-19.
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and whatever conclusion such an investigation may result in, this conclusion is
defeasible.'®

Let us consider more precisely how Putnam’s position can be held to sup-
port the idea that the meaning of words can be recognition-transcendent to the
competent and ordinary user of them. In an initial attempt to make this explicit,
one may suggest that if the meaning of a term is what determines its extension
and what determines the extension does not need to be known to anyone using
the term, the meaning of the term may seem recognition-transcendent to its
ordinary and competent user.'”” Regarding this suggestion, one must however
also take into account that, even if Putnam claims that what determines the
extension of a term may not be in the head of even the most competent and
educated people in use of it, the very idea of an “extension-determining” mean-
ing in the form of an intension is not part of his own and concluding analysis of
(the concept of) meaning. Relative to his analysis, the meaning of natural kind
terms consists of several different components. The extension is one such com-
ponent and a very important one; according to Putnam, it is the predominant
sense of a natural kind term."”' Drawing upon this, one may suggest that the
meaning of a term can be considered recognition-transcendent to the degree that

16 Putnam 1996, p. 11.
70 This is what Putnam is getting at when he concludes that ‘meaning ain’t in the head; that is, what
determines the extension of a term is not limited to what people using the term have in mind, the
psychological state they are in. See Putnam 1996, p. 13. This is also in conflict with Searle’s position,
previously considered, according to which the referent is determined as per the complete Intentional content
of a person’s mind. Searle has also in reply to Putnam’s position explicitly stated that meaning is in the head.
See Searle 1983, p. 199.

17! Putnam writes: ‘My proposal is that the normal form description of the meaning of a word should be a
finite sequence, or “vector”, whose components should certainly include the following (it might be desirable
to have other types of components as well): (1) the syntactic markers that apply to the word, e.g., “noun”;
(2) the semantic markers that apply to the word, e.g. “animal,” “period of time”; (3) a description of the
additional features of the stereotype, if any; (4) a description of the extension.” See Putnam 1996, p. 49. A
stereotype for a term consists of the beliefs most people associate with, and take to be true of, the things
included in the extension of the term. In the case of ‘water’ and ‘twin-water’ (on Earth and twin-Earth
respectively) Oscar and twin-Oscar can be deemed to have the same stereotype for each word: the colourless
liquid filling our seas and raining down on us sometimes. The stereotype is however, according to Putnam,
not enough to differ between the fluids’ underlying natures.
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the extension is recognition-transcendent, because the latter is, according to
Putnam, substantially constitutive of the former, the meaning that is. And the
extension can be recognition-transcendent because what determines the exten-
sion, namely the underlying nature of some paradigmatic samples, may be uni-
dentified.'”?

If we accept this analysis of meaning and, to exemplify it, thus assume that
the extension of, for instance, ‘gold’ is determined by the underlying nature
shared by most paradigmatic examples of gold objects, the meaning of ‘gold’
would seem to become external and objective enough for its user to possibly be
ignorant of it. If one also conceives of this underlying nature as being essential
for what ‘gold” applies to, we also end up with the idea that the essential nature
of ‘gold’ may be recognition-transcendent. That is, people may have a lot of
beliefs about gold, but these beliefs do not establish what is essential for being
gold; the underlying nature (which they may be ignorant of) does that. Lastly,
what determines the extension of ‘gold” on Putnam’s account is not knowable a
priori but only a posteriori; it is discovered through a scientific investigation, not
through a conceptual analysis of the concept people possess and associate with it.
In sum then, Putnam’s position may seem to account for how the meaning of
certain terms can be a posteriori recognition-transcendent to a whole communi-
ty of people (and not just some people within the community).'”> Hence, to the
extent that we accept his account of the meaning of certain terms we have reason
to question soft contextualism, even if applied to a community as a whole.

172 Putnam 1996, p. 29. See also Katalin Farkas ‘Semantic Externalism and Internalism’ in (eds) Barry Smith
and Ernest Lepore, The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Language, (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2006), p. 327 for the thought that it is externalism about meaning that is the interesting thesis: “T'win Earth
arguments proceed by first pointing out that references are different for internally identical subjects, and
then arguing further that difference in reference implies a difference in meaning.” See also Asa-Maria
Wikforss, ‘Naming Natural Kinds’, Synthese, vol. 145, no. 1, 2005, p. 68 for the same reading of Putnam’s
position.

173 As Oswald Hanfling interprets Putnam’s position it entails ‘that what we mean by our words depends on
the real nature of things, as revealed by scientific investigation, and is not to be established by a priori
reflection ‘on what we say’.” See Hanfling 2000, p. 222.
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3.4.1 Religious and existentially important terms as natural kind
terms — some examples

Although natural kind externalism originally was, and still commonly is, intend-
ed to account for the meaning of terms like ‘gold” and ‘aluminium’ and what
determines the essential nature of what these terms apply to, some have also
proposed that it can be constructively applied to different kind of terms. Some
of these latter terms belong to the kind of terms we are concerned with in this
study. Although I am interested in the general possibility of applying this kind
of externalism to religious and existentially important terms it may be construc-
tive to consider some concrete examples.

For a long time, people have thought about the difference between know-
ing and just believing something to be the case. It does not seem hard to com-
prehend the reason for this in that we humans have a deep craving for making
sure that our accounts of various parts of the universe are well grounded and
warranted and not just accepted due to tradition or habit. For this reason it has
seemed natural to analyse our concepts of knowing and believing because these
have been assumed to partly or completely constitute the meaning of the words
‘knowing’ and ‘believing’. But to work out such analyses has proven to be rather
difficult.'”* Due to this, some have concluded that these words (and many simi-
lar ones of religious and existential importance) do not express a determinate
and stable meaning. Some have however argued that perhaps they do, it is just
that our attempts to try to reveal it have been inadequate. For instance, in ex-
pressing his position on the notion of ‘belief’, William Lycan writes: ‘As in Put-
nam’s examples of “water”, “tiger”, and so on, I think the ordinary word “belief”
(qua theoretical term of folk psychology) points dimly towards a natural kind
that we have not fully grasped and that only mature psychology will reveal.”'”
So the fact that we have failed to account for what beliefs are by trying to analyse
the concept connected to the term ‘belief’ is not to be seen as that big of a prob-

74 And Edmund Gettier (Edmund Gettier, ‘Is Justified True Belief Knowledge, Analysis, vol. 23, no. 6, 1963,
p. 121-123) did not do much to boost our confidence concerning this.

75 William Lycan, Judgement and Justification, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988), p. 32.
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lem. On the contrary, it is rather what might be expected if belief is more like a
natural kind because such a kind is determined independently of our concept of
belief and, as a result of this, not accessible to us a priori. Consequently it is no
wonder that we have failed to identify by conceptual analysis the essential nature
of what beliefs are. Hilary Kornblith seems to be of a similar opinion with re-
gard to the term ‘knowing’, in virtue of seeing °...the investigation of
knowledge, and philosophical investigation generally, on the model of investiga-
tions of natural kinds’."”® Kornblith explicitly advises us not to try to make ex-
plicit some hidden feature of people’s concept of knowing, but rather to target
the nature of what the term refers to independently of our concept of it. Accord-
ing to him, we should be interested in what he calls the ‘extra-mental phenome-
non’ because our concept of knowledge will only tell us what we take or believe
knowledge to be and not what it is. As Kornblith also writes: ‘If we wish to un-
derstand a phenomenon accurately, we thus cannot merely seek to elucidate our
current intuitive conception of it; we must examine the phenomenon itself. And
this applies as much to understanding the nature of knowledge as it does to
understanding the nature of gold.”"””

To offer another example, let us consider the term ‘life’. What we mean by
this notion also seems to be of considerable existential and religious importance.
It is for instance important with regard to ethical issues concerning abortion or
research on stem cells. It also matters for the question of whether the universe

176 Kornblith, Knowledge and its Place in Nature, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 11. He also
writes: “When we appeal to our intuitions about knowledge, we make salient certain instances of the
phenomenon that need to be accounted for, and that these are genuine instances of knowledge is simply
obvious, at least if our examples are well chosen. What we are doing, as I see it, is much like the rock
collector who gathers samples of some interesting kind of stone for the purpose of figuring out what it is that
the examples have in common. We begin, often enough, with obvious cases, even if we do yet not
understand what it is that provides the theoretical unity to the kind we wish to examine. Understanding
what the theoretical unity is is the object of our study, and it is to be found by careful examination of the
phenomenon, that is, something outside of us, not our concept of the phenomenon, something inside of us.’
See Kornblith 2002, p. 10-11.

177 See Kornblith, 2002, p. 18. Kornblith follows Richard Boyd and takes natural kinds to be ‘homeostatically
clustered properties, properties that are mutually supporting and reinforcing in the face of external change.’

See Kornblith 2002, p. 61.
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contains life on other planets and places than on Earth. To settle the latter mat-
ter, we naturally have to know what we are looking for, and what can be taken
to confirm and disconfirm the hypothesis of extraterrestrial life.'”® Naturally
then, much time and effort has been invested in trying to define ‘life’. However,
as in the case of ‘knowing’ and ‘believing’, this has not been a very successful
endeavour."”’ According to Carol E. Cleland and Christopher F. Chyba, ‘To this
day, there remains no broadly accepted definition of ‘life’.'"®" But what if ‘life’ is
more like a natural kind term? This fact may then account for why certain tradi-
tional attempts to define ‘life’, by trying to analyse our concept of life, have been
unsuccessful, but also how the meaning of ‘life’ can still be recognition-
transcendent to the competent user of it. In fact, something along this line has

been proposed by Cleland and Chyba:

If (as seems likely, but not certain) life is natural kind, then attempts to define
‘life’ are fundamentally misguided. Definitions serve only to explain the concepts

78 Domains of research such as astrobiology, artificial life and the origin of life seem to have been responsible
for the rather recent and increasing interest in questions about what life is; see Jean Gayon, ‘Defining Life:
Synthesis and Conclusions’, Origins of life and Evolution of Biospheres, vol. 40, no. 2, 2010, p. 238. See also
Edouard Machery, “Why I Stopped Worrying About the Definition of Life... and Why You Should as Well’,
Synthese, vol. 185, no. 1, 2012, p. 147 for a similar explanation behind the current interest of trying to
define life.

179 As Edouard Machery writes, ‘Consider some telling examples. Boden (1999, pp. 236-237) argues that life

should not be identified with self-organization (Goodwin 1990; Kauffman 1995), because some chemical

reactions, e.g., the Belousov-Zhabotinsky reaction, self-organize without being alive. When Bedau (1996,

1998) and Joyce (1994) argue (in different ways) that evolution is a necessary and maybe sufficient property

of living creatures, Cleland and Chyba (2002, p. 388) notice that real (e.g., mules) and possible (e.g.,

creatures capable of metabolism, but not of replication) cases are inconsistent with this proposal (see also

Goodwin 1990; Kauffman 1995; Luisi 1998; Boden 1999). Cleland and Chyba (2002, p. 388; see also

Chyba and Mcdonald 1995) also note that “thermodynamic and metabolic definitions of life have difficulty

avoiding counting crystals and fire, respectively, as alive.” And so on... This should look familiar to readers

of Plato!” See Machery 2012, p. 146.

'8 Carol E. Cleland and Christopher F. Chyba, ‘Does ‘Life’ Have a Definition?’, in (eds) M. Bedau, and C.
Cleland, The Nature of Life, Classical and Contemporary Perspectives from Philosophy and Science, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2010), p. 326.
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that we currently associate with terms. As human mental entities, concepts
cannot reveal the objective underlying nature (or lack thereof) of the categories
designated by natural kind terms. Yet when we use a natural kind term, it is this
underlying nature (not the concepts in our heads) that we are interested in.
‘Water’ means whatever the stuff in streams, lakes, oceans, and everything else
that is water has in common.'®!

According to Cleland and Chyba, life may be a natural kind which would mean
that: “Analogously to ‘water’, ‘life’ means whatever cyanobacteria, hyperthermo-
philic, archaeobacteria, amoebae, mushrooms, palm trees, sea turtles, elephants,
humans and everything else that is alive (on Earth or elsewhere) has in com-
mon.”'® For this reason they do not find it constructive to try to define ‘life’
because a definition only targets a concept, which has no direct connection to
the underlying constitution of the natural kind the term may refer to.'® As they
also write: ‘Ideal definitions do not [...] supply good answers to questions about
the identity of natural kinds — categories carved out by nature, as opposed to
human interests, concerns, and conventions. This issue is particularly important
for our purposes since it seems likely (but not certain) that ‘life’ is a natural kind
term — that whether something is living or non-living represents an objective
fact about the natural world.”'®

We can also consider how one may perhaps draw upon natural kind exter-
nalism to question my previously introduced “sortal”-requirement, the idea that
for an object to be the real referent of a singular term, like ‘God’, it has to fit a
general category associated with the term. Independently of natural kind exter-
nalism, one may wish to object to the idea that any sortal associated with ‘God’

181 Cleland and Chyba, 2010, p. 332.

182 Tbid

18 See Cleland and Chyba 2010, p. 326. They also write: “To answer the question “What is life?” we require
not a definition but a general theory of the nature of living systems. In the absence of such a theory, we are
in a position analogous to that of a sixteenth-century investigator trying to define ‘water’ before the advent
of molecular theory.” See Cleland and Chyba 2010, p. 326.

184 See Cleland and Chyba 2010, p. 330.
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constrains what it refers to on the grounds that even if one accepted that for an
object to be God it must be a certain kind of object, we humans simply do not
know what kind of object God is. God’s nature is beyond our comprehension,
hence we are in no position to come up with the adequate sortal. However,
without some general backing, this response to the sortal requirement may come
across as being all too much in the spirit of fideism. That is, it may seem that by
proposing something like this one treats ‘God’ all too much as a special case. It
is for the purpose of offering a rebuttal to this latter charge (that one is invoking
a special plea for ‘God’) that natural kind externalism may be of service. It may
be argued that in order to maintain that what kind of object God is is something
beyond our recognition, one is not forced to handle ‘God’ as an exception to the
general rule, rather the opposite if anything. Perhaps then, despite my previous
contention to the contrary, one should not put too much emphasis on the sortal
and claim that for an object to be the referent of ‘God’, it must fit the sortal
commonly associated with it.

Of course, each one of the thinkers previously referred to would have more
to say about exactly how they wish to apply natural kind externalism and the
causal theory beyond its original domain. Still, I think what I have described is
sufficient to discern and exemplify a certain proposal on how the meaning of
some religious and existentially important terms can be thought to be recogni-
tion-transcendent. (If we recall, for the meaning of a term to be recognition-
transcendent, it must be external and objective enough for us to possibly be
mistaken or ignorant of it but internal and subjective enough for us to be com-
mitted to it, to be what we mean by it.) Applying the proposal that I have in
mind to ‘life’, one may suggest that the underlying nature (a natural kind)
shared by certain paradigmatic examples of living objects is external and objec-
tive enough in relation to people in competent use of ‘life’ for them to possibly
be mistaken or ignorant about it. At the same time, to the extent that ‘life’ is
implicitly or explicitly used with the intention to refer to this underlying nature,
and the extension determined by it, one may deem the user committed to it and,
also hold it to have a constitutive bearing on what they mean by ‘life’. Analogous
analyses may then be given for many of terms of religious and existential im-
portance. Hence, to interpret certain religious and existentially important terms
like natural kind terms may thus seem to account for how the meaning of them
may be recognition-transcendent to the competent and ordinary user of them.
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Moreover, and worth calling attention to, by considering the viability of
this proposal in the next section, we do not only examine if the meaning of reli-
gious and existentially important terms can be recognition-transcendent to every
user of them within a community of people (the hypothesis of a community-
transcendent meaning), but also if and to what extent the meaning can be a
posteriori recognition-transcendent. I put emphasis on this aspect because to the
extent that natural kind externalism is a viable theory and applicable to such
terms, it would suggest that how we have traditionally gone about trying to find
out the essential nature of what such terms express or apply to has been rather
inappropriate. As Kornblith writes: ‘I do, however, believe that many of the
questions that philosophers have traditionally addressed are indeed legitimate
questions, and that the methods that have traditionally been used to answer
these questions—various a priori methods—are not likely to bear fruit."® (It
may also be good to bear this in mind with regard to the fact that in the next
chapter, I examine how the meaning of religious and existentially important
words can be recognition-transcendent in a more a priori oriented sense.)

3.4.2 Some problems with treating religious and existentially im-
portant terms as natural kind terms

Although very interesting and innovative, the general idea presented in the pre-
vious section also seems to face some problems. I consider some of these in what
follows. Most fundamentally, one may question to what extent natural kind
externalism is applicable to the kind of terms we are mainly interested in within
this study. This is no easy question to settle and one should reasonably resist
from trying to offer a universally applicable response to this question, that is, a
verdict that holds for all general religious and existentially important terms. Still,

1% Kornblith 2002, p. 172. And he continues the passage by saying: ‘So, whatever philosophical questions may
be, I believe that they deserve answers, and that empirical methods are the ones that are most likely to be
successful in generating those answers.” Ibid.
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I think it is possible to offer some general remarks and observations concerning
this matter.

For the purpose of opening up a discussion concerning this, we may initial-
ly recall that natural kind externalism is usually not thought to be applicable to
all kind of terms: It is commonly thought to only apply to terms intended to
pick out some natural and mind-independent properties that are what they are
independently of the interest and concern of us humans. For the sake of making
this qualification more precise we may distinguish between social kinds and
natural kinds and say that a social kind is the result of an act of classification (of
certain entities into one category) that substantially or completely depends on
the interest and values of the people performing it. That is, what all objects of a
social kind have in common is not determined independently of the beliefs and
concern of humans. It is exactly in this sense that natural kinds are thought to be
different.

The important question is whether terms like, for instance, ‘knowledge’,
‘justification’ and ‘justice’ should be taken to denote a natural kind or a social
kind. Although each of these terms has an extension, one may find it doubtful if
the extension of each term is determined by some underlying nature assumed to
be referred to by each term, more or less in the same sense as ‘gold’ and ‘alumin-
ium’. Joel Pust and Alvin Goldman express doubts concerning this when writing
that:

Presumably something qualifies as a natural kind only if it has a prior essence,
nature, or character independent of anybody’s thought or conception of it. It is
questionable, however, whether such analysanda as knowledge, justification, and

justice have essences or natures independent of our conception of them.'®

1% Alvin Goldman and Joel Pust, ‘Philosophical Theory and Intuitional Evidence’, in (eds) Michael R. DePaul
and William Ramsey, Rethinking Intuition, The Psychology of Intuition and its Role in Philosophical Enquiry,
(Lanham, Md. : Rowman & Littlefield, 1998), p. 186-187.
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Pust and Goldman find the proposal that knowledge and justification constitute
natural kinds doubtful and the reason for why they find this uncertain is that
knowledge and justification, according to them, do not seem to have an essential
nature independently of our beliefs and thoughts about them. Others have ex-
pressed similar misgivings about the idea presently considered. William Ramsey
writes for instance that, ‘It is not as though notions such as causation and
knowledge have a microstructure or genetic makeup’.'®’

Hence, one initial critical response to the application of natural kind exter-
nalism to certain religious and existentially important terms, like knowledge and
justice, is that it is questionable if what is true for ‘gold” and ‘lemon’ can extend
to these terms. However, one may wish to suggest that we should be careful to
not categorically deny this possibility for all religious and existentially important
terms. One may hold that certain terms of existential and religious importance
do not seem as easy to categorize as either natural or social kinds and perhaps
such terms belong to the former category. To exemplify this kind of terms we
may once more consider ‘life’, which may seem closer to ‘gold’ than to for in-
stance ‘justice’. With regard to this, we need to examine more carefully how we
can tell if a term is a natural kind term.

One suggestion is that if ‘life’, and similar terms of religious and existential
importance, is a natural kind term or not depends on whether or not the term
actually picks out a natural kind and this matter can only be resolved by a poste-
riori oriented research on paradigmatic examples of “living” entities; an investi-
gation perhaps best executed by certain biologists. If they do not find such a
natural kind at the end of the investigation, we should conclude that ‘life’ was
not a natural kind term. For the moment, it may be argued, we do not know
what the case is because the kind of technology and research needed to settle this
matter is perhaps still ahead of us. It may be this uncertainty that causes Cleland
and Chyba to be somewhat cautious and say that ‘it seems likely (but not cer-

% William Ramsey, ‘Prototypes and Conceptual Analysis’ in (eds) Michael R. DePaul and William Ramsey,
Rethinking Intuition, The Psychology of Intuition and its Role in Philosophical Enquiry, (Lanham, Md. :
Rowman & Littlefield, 1998), p. 174.
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tain) that ‘life’ is a natural kind term”.'®® This a posteriori oriented approach to
settle if a term is a natural kind term or not would also have an interesting out-
come as a result of making the meaning of ‘life’ (and any similar term) doubly
recognition-transcendent: not only may the meaning of ‘life’ be recognition-
transcendent (in being tied to a presently unknown natural kind), but if ‘life’ is a
natural kind term or not may also be a recognition-transcendent fact. That is,
according to the present suggestion, part of the semantic category or function of
a term (what kind of term it is) may also not be completely known to anyone in
the community of people using the term.'®

However, this account of what determines if a term is a natural kind term
or not cannot be completely accurate. In general it seems rather peculiar to sug-
gest that the semantic category or function of a term (recall, what kind of term it
is) is something that we discover a posteriori rather than something we can be
assumed to have a priori access to. One may back up the reliability of this im-
pression by taking into consideration that such an account does not seem to be
in line with how it originally was, and still commonly is, argued that for example
‘gold’ is a natural kind term. Hilary Putnam and Saul Kripke for instance did so
by the use of thought-experiments and by appealing to what would seem intui-
tively and rationally correct to say in response to them."”® However, this proce-
dure would only seem to make sense if the semantic category or function of
‘gold’ is manifested in our linguistic practice and possible to discover through
intuitive and intellectual reflection on it. To the extent this is correct, it suggests
that if a term is a natural kind term or not is not something we completely dis-

cover a posteriori but something that is partly figured out or decided a priori.""

1% Chyba and Cleland 2010, p. 326.

1% Of course, one may reason in the same manner with regard to some of the terms previously considered, like
Yjustification” and ‘knowledge’; perhaps we gave up on the idea of treating them as natural kind terms all too
soon?

190 Pytnam 1996, Kripke 1980.

P! See also Jackson 1998a, p. 38. Compare also to Daniel Cohnitz’s and Jussi Haukioja’s recent defence of
what they call meta-internalism and the following statement about it: ‘...it is precisely because our
dispositions to apply and interpret natural kind terms are different from our dispositions to apply and
interpret terms like ‘bachelor’ that the former get an externalist semantics while the latter get an internalist
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I do not mean to deny that the empirical discovery of what a term refers to
has some bearing on the question of whether this term should be considered a
natural kind term or not; it surely may. To exemplify how this may be possible,
consider the following case. For quite some time, people thought that ‘jade’ was
a natural kind term until it was discovered that the term referred to two distinct
minerals, nephrite and jadeite; due to this many concluded that the term did not
pick out a natural kind. This case and similar ones seem to indicate that to what
extent a term succeeds in picking out a natural kind, which obviously cannot be
settled a priori, has some bearing on the question of whether the term is a natu-
ral kind term or not. It seems, however, possible to account for this without
giving up the suggestion that the semantic function or category of a term is
strongly dependent on features implicit within the linguistic practice of a com-
munity of people in use of it and for this reason best explored a priori, that is,
through intuitive and intellectual reflection. One may for instance propose that
a term is a natural kind term if (i) it is explicitly or implicitly used with that
intention and (ii) actually picks out a natural kind. The proviso expressed by the
former part of this specification does not seem to be settled a posteriori; at any
rate not in the sense that the proviso expressed by its latter part is."””

Hence, for a term to be considered a natural kind term it is not enough
that the term is in use and, as a matter of fact, all objects within its extension
have some underlying nature in common: if the term is not used with the inten-
tion to pick this out, it is not a natural kind term. If I am correct about this, to
what degree ‘life’ is a natural kind term or not cannot be settled completely by
some future biological discovery. Chyba and Cleland may be correct in pointing
out that it is not certain that ‘life’ is a natural kind term, but what may make
this an unsettled matter, I would suggest, is not only or mainly the fact that we
have not yet made the relevant empirical discovery. It may also be because we

one.” See Daniel Cohnitz and Haukioja, ‘Meta-Externalism vs Meta-Internalism in the Study of Reference’,
Australasian Journal of Philosophy, vol. 91, no. 3, 2013, p. 489.
2 Tt may perhaps be settled empirically in the sense that one may need to study people’s use and

interpretations of terms.
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are perhaps unsure of how to analyse ‘life’ semantically, in the sense of knowing
exactly how the term is used. And to the extent that we are presently uncertain
and indecisive about this matter, this shows that the semantic category or func-
tion of this term is indeterminate or unsettled rather than a posteriori undiscov-
ered. Recall, even if all objects belonging to the extension of a particular term
were discovered to have some underlying nature in common, this fact alone does
not make the term into a natural kind term."? And to the extent it is not, its
meaning is unaffected by whatever underlying nature we may discover.

It is thus not part of the position I am advocating, that we cannot be mis-
taken or ignorant about the precise semantic function or category of our general
terms; my position only offers a certain account of what such mistakes can
amount to. Consider for example the following remark from Kornblith who,
recall, thinks that knowledge is a natural kind: “While a person introducing a
term may well believe, at the time the term is introduced, that the referent of the
term is a natural kind, subsequent investigation may reveal that this belief is
false. By the same token, a term may be introduced for a property that is, in fact,
a natural kind, without the person introducing the term recognizing that fact.”'*
If Kornblith wants to propose that a term can pick out a natural kind, and hence
should be considered a natural kind term, even if the person introducing the
term has no intention to use it like that and no features within his linguistic
practice are supportive of this interpretation, I think he is mistaken. Empirical
discoveries alone cannot have such a strong bearing on the semantics of our
terms. In claiming this, I also distance myself from the idea that semantically

193 T thus agree with Daniel Cohnitz and Jussi Haukioja when they write: ‘Even if it turned out, miraculously,
that all and only bachelors actually have some empirically discoverable microstructure, that would not make
bachelorhood into a natural kind: in other possible worlds ‘bachelor’ would apply on the basis of gender,
age, and marital status, not microstructure.” See Cohnitz and Haukioja 2013, p. 493-494. Or as Katalin
Farkas claims: “The crucial point is that the twins must intend the term ‘water’ to refer to a natural kind in
this sense, otherwise sameness of underlying structure will not be relevant to the sameness of kind. This is
consonant with the internalist position: we can expect features of a kind to effect our concepts only insofar
the presence of these features, in relation to the kind in question, enters the cognitive perspective of the
experiencing subject.’ See Katalin Farkas, ‘Does Twin Earth Rest on a Mistake? Croatian Journal of
Philosophy, vol. 3. no. 8, 2003, p. 165-166.

14 Kornblith 2002, chapter 1, footnote 17.
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important concepts like ‘meaning’ and ‘reference’ can and should be conceived
of as natural kind terms; that is, I do not find it plausible to think that ‘meaning’
and ‘reference’ refer to some natural kinds.'”

Before I continue, let me sum up a bit. I have argued that many general
terms of religious and existential importance, like ‘justification’, does not seem
to be used as natural kind terms; hence natural kind externalism does not seem
to apply to them. I have also argued that when this is less certain and evident,
like perhaps in the case of ‘life’, the reason for our uncertainty is not due to in-
sufficient information about the universe, but because we are unsure of how to
analyse ‘life’ semantically. That is, to the extent that we are presently uncertain
and indecisive about this matter, this is because the semantic category or func-
tion of this term is indeterminate or unsettled, not a posteriori undiscovered. 1
do not presently possess any empirical data that would let me conclude if people
use ‘life’ like a natural kind term or not. It nonetheless seems possible to present
some general facts or thoughts that may support a negative response to this.
(These facts and thoughts may also be applied to religious and existentially im-
portant terms beyond ‘life’.) In the process of doing this, I will also towards the
end consider a possible problem with the very theory of natural kind external-
ism.

(1) To begin, it seems reasonable to assume that the semantic function or
category of our terms are not only manifested in our linguistic practice, but also
in how we usually go about investigating the nature of to what our terms apply.
That is, one may assume a certain connection between our use of a term like for
instance ‘justice’ and ‘justification’ and how we commonly investigate the nature
of justice and justification. For example, we seem to approach and deal with the

195 This view has been defended by Herman Cappelen and Douglas Winblad. They write. ‘Kripke’s positive
account of reference also appears to be applicable to “reference.” [...] one might introduce “reference” by
pointing out a certain act of referring and saying “reference,” or something like “Let’s call the sort of act he
just performed ‘reference.” The term would then refer to whatever sort of act that act happens to be.” See
Herman Cappelen and Douglas G. Winblad, “"Reference” Externalized and the Role of Intuitions in
Semantic Theory’, American Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 36, no. 4, 1999, p. 339-340. For some criticism of
this idea, see for instance Daniel Cohnitz and Jussi Haukioja 2013, p. 494-495 and Henry Jackman,
‘Intuitions and Semantic Theory’, Metaphilosaphy, vol. 36, no. 3, 2005, p. 365-375.
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question ‘what is gold?” and ‘what is justice?’ differently. The former is com-
monly supposed to be best solved by an empirical investigation into the underly-
ing nature of what we have referred to by ‘gold’. The question concerning the
nature of justification is commonly and traditionally approached differently
through some kind of conceptual analysis. If we assume that this difference in
how we go about exploring certain features of our universe corresponds to a
difference in kind between the terms thought to denote these features, a differ-
ence of the former kind may indicate a difference of the latter kind. That is, a
difference of the former type, may indicate that the semantic category of the
terms are different; one is used as a natural kind term and one as a social kind
term. Hence, the manner in which we address certain questions about to what
certain terms apply reveals the semantic category of these terms. And it seems
that questions about what many terms of religious and existential importance
express and denote are not approached in the same manner as questions about,
for example, what gold is, which would suggest that the former type of terms are
not used as natural kind terms.

(2) Moreover, whether a term is commonly intended to refer to an under-
lying nature or not is, I would suggest, connected to what additional beliefs the
user and the community of people they belong to have about the universe. For
instance, before we knew about the complex chemical composition of certain
type of objects and about the possibility of relying on this to divide individuals
into separate categories, one may wonder if people ever used terms with the
intention to let this have a bearing on what they refer to. That is to say, perhaps
it is bit anachronistic to ascribe such a use of terms to people living before this
discovery became widely recognized. It may for instance be unreasonable to
think that people within the antique period used ‘gold’ to refer to an underlying
nature shared by all objects of gold, due to the fact that they did not know or
even assume that such an underlying nature exists.'”® To apply the sentiment of
this line of reasoning to the term ‘life’, one may suggest that before we knew

1% Oswald Hanfling is for instance sceptical of the idea that Archimedes attributed the same meaning to ‘gold’

as we do in our time; at least it seems rather difficult to settle this. See Hanfling 2000, p. 229-230. See also
Zemach 1996, p. 63 for a similar concern regarding ‘water’.
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about DNA and the complex genetic systems making up living organisms, one
may wonder if the competent user of this term intended to refer to anything like
this. Hence, even if the universe turns out to contain natural kinds that would
coincide with the use of certain existentially important and religious terms, one
may question if people living before this discovery was commonly accepted used
these terms to refer to these natural kinds. One reason for such doubts is that
many religious and existentially important terms predate our present and mod-
ern scientific discourse about natural kinds. And if we recall, if people do not use
these terms with the explicit or implicit intention to refer to these kinds, these
natural kinds are too external to have a bearing on the meaning of them."”’

(3) To what extent a community of people use terms to refer to an under-
lying nature assumed to be common for certain objects, may also not only vary
between different periods in the history of that community. It may also vary
between different contexts within a community during the same period of time.
For instance, within our own time, one may wonder if this use of terms is not
restricted to a certain scientific context. As is suggested by Michael Esfeld con-
cerning natural kind terms more generally: ‘It is plausible to maintain that the
sketched scenario applies to a scientific community, because it is an explicit aim
of scientific research to discover the microstructure of physical things; but this is
not an aim of our common sense talk about the physical things with which we
deal in everyday life.'”® Esfeld is thus doubtful about the plausibility of extend-

%7 Some have also argued that even if the universe contains natural kinds, one may question if they are of
concern to the meaning of our words and classificatory practice before we know of them. For this kind of
criticism, see for instance Zemach 1996, p, 62. Mellor, 1996, p. 74. Crane 1996, p. 289-290. Zemach also
thinks that Putnam is not true to his own position, in that what we commonly call water is not always
composed of H20, (but also T>O, HDO, DTO); see Zemach 1996, p. 62-63. And Tim Crane points out
that heavy water has a different chemical structure to that of ordinary water, but that this fact has not
prevented us from calling the former water. See Crane 1996, p. 290.

198 Michael Esfeld, Holism in Philosophy of Mind and Philosophy of Physics, (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic
Publishers, 2001), p. 124. See also Hanfling 2000, p. 226 for similar criticism. Hanfling writes for instance:
‘Putnam is mistaken in treating the issue as one of intension versus extension: it is really about rival
intensions. If the visitors from Earth judge that the ordinary qualities constitute the intension of ‘water’,
they will not report a difference of meaning, but if they judge chemical structure to be of overriding
importance, then they will report as predicated by Putnam. The choice would probably depend on the



126

ing the intention to refer to an underlying nature shared by some paradigmatic
examples of objects to the more common and ordinary contexts of usage; terms
are only used with this intention in certain scientific contexts. Concerning a
term like ‘life’ one may then perhaps propose that outside the context of biology
(and various scientific contexts) the term is not used with the intention to pick
out a natural kind."”” Hence, even if a biologist would come up with a more
precise proposal on what life is, perhaps by drawing upon the discovery of some
hitherto unrecognized natural feature of the universe, this may be held to have
little or no bearing on the meaning of ‘life’ as it is used outside this context.””

A similar problem may apply to Kornblith’s case for knowledge being a
natural kind. In arguing for this he is exclusively focusing on research data and
examples from cognitive ethology. He thinks that knowledge is what we need to
attribute to a species in order to make sense of its successful adaptation to its
surrounding and natural habitat.*®" Even if we would accept that we need to
invoke the notion of knowledge in that context of investigation, we may wonder
if this is what we mean by knowing something more generally outside the scien-
tific context of cognitive ethology. For instance, is it not reasonable to assume a
difference between how animals and humans can be considered to know

context in which the word ‘water’ was to be used. But either way, the issue is not about intension versus
extension, but about ordinary versus scientific intensions. Putnam thinks that the latter will always prevail,
but while they might do so in some contexts, there is no reason to think that it would be so in general’.

19 Putnam however rejects the idea that the underlying nature is only important in a scientific context. See
Putnam 1996, p. 23.

20 Especially if the proposal would be very different compared to what is implicit in the non-scientific concept
of life. As Mark Green writes: ‘Expertise does not just supply the linguistic labour of adjusting and
augmenting lay conceptions: it may also clash with cherished aspects of those prior conceptions, and when it
does, the conceptual priorities of the laity can overrule the sober assessments of dispassionate expertise in
specifying the extensions of ordinary usage.” See Mark Greene, “Chocolate’ and Other Kind Terms:
Implications for Semantic Externalism’, The Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 61, no. 243, 2011, p. 273.

201 As he writes: ‘It is the focus on this adaptation of these cognitive capacities to the environment that forces
us to explain the possibility of successful behavior, and it is the explanation of successful behavior that
requires the notion of knowledge rather than mere belief. Knowledge explains the possibility of successful
behavior in an environment, which in turn explains fitness.” See Kornblith 2002, p. 57.
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things?*”* With regard to the latter, it seems for example hard to remove the

reflective aspect or nature of this kind of knowing which appears absent in the
case of how most animals may be deemed to “know” things.*”®

A different problem concerns to what extent we are in agreement about
what would constitute paradigmatic examples of what our religious and existen-
tially important terms apply to. To exemplify, in the case of gold it seems to be
commonly assumed that we are rather certain about what constitutes paradig-
matic examples of what belongs to the extension of ‘gold’” and what does not.
One may of course question the grounds for this assumption; some thinkers
have for instance argued that it is indeterminate what we mean in the case de-
scribed by Putnam. That is, when we discover that the fluids on Earth and ewin-
Earth are different, we can decide to say that only H,O is water or we can decide
that we have two different kinds of water.”” What I presently want to stress
however is that this kind of agreement may be (even) less common concerning
for example terms like ‘life’. In this case, the discussion is precisely about this,
manifested in the fact that many still debate when life begins.*”

So far I have considered certain problems and questions concerning to
what extent natural kind externalism can account for how the meaning of cer-
tain religious and existentially important terms can be recognition-transcendent
to the competent user of them. One factor that may jeopardize the application
of natural kind externalism to the latter kind of terms is that they do not seem to
pick out a natural kind in the same sense that ‘gold’ may be believed to do; nor
do they seem to be used with this intention. However, with regard to some
terms one may consider this to be difficult to resolve, and perhaps ‘life’ is an
example of this. Due to this circumstance it may also in the current context be
warranted to consider, to some extent, the viability of the general theory being

202 See for instance Jose Luis Bermudez, ‘Knowledge, Naturalism and Cognitive Ethology: Kornblith’s
Knowledge and its Place in Nature', Philosophical Studies, vol. 127, no. 2, 2006, p. 315 for agreement on this.

20 Kornblith naturally disagrees; see Kornblith 2002, chapter 4, but I am not convinced by his reason for
doing so.

204 See for instance Searle 1983, p. 203; LaPorte 2010, p. 107.

05 Assuming that the God of classic theism is real, is this entity alive?
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applied, natural kind externalism that is. In what follows I will do so by address-
ing one possible problem with the position of natural kind externalism, a prob-
lem that is also connected to very subject-matter of this study, the balance of
meaning. To introduce this problem, we can recall my previously made sugges-
tion that a term is a natural kind term if (i) it is explicitly or implicitly used with
that intention and (ii) actually picks out a natural kind. My critical comments so
far have mainly been about the former part of this conjunction, but this does
not mean that the latter part of it is unproblematic, even if the former proviso
would have been satisfied.

For the sake of demonstrating this, we can assume that the former part of
the conjunction is satisfied, that is, we can suppose that a term is being used
with the intention to pick out the underlying nature assumed to be common for
some paradigmatic examples of something. One may then wonder to what ex-
tent this intention is enough to single out one distinct nature. The reason be-
hind this question is the fact that a set of objects may belong to and exemplify
more than one type of object. Hence, in being able to pick out one distinct na-
ture it seems insufficient to only intend to refer to the “underlying nature” of
what certain objects have in common, because this notion may be too general to
pick put just one common nature, that is, only one kind of object.

To handle this problem, it may be suggested, one would only have to be
more precise in one’s account of what alleged shared nature one intends to refer
to by the use of the term.” Although this may fix the problem to some degree,
it may give rise to a different problem, because to the extent that a more detailed
account is required to pick out the intended natural kind, the number of differ-
ent people being able to pick it out may drastically decrease. To exemplify this
latter predicament, we may consider Putnam’s suggestion that certain objects
belong to the same kind if they have the ‘same important physical properties’.*”’
Concerning this suggestion, one may wonder if people living some time ago and
lacking our modern scientific outlook can be ascribed the intention to refer to
“important physical properties” of some objects, and by this mean the same as

206 This consideration is also similar in spirit to the sortal requirement previously put forward in this chapter.

27 Putnam 1996, p. 17.
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people within our time do.”®® What might make this doubtful is that what are
considered physically important properties may change and vary between differ-
ent physicists or between physical theories at different periods in the history of
physics.””” One may try to escape this difficulty by using some less specific no-
tion; sometimes Putnam seems to think that objects belong to the same kind if
they are composed of the “same stuff”. Although this may take care of the pre-
sent problem, it brings back the initial problem, because, if we recall, the less
specific we make the account for the purpose of including more people, the less
referential determinacy or precision can we expect from it.*"

This whole dilemma arises because we want the notion of ‘underlying na-
ture’ (or some functionally analogous term) to be both inclusive and exclusive:
inclusive with regard to people using it and exclusive with regard to all possible
kinds it may belong to except for one. And it may be hard to combine and real-
ize these two requests through the introduction and use of one single notion.”"
Moreover, even if one would only consider the use of a term relative to a certain
period in the history of a community, it may still be that the notion ‘underlying
nature’ or ‘physically important property’ is not precise enough to only single
out one distinct nature.

Before considering a possible response to the type of problem presently
considered, we may notice that a similar problem can be raised with regard to
the notion of a natural kind. Has this remained the same throughout history?
This seems questionable in that only within the contemporary intellectual land-

208 As for instance Joseph LaPorte writes: ‘But were the ancients’ names for substances really designators of our
chemical elements, unbeknownst to them? It seems unlikely.” See Joseph LaPorte, ‘Theoretical Identity
Statements, Their Truth, and Their Discovery’ in (eds) Helen Beebee and Nigel Sabbarton-Leary, The
Semantics and Metaphysics of Natural Kinds, New York: Routledge, 2010), p. 110.

29 Putnam himself seems to have realized this in that he acknowledges that ‘important’ in the phrase
‘physically important properties’ is interest-relative. See Putnam 1996, p. 23.

219 See also Katalin Farkas who writes: ‘If people had absolutely no idea about what the underlying structure
was, it is doubtful that such intentions result in anything like determinate reference.” See Farkas 2003, p.
166.

211 T think the difficulty here is actually very similar to the one Putnam ascribes to the Fregean tradition. In the
same manner as what we have in our mind is not enough to fix what we denote, the notion of an
‘underlying nature’ is also not enough.
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scape, different thinkers disagree about what constitutes a natural kind.** But if
not, how can people within different periods of our history by this term be
deemed to refer to the same aspect or feature of certain things? To avoid this
type of problems one may suggest that we need to objectify and externalize the
meaning of expressions like ‘physical properties’ and ‘natural kind’ beyond the
specific and different accounts of them possessed by different people throughout
the history of the use of these expressions. And perhaps one wishes to do this by
interpreting terms like ‘physical properties’ and ‘natural kinds’ as natural kind
terms. That is, perhaps the term ‘natural kind’ itself is best conceived of as a
natural kind term the meaning of which is best accounted for by whatever kind
of property certain objects have in common. However, one difficulty with this
solution to the problems currently addressed is that it only avoids them by post-
poning them, because the same type of problems can be raised with regard to the
natural kind referred to by the term ‘natural kind’. This may indicate that a
notion of a natural kind and different key-terms figuring within the theory of
natural kind externalism may thus best be regarded as social kinds. But to the
extent this is the case, one cannot maintain that natural kinds are individuated
completely apart from the interest and concern of the community of people in
competent and ordinary use of them.

One may perhaps oppose this position by claiming that the basic taxonomy
used to describe and identify foundational features of the world is itself usually

212 A5 Asa Wikforss writes: ‘Unfortunately, there are several competing theories (the microstructural theory, the
causal homeostasis account, promiscuous realism, and so on) and depending on which theory one adopts
one will draw the distinction between natural kind terms and other kind terms differently.’ See Asa
Wikforss, ‘Are Natural Kind terms Special?’ in (eds) Helen Beebee and Nigel Sabbarton-Leary, The
Semantics and Metaphysics of Natural Kinds, (New York: Routledge, 2010), p. 68. For only some examples of
such competing theories, see for instance Ian Hacking, ‘A Tradition of Natural Kinds’, Philosophical Studies,
vol. 61, no. 110, 1991, see also Ian Hacking, ‘Natural Kinds: Rosy Dawn, Scholastic Twilight’, Royal
Institute of Philosophy Supplement, vol. 82, no. 61, 2007, p. 203-239; John Dupré, The Disorder of Things,
Metaphysical Foundations of The Disunity of Science (Cambridge, Mass.: Harward University Press, 1993),
Joseph LaPorte, “Theoretical Identity Statements, Their Truth, and Their Discovery’ in (eds) Helen Beebee
and Nigel Sabbarton-Leary, The Semantics and Metaphysics of Natural Kinds, New York: Routledge, 2010),
p. 104-124,
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the result of scientific research.””® This line of reasoning seems to be in the spirit
of natural kind externalism. However, to the extent it is correct, and appropriate
taxonomic categories are needed to secure referential determinacy, this seems to
bring back the dilemma previously considered because if what we need to know
to be able to refer determinately to a particular kind is the end product of some
future scientific research, then, before we have come that far in our research, we
would seem to be too ignorant to describe and identify it. In the meantime we
may of course rely on a less precise and adequate notion, like the ‘underlying
nature’, but this may lead back to the problem previously discussed.

In sum, the whole idea of pointing determinately to something without
knowing what it is, which seems to be at the core of natural kind externalism, is
more complicated and difficult than often assumed by its defenders. This diffi-
culty can and should also be connected to the balance of meaning. Recall,
recognition-transcendent meaning of words presupposes a delicate balance in
that the meaning must be external and objective enough in relation to their user
for them to possibly be mistaken or ignorant about it. At the same time, the
meaning must be internal and subjective enough for them to be committed to it.
It may be that people defending natural kind externalism and its strong empha-
sis on a mind-independent natural kind miscalculate what is needed to uphold
the balance with respect to the latter part of this proviso.

My reasoning so far, if viable, does not disqualify the notion or category of
a natural kind, but it offers an interesting and relevant qualification of it. It sug-
gests that natural kinds are not self-identifying; what counts as a natural kind is
relative to a certain theory about it and the universe, and not determined relative
to some mind-independent fact. Moreover, if the category of a natural kind is
not determined independently of us humans, the notion of a “divine kind”

13 This seems for instance to be what Laura Schroeter is getting at when she claims that: “There’s no reason to
think I can have a priori insight into what kind of stuff gold is: scientific inquiry is no less relevant to
discovering appropriate taxonomic categories than it is to determining the nature of particular objects and
properties.” See Laura Schroeter, ‘The Limits of Conceptual Analysis’, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, vol.
85, no. 4, 2004, p. 436. Schroeter claims this in opposition to the idea that we, through conceptual analysis,
can reveal what kind of objects we intend to refer to by the use of a natural kind term, even if we through
such an analysis would not be able to identify the underlying nature of what it refers to.
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(what kind of entity God essentially is) does also not seem to be determined
independently of us humans. That is, in proposing that we cannot know what
kind of entity God is, we should acknowledge that the category of a “divine
kind” is not determined independently of our use of it. That is, the notion does
not pick out a certain kind of entity independently of how we define and con-
strue this notion, which may vary between different religious believers and
communities.

In closing, and with regard to my study as a whole we may also notice the
possibility of a certain individualistic and idealistic type of response to both
natural kind and social externalism, namely the suggestion that what determines
the meaning of for instance ‘gold’, and possibly ‘life’, is still, in some sense, in
the head of its user, because the underlying nature of a sample of gold or some-
thing alive, or the expert’s account of it can only be deemed to matter if this
possibility is implicitly or explicitly being recognized and endorsed by the user.
That is, individualist- and idealist-minded thinkers, with regard to the meaning
of words, can say that Putnam has not shown that what determines the meaning
is not in the head of speakers; he has just given us a different account of how
this works.”"* This kind of response is similar to the one made by Frank Jackson
to Kripke’s criticism of descriptivism; in fact Jackson and others have also ex-
pressed this kind of response in the context of Putnam’s position on natural
kind terms.”"” In a similar spirit, Keith Donnellan argues that Putnam’s reason-
ing, even if accepted, does not show that meaning ‘ain’t in the head’. The ra-
tionale for this assessment of Putnam’s position is that the semantical rule,
which states that what is important for a term’s extension is the underlying, and
not manifest, properties of certain objects, is in the head of its user. Donnellan
writes:

It seems that Putnam’s thought experiments depend on the commonality of
meaning “in the heads” of Earthlings and Twin-Earthlings. The meaning of such

24 See also Zemach 1996, p. 68; Briscoe 2006, p. 96, 115; Searle 1983, p. 204, 207.
215 See Jackson 1998a, p. 51-52.
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common nouns is nothing like the classical view, of course; it is a rule that directs
us to the nature of things, rather than giving us directly the properties to use
when deciding whether a certain term does or does not apply. There is, however,
no reason to think that new and novel as it might be, such a rule cannot be “in
the head”. [...] If all of this is correct, Putnam thought experiments, it would

appear, cannot be used for an anti-individualist point.?'®

To the extent Donnellan’s and others’ interpretation of Putnam’s position is
reasonable, it will naturally have a bearing on the objective of my study because
it seems to demonstrate that the meaning of certain terms may only be a poste-
riori recognition-transcendent to the competent and ordinary user of them if
this possibility is either explicitly or implicitly recognized by the user.”’” I will
also return more directly to this line of reasoning in the next chapter.

3.5 Chapter summary

In this chapter I have explored the possibility of a community-transcendent
meaning of the religious and existentially important term ‘God’ as it is used
within the Judaeo-Christian community and partly elsewhere. In doing so 1
investigated to what extent the meaning of ‘God’ can be tied to a mind-
independent object, assumed to be the referent of ‘God’, so that to the degree
that the competent user of ‘God’ is ignorant about the object referred to by this
term, they should also be thought to be ignorant about the meaning of ‘God’.
What I called sophisticated descriptivism, a position put forward under the in-

216

See Donnellan, 2003, p. 63. Similar to Jackson, Donnellan also thinks that this rule may be followed by
people without them explicitly recognizing it. He writes: ‘In speaking of a semantical rule, I see no bar to
viewing it as “in us” at least in the sense in which linguists think of the often complex rules of grammar as
being in us (without the further view of Chomsky’s that they might be innately in us).” See Donnellan 2003,
p. 63.

217 See also Farkas 2003, p. 165166 for a similar idea.
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fluence of John Searle’s more developed position on this, seemed to make this
possible to a certain extent, in that what religious people hold to be true of the
intended referent, expressed through the descriptions associated with the term,
does not need to be completely true of an object for it to be considered the
proper referent of ‘God’. On the face of it, Kripke’s causal theory of reference
seemed to make possible a more recognition-transcendent referent of ‘God’. For
this reason, I considered and explored William Alston’s Kripke-influenced pro-
posal on in virtue of what ‘God” most commonly refers.

In objecting to Alston’s position, I have argued that even if it would be
possible for a religious person to use ‘God’ to refer to the object of one’s own or
someone else’s religious experience, no matter if this object fits the descriptions
and mental content associated with ‘God’, this may not be very common among
religious people. I have also argued that Alston, in criticising descriptivism, may
be more successful at showing that ‘God’ picks out its referent independently of
certain descriptions associated with ‘God’ rather than independently of most of
the descriptions or intentional content associated with ‘God’; and that this may
be true even in the thought experiments he construes. Along the same line, and
by drawing upon Frank Jackson’s neo-descriptivism, I have also argued that
what as specified by the causal theory determines the referent for a name does
not need to be principally inconsistent with what determines the referent ac-
cording to a certain kind of descriptivism. The reason for this is that whatever
type of fact that determines the referent of a term, this referent-fixing factor can
be assumed to be either explicitly or implicitly associated with the term by its
competent and ordinary user.

I have also put emphasis on the idea of a sortal in the current context; the
idea that for an object to be considered the referent of ‘God’, it must fit the
general category associated with the term. Hence, for an entity to be considered
the real referent of ‘God’ it must be a certain kind of object and not just any
kind of object; perhaps it must be spiritual rather than material. I argued that
without a sortal, the causal theory, or any theory of reference, applied to ‘God’
runs the risk of becoming “unbalanced” in that it offers too little to make reli-
gious people committed to the referent of ‘God’.

Towards the end of the chapter I explored the possibility of considering
certain general terms of religious and existential importance as similar to natural
kind terms. I argued that this option might be problematic. One problem is that
general terms of religious and existential importance do not seem to pick out a
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natural kind in the same sense that ‘gold’ may be believed to do; nor do they
seem to be used with this intention. Concerning some terms this may however
be more difficult to settle, and ‘life’ is perhaps an example of such a term.
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4

Intuition-driven conceptual analysis

4.1 Introduction

From the beginning of chapter 3 and onwards, I have been concerned with the
possibility of a community-transcendent meaning of religious and existentially
important terms. That is, I have examined if the meaning of such terms can be
recognition-transcendent to a whole community of people using them rather
than to just some people within it. In the previous chapter I critically considered
the attempt to make sense of this possibility by identifying the meaning of such
a term with what it refers to, even when this is partly unknown to everyone
using the term within the community. In doing so, I considered terms that
seemed to pick out either a specific object, like ‘God’, or a certain kind of prop-
erty, like ‘life’ or ‘knowledge’.

In this chapter I continue to examine the possibility of such a communal
recognition-transcendent meaning of words by considering a different attempt
to make sense of it. I will express this option through specification § which states
that:

Religious and existentially important words can have a meaning beyond what the
competent and ordinary user of them directly recognizes but which, in principle,
can be accessible to them through appeal to intuition and intellect.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine in what way and to what extent one
may make sense of S through an approach that I will identify as intuition-driven
conceptual analysis.

Before I turn to this approach we should consider what reason we have for
investigating the possibility of a community-transcendent meaning of religious
and existentially important words beyond the investigation of it pursued in the
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last chapter. More than one reason motivates this. To begin with, the intelligi-
bility of tying the meaning of the word ‘God’ to a mind-independent and ex-
traordinary object, assumed to be its referent, is dependent on a particular reli-
gious conviction that is not representative for every religion or every religious
devotee. Hence, even if one were to find the approach to a recognition-
transcendent meaning of words considered in that chapter important and viable
with regard to a certain kind of religious orientation, it may nonetheless be
thought to have a limited application in the overall context of religious beliefs
and worship. Since I do not wish my study to be limited in this sense, I find it
important to continue with my investigation of the possibility of a community-
transcendent meaning,

The basic approach to community-transcendent meaning considered in
chapter 3 also seems limited in another respect, namely that it does not seem to
apply to all terms of existential importance. If we recall, towards the end of that
chapter I considered the possibility of treating general terms of religious and
existential importance — like ‘life’ or ‘justice’ — as natural kind terms with the
purpose of identifying the meaning of them with the underlying nature assumed
to be shared by every member of each term’s extension. Although an interesting
proposal, I argued that it was connected to some difficult questions and prob-
lems. One problem was simply that ‘life’ and ‘knowledge’ and similar terms of
existential importance do not evidently fall into the category of natural kind
terms. This suggested that these terms cannot have a recognition-transcendent
meaning in the same sense that ‘gold’ may be thought to have.

The approach explored towards the end of chapter 3 may also not be able
to make sense of how questions about the meaning of ‘free will’ and ‘God” have
traditionally been pursued. Throughout the history of Western intellectual
thinking it has been rather common to address and investigate certain issues in a
certain manner. Questions about the nature of mind, God, time, and free will
have occupied the attention of more than one person, and more than one person
has approached these questions by appealing to their intuition about how to
apply the word or concept ‘God’, ‘mind’, ‘time’ or ‘free will’ in a hypothetical
scenario or by drawing upon their intellectual capacities more generally. The
main idea appears to have been, and still is, that certain features of the universe
are only accessible through intellectual reflection and intuitive judgement, “from
the armchair” as it is has come to be expressed more recently, rather than
through scientific research on the fundamental physical or biological constitu-



138

tion of our universe. It is far from evident how this traditional method can help
us gain access to the complete meaning of a term, currently recognition-
transcendent to us, if the meaning is identified with a natural kind or something
similar, which our mind does not seem to have any intuitive and a priori access
t0.218

Of course, it is precisely this traditional idea that some of the thinkers I
considered towards the end of the previous chapter opposed, but due to the fact
that we have found reason to question to what degree natural kind externalism
extends to most terms of religious and existential importance, it seems warranted
to consider and examine the viability of the traditional idea more thoroughly.
Moreover, as also observed in that chapter, even if one would find it intelligible
to apply natural kind externalism to some terms of religious and existential im-
portance, this only seemed possible to the extent that this option is explicitly or
implicitly recognized by the ordinary and competent user of these terms. In this
chapter I develop my position on this possibility as I elaborate on to what degree
and in what sense the meaning as well as the semantic status and category of
religious and existentially important terms may be recognition-transcendent to
the ordinary and competent user of them in a more a priori oriented fashion.

Taking into account the points and observations made so far, I consider
myself to have sufficient reason for both continuing my investigation of a com-
munity-transcendent meaning of religious and existentially important words and
especially for doing so by considering the approach to this possibility expressed
by specification S: That religious and existentially important words can have a
meaning independent of what the competent and ordinary user of them present-
ly recognizes it to be, but which in principle can be accessible to the user
through intuition and intellectual reflection rather than an a posteriori investiga-
tion. As previously remarked, the purpose of this chapter is to examine how it

218 To quote William Ramsey on this: ‘Since Plato, a recurring theme in philosophy has been that we possess
“tacit” knowledge of some domain that may not be directly accessible to our consciousness, but nonetheless
is manifested through intuitive judgment and can be accessed by probing these intuitions.” See Ramsey
1998, p. 165. For the same thought, see also Alvin Goldman, ‘Philosophical Intuitions: Their target, Their
source, and Their Epistemic Status’, Grazer Philosophische Studien, vol. 74, no. 1, 2007, p. 1.
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may be possible to make sense of S by drawing upon intuition-driven conceptual
analysis.

I proceed as follows. In the next section I describe some main features of
intuition-driven conceptual analysis, relative to a common construal of this ap-
proach. In the section following that, I discuss in what way and to what extent
intuition-driven conceptual analysis may apply to religious and existentially
important terms. In section 4.4, I present some contemporary criticism of this
approach. In section 4.5, I consider the viability of certain responses to this criti-
cism and in connection to this I also reason about what sense one can make out
of intuition-driven conceptual analysis in general. I will argue that one should
take some of the current criticism seriously, but that this does not necessarily
mean the end for this kind of analysis, or at any rate not a certain account of it,
which is highlighted and argued for towards the end of the chapter.

4.2 Intuition-driven conceptual analysis

Through the publication of Edmund Gettier’s ‘Is Justified True Belief
Knowledge?’ the term and concept of a “Gettier case” gained widespread preva-
lence. Basically, a “Gettier case” is an actual or possible scenario in which we
seem to have accounted for all that is required for us to have knowledge, accord-
ing to the traditional definition of ‘knowledge’ as justified true belief, but in
which we intuitively still find it wrong to think that we know something; which
suggests that the definition fails to do justice to what we mean by knowledge.
Let us consider one of Gettier’s own examples of such a case. Assume that Smith
believes it to be true that the person who will get a certain job has ten coins in
his pocket. The reason for Smith believing so is that the boss of the company
has told him that another person, Jones, is the one who will get the position
(that they have both applied for) and, as a matter of fact, Smith has discovered
that Jones has ten coins in his pocket. Therefore, Smith believes that the person
getting the job has ten coins in his pocket. As it turns out, Smith’s belief is true
in so far as the person who gets the job has ten coins in his pocket. However, it
is Smith who in the end gets the job, not Jones, and Smith himself also has ten
coins in his pocket although he is currently ignorant of this fact. Bringing all this
together, one may say that Smith had good grounds for believing that a person
with ten coins in his pocket will get the job and this belief, as it happens, turns
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out to be true. However, we are supposed to share Gettier’s intuition that Smith
does not know that a person with ten coins in his pocket will get the job. This
example is thus thought to demonstrate that the traditional definition of
knowledge does not do justice to what we mean by knowing something.?!? That
is, to know something it is not enough to be justified in believing something
that is true.

Equipped with this basic idea of what a “Gettier case” is, we are in a better
position to use the following quotation from Frank Jackson as an introduction
to his and many others’ account of conceptual analysis:

Many philosophers classified cases of true justified belief as cases of knowledge,
convinced that they were so classifying them precisely because they were cases of
true justified belief. Reflection on the Gettier cases showed them that they were
wrong, for the cases did not typically evoke the response, ‘Now you have told me
about these interesting cases, 1 will reform my usage of the term “knowledge”.’
The typical response was that it had never been true justified belief that was the
crucial factor, but it took the cases to make this obvious, to make explicit what

had been implicit in our classificatory practice all along.220

Jackson thinks that when we are presented with a “Gettier case” and through
this come to question our old and traditional definition of knowledge, we do
not conclude that we have been misapplying the term ‘knowledge’ and that we
need to modify our use of it, to bring it into harmony with our definition. Ac-
cording to Jackson, we rather hold ourselves committed and accountable to how
we use the term rather than to how we define it. That is, once it is accepted that
our definition of the term does not cohere with our use of it we believe our ex-

219 See Edmund Gettier, ‘Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?’, Analysis, vol. 23, no. 6, 1963, p. 121-123. The
example is his.

2OFrank Jackson, From Metaphysics to Ethics: A Defence of Conceptual Analysis (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1998a), p. 36. For more on this, see also Jackson 1998a, p. 38.
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planation and not our use of the term to be what is wrong out of the two.
Hence, the latter rather than the former is thought to constitute the “proper”
meaning of the term.?2! As I thus interpret Jackson, what we mean by a term can
be identified with what is implicit in our use of it rather than what is being ex-
plicitly expressed through our common definition of the term. If we accept this
reading of his position, we seem to have discovered one more proposal on how
the meaning of a term can be recognition-transcendent to its own user: To the
degree that the user of the term holds themselves committed to how they use the
term even when they are mistaken or ignorant about it, the meaning of the term
can be considered recognition-transcendent to them.??? Although I have relied
on Jackson to exemplify this line of thinking, the general thought is not unique
for his position.

This kind of commitment to the use of a term is also commonly thought
to extend to possible uses of it beyond its more ordinary context of usage. And
this is deemed important because it is believed that it is especially by considering
such possible uses of a term that we are able to make explicit what is implicit
and presupposed in the context of the more ordinary use of the term; that is, by
considering how the term is to be used in a certain fictive and specially tailored
scenario, we may discover features concerning our use of the term that may go
unnoticed in the ordinary case.?23 This use of thought-experiments may perhaps
be compared to when a chemist is trying to reveal the so far unknown nature of
some substance by observing and documenting its reaction to different fluids. In

221 See Jackson 1998a, p. 36, 38.

22 Or as Christopher Peacocke, who defends the thesis that people can use a word according to a certain
principle without explicitly recognizing the content of it, writes: “The attribution of a content to an implicit
conception is fundamentally answerable to its role in explaining the thinker's ordinary applications of the
concept in question. Examples are primary in the attribution of content to the implicit conception. Thinkers
can be good at classifying cases, and bad at articulating the principles guiding their classifications. Ordinary
thinkers, who understand the predicate “chair” perfectly well, often give an incorrect definition when
pressed for one.’” See Christopher Peacocke, ‘Implicit Conceptions, Understanding and Rationality,’
Philosophical Issues 9, 1998, p. 51-52. Although Peacocke and Jackson do not share precisely the same
position, this idea seems to be common for them both.

225 See Kirk Ludwig, ‘The Epistemology of Thought Experiments: First Person versus Third Person
Approaches’, Midwest Studies in Philosophy, vol. 31, no. 1, 2007, p. 134.
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a similar way, one may say that relative to the position currently considered, we
are trying to get to know more and more about what we actually mean by a term
by observing and documenting our mind’s reaction to different possible uses of a
term within various hypothetical settings.2* And just like the chemist tries to set
up the experiment so that it tests precisely what they want, the conceptual ana-
lyst commonly construes the thought-experiments with the intention to bring
out certain features of, or to test certain hypotheses about, our use of terms. 225
We may recall, for instance, Putnam’s twin-Earth thought-experiment consid-
ered in chapter 3. The scenario Putnam depicts may seem rather odd and out of
the ordinary but if one accepts his conclusion from it, it can nonetheless be
thought to highlight certain features implicit in our ordinary use of terms like
‘gold’.226 Hence, by considering extraordinary uses of a term, we may come to
know more about its ordinary meaning and its semantic status.

The frequent use of thought-experiments in the context of conceptual
analysis is also what explains many conceptual analysts’ appeal to intuition. Pos-
sible uses of a term that seem intuitively correct to its user are thought to consti-
tute authentic uses of it and thus taken to manifest its meaning, sometimes a
meaning not recognized before. As Jackson puts it: “The role of the intuitions
about possible cases so distinctive of conceptual analysis is precisely to make
explicit our implicit folk theory...?” Or as Alvin Goldman writes: ‘Especially

24 As Kirk Ludwig writes: “The role of thought experiments in philosophy is to draw out the implicit
knowledge we have of the application conditions of our concepts as it is embodied in our dispositions to
deploy words expressing them.” See Kirk Ludwig 2007, p. 133.

35 As Alvin Goldman writes: ‘In a stipulated example, the crucial characteristics of the example are highlighted
for the subject, to focus attention on what is relevant to the general account currently being tested.” See
Goldman 2007, p. 15. See also Jackson 1998a, p. 31 for more on this.

26 This is in fact also how Jackson appears to see it. See Jackson 1998a, p. 28-29, 38-39 and also note 12.

27 Jackson 1998a, p. 38. On how to capture the ordinary conception of free will and determinism, he writes
for instance: “The only possible answer, I think, is by appeal to what seems to us most obvious and central
about free action, determinism, belief or whatever, as revealed by our intuitions about possible cases.
Intuitions about how various cases, including various merely possible cases, are correctly described in terms
of free action, determinism, and belief are precisely what reveal our ordinary conceptions of free action,
determinism, and belief, or, as it is often put nowadays, our folk theory of them. For what guides me in
describing an action as free is revealed by my intuitions about whether various possible cases are or are not
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when philosophers are engaged in philosophical “analysis”, they often get preoc-
cupied with intuitions. To decide what is knowledge, reference, identity, causa-
tion (or what is the concept of knowledge, reference, identity, or causation),
philosophers routinely consider actual and hypothetical examples and ask
whether these examples provide instances of the target category or concept. Peo-
ple’s mental responses to these examples are often called “intuitions”, and these
intuitions are treated as evidence for the correct answer.”28 Although intuitive
judgements about possible uses of a term are thought to be able to reveal some
so far unrecognized features of the word’s meaning, this does not mean that it is
easy to access these features. Sometimes one has to think about the thought-
experiments more than once and one’s inidial intuitive judgement may be cor-
rected and overridden by a second one. Still, the appeal to one’s intuition is in
general thought to be useful and reliable.??

cases of free action. Thus my intuitions about possible cases reveal my theory of free action...” See Jackson
1998a, p. 31-32.

28 See Goldman 2007, p. 1. Or as Harold Brown expresses the same idea: ‘According to a widely held view,
when philosophers analyze a concept they are seeking an explicit account of the concept’s content — a
content that they already know in some implicit manner. This implicit knowledge provides the intuitions
that guide us in formulating proposed analyses, and allows us to recognize counterinstances to these
proposals. Our inability simply to state the correct analysis is explained by this distinction between the
implicit knowledge we already have and the explicit knowledge we seek.” Harold Brown, ‘“Why do
Conceptual Analysts Disagree?’, Metaphilosophy, vol. 30, no. 1-2, 1999, p. 33. Or as Kirk Ludwig puts is:
‘How can one be expected to give a definition of a word unless one understands it, and if one understands it,
must it not be that one already knows its definition? The form of the solution is to distinguish two different
kinds of knowledge, explicit knowledge of the analysis and a kind of implicit knowledge. The implicit
knowledge we have of the application conditions of concepts, however, is not propositional knowledge. It is
rather expressed in a skill we have in deploying the concept appropriately.” See Kirk Ludwig, 2007, p. 131.

22 As Jackson writes: ‘...there is something essentially right about the idea that way to find out the cases
someone uses a word "W for, their concept of W, lies seeing how they classify putative examples. How else
might we approach the question of which cases someone uses the term ‘dictator’ for, their concept of
dictator, other than by seeing which cases they use the word for? It is their concept we are investigating after
all.’ See Frank Jackson ‘Conceptual Analysis for Representationalists’, Grazer Philosophische Studien, vol. 81,
no. 1, 2010, p. 173.
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Although a person’s intuition plays a large and important role in this con-
text, the exact nature of intuition or the meaning of the notion ‘intuition’ is
seldom made explicit (except for some recent attempts to specify the notion due
to criticism of the appeal to one’s intuition in the context of conceptual analy-
sis).2% The reason for this lack of specification is, I suspect, that many seem to
be rather confident about what the term refers to. For this reason, the term ‘in-
tuition’ may also not be that important; hence even if Plato or John Locke did
not express themselves in terms of ‘intuition’ many hold them to be appealing to
the same type of entity as what more modern thinkers appeal to when they sup-
port a certain analysis by appeal to intuition.??! What makes this possible is that
most thinkers seem to rely on a functional account of intuition in that they ap-
pear to identify intuitive judgements as those mental states of acceptance or
recognition that arise spontaneously as one considers certain thought experi-
ments (like Putnam’s twin-Earth, Searle’s Chinese Room, Burge’s arthritis case
and Gettier’s case previously considered) and which moreover are believed to
confirm or disconfirm hypotheses about what we mean by a certain notion.23

If a person feels intuitively attracted to a certain analysis of the meaning of
a term, this may also, I take it, demonstrate their commitment to what the anal-
ysis makes explicit. So a person’s intuition may not only help them to access an
until now unrecognized part of its meaning, it may also function as a sign of
that person being committed to this aspect of its meaning. This seems important
with regard to how the present version of conceptual analysis can be supportive
of the possibility of a recognition-transcendent meaning of words. If we recall,
for the meaning of words to be recognition-transcendent to the competent and
ordinary user of them it must be external and objective enough in relation to the
user for them to possibly be ignorant of it but internal and subjective enough for
them to be committed to it. To remember how this proviso works we may con-
sider how it has been accounted for within some of the previously considered
attempts to make sense of a recognition-transcendent meaning of words. Recol-

29T will return to this matter when considering some responses to this criticism.
31 See Goldman 2007, p. 2.

32 See for instance Ludwig 2007, p. 135-136.
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lect for instance the idea that the underlying nature of what I refer to by a natu-
ral kind term or that the opinion of some expert user within my community is
constitutive of what I mean by the term. Either idea presupposes that I hold
myself committed to the underlying nature of what is being referred to or the
expert’s opinion; only then can the underlying nature or the expert’s verdict be
taken to override what I presently recognize the proper meaning to be. In the
current case, our intuition about possible and actual uses of the term is thought
to have such an overriding status and function. Although a person has not ex-
plicitly considered the idea that their words are being used with a certain mean-
ing, their intuitive attraction and commitment to this meaning, once it is re-
vealed to them, is believed to show that it has been part of their use of the words
all along. We may also give emphasis to the fact that on this account, the mean-
ing can also be recognition-transcendent to a whole community of people be-
cause it does not presuppose that anyone else is an expert on the meaning.?

I have described intuition-driven conceptual analysis as directed towards
making explicit what is implicit in our use of words. With regard to this, we
should notice that different thinkers in favour of the general idea of conceptual
analysis prefer different accounts about what conceptual analysis amounts to and
presupposes more precisely. Traditionally, the object of conceptual analysis has
been believed to be both a non-mental and non-linguistic entity, like for in-
stance an abstract object or a platonic form. Some modern and contemporary
conceptual analysts depart from this account. For instance, Paul Grice, a distin-
guished member of what is usually labelled the ‘school of ordinary language

33 This does not however mean that one can be held to implicitly use a word with a certain meaning if one has
no idea about how to apply it. In exemplifying this restriction, Jackson for instance says that: ‘Someone who
says that Sweden is a liberal society but has nothing to say about why, or who thinks that the key fact is that
Sweden is cold in the Winter, hasn’t mastered the pattern we pick out with the term ‘liberal society’. They
don’t know what the word is used for.” See Jackson, 2010, p. 180. In analysing the meaning of a term some
thinkers also find it legitimate to do some violence to it or to depart to some extent from what its ordinary
user finds to be intuitively correct to say and what seems to be implicit in their use of it for the sake of being
able to present a more coherent analysis than otherwise possible. However, many thinkers are also cautious
about this due to the risk of being accused of presenting a new meaning of the word rather than an analysis
of the term as it is actually used. See for instance Antti Kauppinen, “The Rise and Fall of Experimental
Philosophy’, Philosophical Explorations, vol. 10, no. 2, 2007, p. 96.
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philosophy’ and who refers to his own philosophical activity as conceptual anal-
ysis mainly wishes to do justice to our use of words.?>* Frank Jackson and Chris-
tian Nimtz, who are contemporary defenders of conceptual analysis, also deem
themselves to be focusing on the meaning of words.?>> Some also think of the
object of conceptual analysis as a non-linguistic and mental representation or
cognitive capacity.?% Relative to this latter account, an individual may be be-
lieved to have the concept of justice if they are able to differ between, for in-
stance, just and unjust acts separate from any linguistic competence.

Since I am exploring in what sense religious and existentially important
words can have a meaning which goes beyond what the competent user of them
presently recognizes it to be (but which can be manifested to them through intu-
ition) it may appear natural to confine my investigation to accounts of concep-
tual analysis that regard the proper target of it to be the meaning of words. In
some sense, this is the approach I will adopt. One should however bear in mind
that the differences between the accounts considered are not as distinct as they
may seem. For instance, one who regards the target of conceptual analysis to be
an abstract object may still concede that we only have access to it in virtue of
having a mental representation of it. If so, a person’s mental representations are

24 See Paul Grice, ‘Postwar Oxford Philosophy’ (1956), in Paul Grice, Studies in the Way of Words,
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1989), p. 173f. A more contemporary defender of this
tradition along a Wittgensteinian line is Oswald Hanfling, see especially Oswald Hanfling, Philosophy and
Ordinary Language, The Bent and Genius of Our Tongue, (London: Routledge, 2000).

5 See Jackson 1998a, p. 33. See also Jackson 2010, p. 178 for more on the same matter. See Christian Nimtz,
‘Conceptual Truth Defended’ in (eds) Nikola Kompa, Christian Nimtz, Christian Suhm, 7he A Priori and
Its Role in Philosophy, (Paderborn: Mentis 2009), 137-151. For some who are critical of this version of
conceptual analysis, see Justine Kingsbury and Jonathan McKeown-Green, ‘Jackson’s Armchair: The Only
Game in Town? in (eds) David Braddon-Mitchell and Robert Nola, Conceptual Analysis and Philosophical
Naturalism, (London: MIT Press, 2009), p. 176f.

36 See Goldman, 2007, p. 15. In a different text written together with Joel Pust, he says that: ‘Mentalism
interprets philosophical analysis as trying to shed light on the concepts behind philosophically interesting
predicates, where the term ‘concept’ refers to a psychological structure or state that underpins the cognizer’s
deployment of a natural-language predicate. Thus, Jones’s concept of apple is the psychological structure
that underlies her deployment of the predicate ‘apple’, and Jones’s concept of knowledge is the psychological
structure that underlies her deployment of the predicate ‘knows’” (or ‘has knowledge’).” See Goldman and

Pust 1998, p. 187-188.
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likely to be considered important, even on this conception of what the primary
target is.23” And thinkers who hold the target of conceptual analysis to be a men-
tal representation may still accept that the content of this representation is usual-
ly manifested through that person’s linguistic competence and behaviour.
Hence, the word, or rather a person’s use of it, can be deemed relevant to con-
sider and target even relative to this account of conceptual analysis. In fact, if
one thinks that a person’s intuition can manifest some unrecognized features of
the meaning of their words, one has to, it seems, assume some connection be-
tween a person’s mental states, their linguistic competence and the meaning of
their words.23

4.3 Intuition-driven conceptual analysis and religious
and existentially important terms

The purpose of intuition-driven conceptual analysis is to make explicit what is
implicit in our use of words. To do so, the conceptual analyst commonly con-
strues detailed thought-experiments and appeals to our intuition about which
uses of the terms that seem to make sense within them. Let us examine and ex-
emplify to what extent this idea of conceptual analysis may be used to account
for how the meaning of religious and existentially important words can be
recognition-transcendent to the ordinary and competent user of them.

Consider the religious term ‘holy’. Many religious people frequently use
this term; they may for instance think that God, a certain person or a particular
ritual is holy. One may wonder though if people in serious and frequent use of
this notion possess an exact account of its meaning. If, for example, they are
asked about this, they will perhaps find it difficult to offer a detailed or precise

37 Recall, something along this line was for instance presupposed by Putnam when he argued that his
conclusion, that meaning is not in the head, also affects a Fregean approach to mind and meaning.
2% Many also seem to identify the source for intuitive judgments as people’s linguistic or conceptual

competence. See for instance Kirk Ludwig 2007, p. 131-133.
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account of its meaning. This may be taken to indicate that they do not know
what they mean by this term or perhaps that the term has no determinate mean-
ing because if it did, would they not, who ordinarily use it, be able to account
for it? Recall for instance the thesis of soft contextualism (and the idealistic and
individualistic conception of linguistic meaning and competence motivating it)
which states that to the extent a word has a certain meaning, this meaning is, in
general, transparent to the competent and ordinary user of it. Hence, if the term
‘holy’ has a meaning within a certain religious community, one might expect the
typical member of this community, namely, the ordinary and competent user of
the word, to be able to account for it. And if they cannot, would this not strong-
ly indicate, or even establish, that the term has no determinate meaning within
this community and for the people using it? (And to the extent this is the case,
the same reasoning would apply to other terms of religious and existential im-
portance.)

Perhaps, but perhaps not. Could it rather be the case that some of these re-
ligious believers implicitly, rather than explicitly, know more about what they
mean by this notion? Some evidence for this being the case can be revealed in
how able they are, assuming that they are, at recognizing and categorizing ob-
jects as holy and unholy. If so, we may just need to approach the matter of find-
ing out the proper meaning of this notion a bit differently than asking the peo-
ple using it directly like: “What do you mean by the term ‘holy’?” Expressing our
curiosity like that may be straightforward but perhaps not very constructive.
Rather than approaching them with such an upfront question, we may present
to them certain fictive scenarios and ask them to what, if to anything, the term
‘holy’ applies within these scenarios. How they respond may reveal to us, as well
as to them, what appears to be the principle responsible for how they differ be-
tween holy and unholy entities. The more thought-experiments we present to
them, the more we may be able to fine-tune our analysis of what ‘holy’ may
mean to the people using it.2? Something similar may be the case when some-

9 This does not mean that we cannot and should not engage in a critical discussion about how they respond.
Perhaps, we think that they seem to handle various examples of one type of case differently and we want to
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one is asking people for a definition of ‘art’. They, like most people, would per-
haps find it rather difficult to present an adequate and direct response to this
question. However, if our enquirer puts forward ten different objects and then
asks the people to pick out the ones they consider to be works of art, they would
probably have something to say about this matter. This may thus illustrate how
an intuition-driven conceptual analysis may help us to dig deeper into what
people mean by the use of certain religious and existentially important words.

In this respect, the version of conceptual analysis under consideration may
also be suggestive of an important elaboration of the thesis of soft contextualism.
We have previously considered one such possible elaboration from the social
externalist, namely the suggestion that soft contextualism makes more sense if
applied to a community as a whole rather than to every member of it. What I
am about to suggest however may in theory apply to each and every member of
a community.2* Concerning certain religious and existentially important terms,
one should perhaps not assume that the ordinary user of these terms, in general,
has an explicit account of the exact or complete meaning of them. That is, their
initial attempt to say what certain religious terms mean may not do full justice
to the meaning “packed into” these terms as they use them, that is, as the terms
feature in their idiolect. To the extent we accept this, it may seem to be incon-
sistent with soft contextualism as it has been construed so far.2#! However, one
can also try to make the present appeal to intuition-driven conceptual analysis
compatible with the thesis of soft contextualism by adopting a certain account of

ask them about it more in detail; nothing about the idea under investigation seems to rule this out. See for
instance Jackson 2010, p. 173 for more on this.

240 Tf we recall, social externalism, on my construal of it, states that one member of a religious community can
use a word with its conventional meaning while being partly ignorant of it as long as someone else within
the same community is less ignorant of the meaning of the word.

M1 If we remember, soft contextualism states that people employing a word frequently and with serious intent
cannot, as a general rule, fail to know the meaning of it. That is, as far as ‘God’, ‘immortality’, ‘holy’ or
‘soul’” has a certain meaning within a specific religious community, the thesis states that this meaning is
transparent to the competent and ordinary user of them, that is, to the “typical” member of this religious

community.



150

in what sense the religious and ordinary user of words is supposed to know the
meaning of them. Even if people within a religious community can be thought
to use words with a meaning beyond what they can account for directly, they
can still be taken to know this meaning implicitly, and this may be enough to
not violate the thesis of soft contextualism. Once the ordinary and competent
user of these words is presented to certain thought-experiments and offered the
opportunity to reflect intuitively on them, in the manner described in the previ-
ous paragraph with the terms ‘holy” and ‘art’, they may also have a fair chance of
making explicit what is implicit is their use of terms. To the degree that we find
this possibility plausible, we may have reason for specifying or qualifying the
thesis of soft contextualism in the following manner: As a general rule, the
meaning of religious and existentially important terms is either directly or indi-
rectly transparent to the competent and ordinary user of them; in the latter case
it may be that the user implicitly possesses an account of the word’s meaning, an
account that is possible to make explicit through the process of intuitively con-
templating actual and possible uses of the term.

We should also consider more precisely to what extent intuition-driven
conceptual analysis may apply to the kind of terms I am concerned with. To
begin, and as previously observed, to the extent our terms of religious and exis-
tential importance are conceived of as natural kind terms, and given the account
of them offered by natural kind externalism, it would not apply to them. (How-
ever, and as | will return to towards the end of this section, some part of the
meaning of even these terms, namely what can be considered the semantic status
and category of them, may still be the proper object of intuition-driven concep-
tual analysis.) To continue, one may also propose that, as a general rule, intui-
tion-driven conceptual analysis may be more applicable to terms that are rather
basic and common for the ordinary and competent user of them. By this I mean
terms that a person is commonly taught by being introduced to paradigmatic
examples of to what the terms apply. This excludes for instance terms whose
meaning is introduced and taught to others through an explicit definition.2#2

22 Jackson also seems to think like this when claiming that: “The hard cases are those where a term is not
introduced via an explicit definition. We pick up terms like *knowledge, ‘free society’, ‘pain’ and so on by
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One reason for thinking that intuition-driven conceptual analysis may be less
applicable to the latter kind of terms is that if our use of them would depart
from our explicit definition of them, we may feel more committed to the defini-
tion than our actual use of the term, due to the fact that our initial cognitive
contact with the meaning of these terms was through the definition.24

Intuition-driven conceptual analysis may also, to a certain degree, be less
applicable to technical terms or terms of art. The reason for this is that if a per-
son’s intuition is going to be able to reveal some unrecognized feature of the
meaning of his terms, this person must reasonably be a somewhat competent
user of the terms in question. And for many technical terms this kind of compe-
tence is limited to only a few people. Concerning terms like ‘gravity” or ‘gene’
many people may be sufficiently competent to defer to someone else and mean
what they mean by it, but they may still not be competent enough to be able to
produce relevant intuitive judgements concerning which possible uses of them
make sense beyond the ordinary context of usage.

Hence, if one thinks that most terms of religious and existential im-
portance are introduced and taught through a definition, these terms may not be
suitable for intuition-driven conceptual analysis. I would however think that
many terms of religious and existential importance, like ‘God’, ‘love’ or ‘life’, are
not like this. One general fact that may offer some support for this thought is
that not all terms can be introduced or taught in this way, because that would
lead to an infinite regress.

One may of course consider the suggestion that all or most religious and
existentially important terms are introduced in this sense, even if not all other

being exposed to examples, or putative examples, and somehow latching onto the relevant commonality. We
recognise the relevant patterns and thereby acquire mastery of the terms.” See Jackson 2010, p. 179. See also
Jussi Haukioja ‘A Middle Position Between Meaning Finitism and Meaning Platonism’, International
Journal of Philosophical Studies, vol. 3, no. 1, p. 36-37 for the idea that semantically basic terms are
commonly taught through ostention rather than through definition.

23 Of course, the very basis for this kind of limitation is not absolute; sometimes we may feel more committed
to the use of a term than the definition of it, even if we originally were taught the meaning of the term
through a definition.
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terms are. Although, this is a real possibility, this seems rather unlikely. A similar
response can be made to the idea that all terms of religious and existential im-
portance are technical or for some other reason rather unusual ones. This idea
may be objected to on the grounds that the introduction of many of our tech-
nical terms is preceded and only makes sense relative to some ordinary and non-
technical terms. Moreover, to suggest that the category of religious and existen-
tially important words in particular would all be technical terms does not appear
plausible.

Let me also consider and respond to another reason for why intuition-
driven conceptual analysis may be thought to not apply to most terms of reli-
gious and existential importance. To introduce this reason, remember that alt-
hough I have proposed that the version of conceptual analysis under considera-
tion may be more applicable to terms of a basic and common type, this does not
mean that such terms are basic in virtue of having a meaning that is transparent
to the competent and ordinary user of them; if we recall, the meaning should
still be possible to be ignorant of.2# About this one may wonder how one call
tell if a certain term has, or seems to have, a meaning beyond what is currently
recognized? As a possible and according to me plausible response to this ques-
tion, one may suggest that a characteristic phenomenological feature of such
terms is that they commonly give rise to confusion or wonder. To the extent one
accepts this, it seems natural to consider terms of religious and existential im-
portance as suitable terms for conceptual analysis, because they commonly give
rise to much wonder and discussion.2

One may of however disagree with the last part of my suggestion and claim
that religious and existentially important terms lack the phenomenological fea-
ture in question. That is, even though one may happen to agree with me that
confusion or perplexity about the exact meaning of a term may indicate that it
possesses more meaning than presently recognized by its ordinary and compe-

244 Compare to Grice 1989 (1956), p. 176.

5 To offer some historical support for this latter proposal, we may recollect that what people have wondered
about throughout our history are precisely such words like ‘time’, ‘mind’, ‘love’, ‘courage’, ‘freedom’ and
‘God’, just to mention a few.
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tent user, one may think that religious terms do not constitute such terms.
Hence, although people can be confused about what they mean by words like
‘time’ or ‘mind’, such confusion is not that common with regard to religious
words. Alan Bailey for instance seems to think that ‘God, as it is used within
religious contexts, does not give rise to uncertainty or confusion. He writes:

We normally have no difficulty, for example, in telling other people what time it
is or how much time a particular activity is likely to take. However when we
stand back from such mundane activities and ask ourselves “What is time?’, we
are suddenly plunged into confusion. In the case of religious discourse, though,
this phenomenon is almost unknown. If someone who is at ease using the word
‘God’ in prayer and catechisms asks “What is God?’, that person rarely has any
difficulty in arriving at an answer with which he or she is fairly comfortable.?4

If Bailey thinks that the perplexity we may feel when someone asks us “What is
time?’ is not that common with regard to religious notions, I disagree with him.
Just like many people will have difficulty saying not what the time is but what
time is, I think that religious people can initially find it easy to say what God is,
but then also feel uncertain and confused about what they mean by ‘God’ if
asked more questions about this or if they themselves begin to think more deep-
ly about this matter. I do not mean that religious people seem uncertain about
the meaning of all religious terms. I am rather saying that the distinction be-
tween confusing and non-confusing terms does not coincide with a distinction
between religious and non-religious terms. Moreover, it also appears difficult, if
not impossible, to separate religious and non-religious contexts and terms in this
respect. For instance, if our concept of time is a confusing one (as Bailey appears
to admit), so is the concept of God (as a being outside time).

246 Alan Bailey, “Wittgenstein and the Interpretation of Religious Discourse’ in (eds) Robert L. Arrington et al.,

Wittgenstein and Philosophy of Religion (London: Routledge, 2001), p. 135.
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On the subject on how intuition-driven conceptual-analysis may be ap-
plied within the context of religion and our theorizing about it, one may also
notice that the approach may have an interesting connection to the thesis that
our cognitive access to reality is mediated and not direct; that we cannot know
or describe how reality is in itself but only how it is conceptualized relative to a
conceptual scheme.2” Even if this idea is frequently expressed in terms of ‘con-
cepts’ and ‘conceptual schemes’, people advocating it, frequently seem to think
that we conceptualize the universe or our experience of it through the meaning
of the words we use to describe either of them. It seems that people positive to
the idea of conceptual analysis and people in favour of the idea of conceptual
schemes have something in common, namely the conviction that to the extent
we wish to make sense of certain features of the universe we have to consider the
role played by our concepts, commonly taken to be constitutive of the meaning
of certain words. Furthermore, the concepts, according to some thinkers, that
play an important role in how we conceptualize the universe may be the same
basic type of concepts that I have assumed to be the proper target of conceptual
analysis. It is for instance common for the conceptual analyst to target the use of

27 As Philip Clayton declares: ‘It is almost a truism in contemporary philosophy that we have no direct access
to reality. Everything that we say, think or perceive is filtered through some conceptual scheme.” See Philip
Clayton, “Two Kinds of Conceptual-Scheme Eealism’, The Southern Journal of Philosophy, vol. 29, no. 2,
1991, p. 167. Philosophically speaking, Kant’s metaphysics and epistemology have, of course, been
important for the development and encouragement of this kind of thinking. Simply put, Kant differentiated
between reality in itself and how we humans conceive or perceive of it. Our experiences of reality are made
possible and shaped by the conceptual and cognitive constitution common to us all. For Kant, what we take
to be how reality is in itself is deeply and inevitably the product of our mind working on reality in itself. The
latter is inaccessible to us. Influenced and affected by the twentieth century’s fixation with language, many
wish to update Kant’s theory without giving up on its core thesis. That is, they want to keep his distinction
between how reality is in itself and how it is for us humans. However, what forms our conceptions of reality
is not, they say, the stable constitution of our mind but rather conventional and contingent discourses that
may, and are likely to, vary from context to context. John Hick and his talk about “the Real” within
philosophy of religion is a rather good example of this neo-Kantian line of thinking. According to him, the
transcendent “Real” is what all or most religions attempt to denote and describe. The real is however like
Kant’s noumena forever beyond our concepts or categories and ineffable. All the things religions say about
this divine reality is relative and shaped by the different linguistic practices they belong to and not how “the
Real” really is, so to say. See John Hick, ‘Ineffability’, Religious Studies, 2000, vol. 36, no. 1, p. 41.
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words which are thought to express our classificatory practices, that is, words
that manifest how we categorize and individuate various objects.2

Moreover, the intuition-driven version of conceptual analysis under con-
sideration would also, it seems, indicate that it may not be easy to make a neat
and straightforward distinction between a ‘descriptive’ and ‘prescriptive’ analysis
of a religious term or a whole religious discourse. Accounts not directly in line
with the commonly accepted interpretation of a