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Religious belief and philosophy of language

Hiroshi Ohtani

What is it that to have religious beliefs such as “There is the Last
Judgment.” or “There exists God.”> What kind of role do they have in our
life (and death) ? Here I approached this question from a view of
philosophy of language. Thus I formulated the question as “What is the
meaning of religious beliefs ? ” or more precisely “What gives religious
beliefs their meaning ?” Philosophy of language has been exploring the
question of meaning and, in that exploration, philosophers of language have
thought a lot about metaphysical notions such as reality, truth, objectivity,
etc. These notions directly relate to the question of the status of religious
beliefs.

In the first section of my paper, I formulated (semantic) realism and
argued that what characterizes realism is that it accepts the notion of truth
which is independent of our epistemic ability. According to realism, meaning
of a sentence is given by truth condition of the sentence and that truth
condition could be recognition-transcendent, that is, it’s not assured that we
can even in principle know whether that condition obtains or not.

In the second section, I examined realism so understood and concluded
that realism has a serious flaw. Wittgenstein and Dummett argued that
realism cannot explain what it is that to understand meaning and I think they
are right. Realism thinks that meaning of a sentence is given by the
condition of obtaining recognition-transcendent truth, and so, ex hypothesi,
we cannot always know whether or not that condition obtains. And in the
cases where we do not know that, we cannot relate our use of the sentence
with understanding of meaning of it. Then I examined Dummett’s anti-
realism as an alternative to realism. Dummett’s central claim is that the

224(425)



meanings of sentences are explained systematically by the theory of
meaning. And for Dummett, what is crucial is that in that theory notion of
truth which is not recognition-transcendent, that is that of verification, has a
central role. '

In the third section, I discussed Wittgenstein’s view. Specially, I explained
how the difference of Wittgenstein’s view and Dummett’s throws light on the
understanding of religious belief. Dummett thought that Wittgenstein
accepted deflationary theory of truth and gave up the notion of truth as
objectively substantive. But on my view, Wittgenstein didn’t. What
Wittgenstein gave up is systematical account of meaning, which is central to
Dummett. Wittgenstein thought meaning of religious beliefs are given not in
terms of verification but of the way they concern the lives of believers. When
believers have religious belief such as “There is the Last Judgment.”, they
regulates all in their lives. They see lives in terms of punishment and reward
and this is essential for their beliefs. In the final section, I commented a little
about the relation among life, death and philosophy.
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