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Abstract

This paper focuses on two contrasting approaches to the theory of linguistic meaning 
and asks how they color a range of issues of interest to scholars of religion. The so-
called truth-conditional approach makes truth basic. It trades on the thought that we 
sometimes or perhaps often know what someone has said when we know what it 
would be for what she has said to be true. The other approach pegs meaning to how 
expressions and sentences are used in communicative situations. Dummett and 
Davidson are front and center. Davidson is of course in one sense a champion of truth-
conditional semantics, but, over the issues I have in view, his case is instructively 
mixed. This discussion leads us toward an account of linguistic meaning which ele-
vates over truth a family of concepts associated with use, including verification, justi-
fication, and pragmatic success.
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1 Introduction

Perhaps there are features of religion that do not depend on linguistic com-
munication, but it is hard to think what they might be or in what their interest 
might consist. Belief, experience, liturgy, myth, pilgrimage, prayer, scripture, 
sermon, song, ritual, text, value—each of these draws, directly or indirectly, 
on linguistic meaning, and this list merely scratches the surface of religious 
expression. When we study religion, no doubt we implicate linguistic mean-
ing. But must we implicate a theory of linguistic meaning—a semantic theory? 
Clearly not. Just as the political scientist studying voting behavior needn’t ask 
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herself how words become meaningful so we may examine any item on this 
list without raising foundational questions about what it is for words to mean 
what they do. Just as we ourselves use language without knowing how we do 
it, so we can quite well understand what religious people are saying without 
knowing how they are managing to say it.

Still, with some regularity, we do encounter general questions about “the 
meaningfulness of religious language.” Sometimes the context is polemical: 
witness the mid-twentieth century collision of logical positivism with God-talk 
(on which more later). Sometimes the occasion is a surprising claim from the 
field—for example, that ritual action conceals unsuspected semantic content, 
or that an apparently meaningful vocalization has none.1 Or perhaps someone 
suggests that only an “insider” could understand this or that piece of religious 
discourse, or that this or that community sees the world through a radically 
different conceptual framework. Reflection on any of these claims might lead 
us to ask how we manage to do things with words.

In this paper, I focus on two contrasting approaches to the theory of linguis-
tic meaning and ask how they color a range of issues of interest to scholars of 
religion. The so-called truth-conditional approach makes truth basic. It trades 
on the thought that we sometimes or perhaps often know what someone has 
said when we know what it would be for what she has said to be true. The other 
approach, to put it crudely, pegs meaning to how expressions and sentences 
are used in communicative situations. In Sections 2 and 3 I discuss a version  
of the truth-conditional approach. My goal there is not so much to criticize  
the approach as it is to bring out several ironical connections between it  
and the study of religion. In Section 4 I take up Donald Davidson’s work. He is 
of course in one sense a champion of truth-conditional semantics, but, at least 
over the issues I have in view, his case is instructively mixed. This discussion 
leads us toward an account of linguistic meaning which elevates over truth a 
family of concepts associated with use, including verification, justification, and 
pragmatic success. Section 5 takes stock, and Section 6 takes up an example.

2 Truth-Conditions and the Plenum

Let us consider the claim that the meaning of a statement is determined or ex-
plained by the conditions under which it is true. That at least many declarative 

1   For the first, E. Thomas Lawson and Robert N. McCauley, Rethinking Religion: Connecting 
Cognition and Culture (1990); for the second. Frits Staal, Rules without Meaning: Ritual, 
Mantras and the Human Sciences (1990).
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sentences have truth-conditions seems clear enough. As Robert Brandom 
notes, “one can say of anything that has propositional content that it has truth-
conditions…. [T]his characterization is just a harmless compliment paid to 
things whose contents can be expressed in declarative sentences” (1994: 329). 
Perhaps the most straightforward case involves using a declarative sentence 
to make a serious assertion: to say that this or that is true under certain condi-
tions. It is sometimes said that religion is not primarily or even at all in the 
business of making serious assertions. I do not agree—but let us put this ques-
tion aside for the moment. I hope we can at least agree that religious people 
put declarative sentences to all kinds of uses—for example, to give commands, 
to ask questions, to give praise, and to express hope. In any event, to say that 
declarative sentences have truth-conditions is, per Brandom, harmless.

However, the claim that interests us isn’t that declarative sentences have 
truth-conditions but rather that grasping the meaning of a sentence consists 
in or is explained by knowing the relevant truth-condition. So we have the fa-
miliar Tarskian truth-schema as portrayed by Mark Gardiner (introduction to 
this volume p. 327):

T: “s” is true if and only if p

The T sentence is disquotational because it uses quotation on the left of the 
biconditional and removes it on the right. The left-hand scare quotes set off 
a sentence we do not understand—an acceptable interpretation of which is 
given on the right. The suggestion, as Gardiner says (introduction to this vol-
ume p. 327), is that theorems of this sort can replace meaning-specifying theo-
rems of the form:

M: “s” means that-p

This kind of replacement is said to be an advance because associating a state-
ment we don’t understand with the condition under which it is true—or, as it 
is sometime put, knowing its truth-condition—is tantamount to understand-
ing that statement and, so, to grasping its meaning.

One immediate question, much discussed in the literature, is how to read 
“knows” in this context. In attributing such knowledge, clearly we are going 
to require more of the speaker than the ability to produce, on the right side, 
an equivalent expression. Thus, beginning with the unsatisfactory, ‘Every dia-
mond is hard’ is true if, and only if, every diamond is hard, we might try to make 
progress by replacing the right side of the bi-conditional with an apparently 
informative expression—perhaps, ‘Every diamond is hard’ is true if, and only 
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if, every diamond has a certain molecular structure. But this will help only if 
we already grasp the truth-conditions having to do with substances having this 
certain molecular structure. For the same reason it will be no help to “explain” 
the nature of this certain molecular structure in still more basic terms, for here 
again we invite triviality. The difficulty we are having—a long-time theme of 
Michael Dummett’s—reflects the fact that truth-conditional theories of this 
sort explain meaning in terms of truth and not in terms of our ability to rec-
ognize or grasp it as such. Thus, Dummett remarks that a truth-conditional 
theory of meaning “provides us with no conception of how a knowledge of 
the truth-condition is delivered to the speaker” (1991: 316). This deficiency (as 
Dummett sees it) will be most damaging in those areas of discourse where 
we are not, or perhaps are not normally, in a position to recognize associated 
truth-conditions.

For those of us interested in religion, it is tempting to take Dummett’s criti-
cism as a version of the standard empiricist challenge to the meaningfulness of 
religious discourse—familiar in its verificationist form to generations of grad-
uate students in both philosophy and religion. It isn’t. The empiricist challenge 
has to do with evidential strength; it alleges the subject matter at issue is so far 
removed from human cognition as to hollow-out the general terms at issue. 
For example, it asks how closely the universe resembles a product of intelligent 
design; it asks how a wholly spiritual being can be said to possess a mental 
life, etc. By contrast, Dummett is alleging an in-principle problem. Consider 
Socrates’ exchange with Euthyphro, which I paraphrase thusly:

E: There is war amongst the gods.
S: What does that mean?
E: “There is war amongst the gods” means there is war amongst the gods.
S: That’s uninformative. Please try again.
E: “There is war amongst the gods” is true if and only if there is war 
amongst the gods.
S: That’s still uninformative. Please try again.
E: “There is war amongst the gods” is true if and only if there is fighting 
between Uranus and Cronos and Zeus.
S: Appealing to truth here doesn’t help. These truth-conditions are inac-
cessible to finite creatures like you and me.

My Socrates—I don’t think he’s very far from Plato’s Socrates—is asking 
Euthyphro to explain how he can be in a position to recognize or somehow 
take in the truth of sentences purporting to be about the gods. In Dummett’s 
terms, Socrates is asking Euthyphro to “manifest”—to make explicit through 
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his linguistic and other behavior—the combination of inference and empiri-
cal cognition that gives them meaning. Euthyphro is claiming to know their 
meaning but can say nothing about how he would go about showing them 
to be true, nothing about how their truth has been delivered to him. Behind 
Socrates’ question is the thought that such limited creatures as ourselves 
are not in a position to recognize that such sentences are true. If so, then we  
cannot know the truth-conditions attached to them, and so, by hypothesis,  
we cannot know their meaning.

Dummett’s point is that the truth-conditional theorist must take truth as 
radically independent of our ability to recognize the right half of the bicon-
ditional as true. We cannot reply on Euthyphro’s behalf that the supporting 
pattern of inferences and experiences is, as is often the case with linguistic 
competence, implicit—that, as I noted at the outset, we often use words mean-
ingfully without knowing how we manage it. Nor can we appeal to the standard 
division of linguistic labor—to the thought that Euthyphro knows a little (but 
enough) about the gods in the way that someone knows a little (but enough) 
about plantar fasciitis. You can’t have knowledge, explicit, implicit, or partial, 
of what cannot be known.

This is of course not a general argument against the claim that meaning 
is best explained by appealing to truth-conditions. It is just pointing out that 
the truth-conditional proposal can get no traction in spheres of discourse 
where we cannot legitimately attribute knowledge of truth-conditions. To 
argue in this fashion against truth-conditional semantics per se would require 
showing something much stronger, viz., that speakers must always be capa-
ble of fully manifesting their (explicit or implicit) mastery of relevant truth- 
conditions. Dummett has famously prosecuted this case, arguing that defenders  
of truth-conditional semantics must avail themselves of concepts aligned with 
use—verification, justification, etc.—rather than truth. I cannot evaluate that 
argument here. What’s more, an inability to engage religious discourse may 
not be peculiar to a truth-conditional approach to linguistic meaning. We are 
familiar with the claim that no semantic theory can get a purchase on reli-
gious discourse because religious discourse has no or little content express-
ible in declarative sentences—that by its nature it is not truth-evaluable. This 
sort of claim would be well received in many precincts of religious studies. It 
would be endorsed by Lars Albinus (this volume), as I understand his paper, 
and (as Albinus points out) by Roy Rappaport (1999). (Richard Rorty holds 
out this prospect as a virtue. If religious speech could be walled off from truth 
and falsity it would likely attract fewer fanatics (Rorty 1997).) On the other 
hand, perhaps other semantic theories are better positioned to make sense of 
the content of religious discourse. This suspicion might be motivated by the 

Downloaded from Brill.com05/19/2023 07:11:57PM
via free access



362  Godlove

Method and Theory in the Study of Religion 30 (2018) 357-377

thought that we do know, well enough, what Euthyphro is saying even though 
we do not and could not recognize the associated truth-conditions and that 
a variety of religious fundamentalisms are making perfectly straightforward 
truth-claims. I leave this as an open question for the moment.2

Having argued that truth-conditional semantics, whatever its wider pros-
pects, is not apt for interpreting religious discourse, I now want to suggest that 
it implicates what amounts to a theological metaphysics and epistemology.

We have seen that the truth-conditional theorist wants to make truth ex-
planatorily basic, and that this makes for a split between what gives a sentence 
or an utterance its meaning (its truth-condition) and a speaker’s ability to rec-
ognize whether that condition obtains—to cognize or grasp it. Dummett con-
trasts the truth-conditional theory with one that rests on our ability to credit 
a speaker with knowledge, explicit or implicit, of how an assertion might be 
verified or given some empirical support:

The truth-conditional meaning-theorist has an entirely different concep-
tion. For him, the entire history of the universe, past and future, subsists 
in an eternal plenum of reality and is that reality to which our assertions 
relate. We pick out individual objects within this plenum by associating 
with the names we employ certain uniquely satisfiable conditions.

1991: 310

Dummett is trading here on an idea of fundamental importance to the truth-
conditional picture, namely, that the world is as it is entirely independent of 
us. This goes for talk about the cat on the mat (the one I see in front of me) as 
much as it does for putative god-talk—the question of the accessibility of the 
world to finite creatures is not to the point. On the contrary, reality is transcen-
dent partly in the sense that it is indifferent to the cognitive apparatus of any 
sentient creature. Thus, we can speak of “the entire history of the universe.” It 
is this reality that makes our utterances true.

Dummett says of this claim—that truth-conditions may somehow be 
grasped by us even though we are not equipped to recognize them—that it 
“is a piece of mythology” (1991: 316).3 An ironical assessment given our pres-
ent interest. I would extend Dummett’s figure to say that it is an essentially 

2   I intend none one of this to run afoul of Gardiner’s plea for semantic continuity across all  
forms of discourse (this volume, p. 411), a plea which I am glad to echo. The present 
thought is not that religious discourse requires a somehow non-standard or custom-built  
semantics.

3   Repeated in (Dummett 2007: 309).
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theological doctrine. Indeed, the conception of “an eternal plenum of reality” 
is one traditional conception of god in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The 
idea is to refer to our subject matter—God, reality—while at the same insist-
ing that it may in principle be inaccessible to us. One wants to ask: Then whose 
cognition is it? Here too we are in well-worn theological territory. On Leibniz’s 
view, for example, God grasps an object and (what amounts to the same thing) 
the infinite complexity of the world in a single intuition without requiring a 
contribution from sensation. Here we may recall Dummett’s complaint that 
the truth-conditional account gives no attention to how this picking-out is to 
be “delivered to the speaker.” But Dummett’s complaint has no place in our cur-
rent context, for the subject now under discussion does not require empirical 
cognition. Rather, it views the world sub specie aeternitatis. It would seem that 
for god such truth-conditions are tailor made.

3 Truth-Conditions and Absolute Determination

Like others in the humanities and social sciences, scholars of religion often want 
to understand the life-worlds of people and communities, including their atti-
tudes, values, and practices. Often this involves figuring out what people mean 
by their words. In Gardiner’s terms this takes us from the ontological to the 
methodological side of semantics (introduction to this volume p. 323). It takes 
us from questions about the nature of meaning—we have so far been consider-
ing the suggestion that it consists in a sentence’s truth-condition—to questions 
about how, in practice, truth-conditions are to be identified. In the next section  
I want to turn to how this distinction plays out in Davidson’s work—work 
which has been deservedly influential in the religious studies community. But 
before turning from ontology to methodology, let us ask how the two are re-
lated. Writing approvingly of Davidson, Gardiner says

This answers the ontological question: the meaning of a sentence is to  
be identified by its truth-conditions, where the truth-conditions are  
to be thought of as instances of the T-schema (called T-sentences) (intro-
duction to this volume p. 327) … [Methodologically,] the interpreter must 
begin postulating certain propositional attitudes—chiefly beliefs and 
desires—to the speaker that would explain how and why she is moving 
her body in that way and in that circumstance. The underlying premise 
of this maneuver is that the meaning of a sentence is to be identified with 
the content of the propositional attitude it expresses.

this volume p. 328
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In this way, Gardiner thinks the ontological and methodological projects are, 
as he says, “intimately related,” (introduction to this volume p. 324). Here I 
think we must proceed with caution.

We saw at the outset that, when employed in the service of understand-
ing, the threat of triviality hangs over the Tarskian T-schema. It is no help to 
trade “water” for “H2O,” or “the gods” for “Uranus, Cronos, and Zeus” unless we 
already understand the replacements. However, in Tarski’s original paper, the 
threat of triviality does not arise. That is because Tarski confines his interest 
to formalized languages. When Tarski speaks of a “formalized” language, he 
means “an artificially constructed language in which the sense of every expres-
sion is unambiguously determined by its form” (1933 (1983): 165-6). He cautions 
that his results do not hold for ordinary, natural languages. He notes that, in 
formalized languages we can guarantee that the entities we quantify over—for 
example, strokes, “|||||”, rather than words—are given precise or absolute deter-
mination, something that is not possible in ordinary, natural language.

Now the distinction between, on the one hand, the unambiguous or abso-
lute determination of logical notation and, on the other, the incomplete or 
partial determination of empirical objects had earlier been emphasized by  
C.S. Peirce. He notes that first-order quantificational logic with bivalence pre-
supposes that all individual objects in the range of the variables are absolutely 
determinate (Peirce 1931-58: vol 8: 208).4 That is, first-order quantificational 
logic with bivalence can admit an object that is both X and not X or neither 
X nor not X, whatever predicate ‘X’ may represent, only on pain of inconsis-
tency. But, as he notes elsewhere, “I had long before declared that absolute 
individuals were entia rationis, and not realities. A concept determinate in 
all respects is as fictitious as a concept definite in all respects” (vol 8: 208). 
Continued inquiry can always further refine our knowledge of this or that em-
pirical object. Here one of the many Sidney Morganbesser stories is apposite. 
Morganbesser has seen a hit-and-run, and a policeman asks him what color 
was the car. Morganbesser replies, The side facing me was blue. The point is 
one over which Tarski and Peirce agree: the objects over which we quantify 

4   Elsewhere, Peirce writes that such an individual “must be one of which every predicate may 
be universally affirmed or denied. For, let A be such a term. Then, if it is neither true that all A 
is X nor that no A is X, it must be true that some A is X and some A is not X, which is contrary 
to its nature as a logical atom. Such a term can be realized neither in thought nor in sense…. 
A logical atom, then, like a point in space, would involve for its precise determination an 
endless process. We can only say, in a general way, that a term, however determinate, may be 
made more determinate still, but not that it can be made absolutely determinate” (1931-58: 
vol 3: 93). For discussion, see (Thompson 1978: 78).
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in ordinary language are not and cannot be absolutely determined. It is partly 
for that reason that Tarski confines himself to languages whose elements are 
by design entia rationis, the sorts of things whose unambiguous or absolute 
determination can be stipulated.

What, then, of Gardiner’s claim that the ontological and methodological 
families of questions in semantics are intimately related? What threatens 
this claim is the gap—emphasized by Peirce and Tarski—between the sharp, 
precise entities of formal logic and the fuzzy, partly determined objects of 
our everyday experience. It is not clear to me how to bridge this gap5—that  
is, how to accommodate one side to the other. The methodological side seems 
non-negotiable. Fuzzy empirical objects and such finite subjects as ourselves  
are a matched pair. Unlike logical symbols, empirical objects are fuzzy because 
they are presented to us from a limited perspective and not all at once. We are 
all in Morganbesser’s position. We encounter automobiles with finite, rather 
than with Leibnizian divine intellects. We cannot see the side facing away from 
us. Thus, the only prospect would seem to be fuzzing-up the logic underlying 
the ontological side. I don’t know that this cannot be done, but neither am  
I aware of any appealing proposals. For our purposes it is enough to note that, 
to gloss over this gap takes us back to theology, for the notion of an absolutely 
determined individual—one that therefore has no place among objects of  
experience—is just that of the god of the philosophers.

Talk of “encountering” objects or of having them “presented” suggests a dif-
ferent way of connecting truth and meaning. Consider a standard Peircean 
schema, this one from his well-known 1878 example:

“This is a diamond” is true if and only if it is not scratched by certain sub-
stances under certain temperatures and pressures.

1878 (1935): 259-60

What has happened to truth in the Peircean schema? Let me just make three 
points about what is obviously a complex question. First, truth-conditions 
are still very much with us. Peirce is stating the meaning of the sentence in 
truth-conditional terms; so much is, as Brandom says, harmless. The difference 
is that, with Peirce, we are no longer explaining meaning in terms of truth- 
conditions; we are no longer claiming that meaning consists in truth-conditions.  
Truth is no longer explanatorily basic. Rather, we are now promising to ex-
plain meaning by appealing—loosely expressed—to the difference the terms 
at issue make in experience. Second, as in the Tarskian schema, the approach 

5   I criticize one attempt at bridge-building in (Godlove 2011).
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to truth is, in contemporary terms, deflationary or minimalist, and is exhausted 
by the simple equivalence:

‘p’ is true if and only if p.

Our truth-talk is deflationary or minimalist in the sense that it affirms our cor-
respondence intuitions without assimilating truth to one or another pragmatic, 
epistemic standard. That is, it does not assimilate truth (contra Peirce himself) 
to what the ideal community of inquiry is fated to believe, or with whatever is 
good in the way of belief (James). Truth is a correspondence, as Kant puts it, 
between cognition and its object—but in so saying we do not move beyond 
what he calls its “nominal” (die Namenserklarung) sense. Third, truth is avail-
able for use as what Quine calls a device for semantic ascent (1960: §56). That 
is, it allows us to pass judgment on certain kinds of other sentences—e.g., “It’s 
true that whatever Euthyphro says is misleading.” It is, in this sense, a meta- 
linguistic predicate—we are “ascending” in subject-matter from talk of the 
world to talk of sentences. If truth has been displaced it is still indispensable.

4 Davidson

I have portrayed the move from Tarski to Peirce as a move from explaining 
to describing meaning in truth-conditional terms. Now, as Gardiner will note 
(this volume, pp. 403-405), Davidson at an early point moved from a program 
of capturing the meaning of sentences in a natural language in a Tarski-style 
truth theory to a project in which, on the methodological side, the heavy  
lifting is done by a set of auxiliary constraints having nothing in particular to  
do with Tarski’s work in the semantics of formalized languages. These con-
straints include assumptions about the preponderant rationality of the speaker  
(the “charity” constraint), an account of general terms or concepts on which 
the content of any one depends on the content of many others (the “holism” 
constraint), and the claim that agreement about the comings and goings of 
middle-sized objects—roughly speaking, about the way things appear—is 
more important to understanding than is agreement over how things are. 
Since I have discussed each of these on other occasions I will not dwell on 
them here.6

6   See (Godlove 1989 esp. ch. 4) and (Godlove 2002).
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To come right to the point: I am with Michael Williams and others who find 
that, when Davidson gets down to the business of real-world interpretation, 
he is actually working with a broadly verificationist picture of meaning. To see 
the element of verificationism in Davidson we must recognize within his work 
both a theory of meaning in a narrow sense, and a more general theory of in-
terpretation. Williams writes that, in the

narrow sense, a Davidsonian theory of meaning is an axiomatic theory 
that generates the meaning of every sentence of some target language. 
Now, since the ‘meaning’ thus generated is simply the sentence’s truth 
condition, it is natural to suppose that Davidson identifies meanings with 
truth conditions…. [But] Davidson owes (and provides) an account of 
why a device for generating truth conditions should be thought to specify 
meanings, as well as an account of the adequacy criteria to which such a 
theory is subject.

1999: 553

The narrow sense is the theory of meaning strictly considered. It takes the 
form of “a recursive device for specifying the meaning of every sentence of 
a given language or, more precisely, of the current idiolect of a particular 
speaker” (553). But, as Williams points out, in providing an account of the ad-
equacy criteria to which the theory of meaning is subject, Davidson produces 
a freestanding theory of interpretation—free-standing in the sense that the 
adequacy criteria (charity and holism prime among them) in no way depend 
upon or even implicate the claim that meaning consists in or is explained by 
truth-conditions. Rather, as Davidson himself emphasizes, it’s the other way 
around: together with whatever background and local knowledge the inter-
preter brings to the table, charity and holism constrain interpretation, radical 
or every day, foreign or domestic, insider or outsider (1994: 122).

This account lines Davidson up with Peirce, who defended a brand of real-
ism on which the process of verification may never end—but during which 
time what we come to believe about, say, the hardness of diamonds may very 
well be true. On the epistemological side we cannot claim a final determination  
of truth, while, on the metaphysical side, we may well have achieved it. This 
seems to be Davidson’s position on assigning content to mental states. The pro-
cess of interpretation, radical or real, involves “optimizing” a host of variables. 
While this may preclude certainty it does not preclude truth. Thus, Davidson 
bridges the gap between the ontological and methodological families of ques-
tions in semantics by denying that there is anything to the nature of mean-
ing over and above the result of this kind of optimizing. Such is Davidson’s 
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“intentional realism” with respect to meaning.7 I find it a very compelling story. 
What role does truth play in it? The same three-fold usage as above. The nomi-
nal sense of truth as correspondence is required by the T-schema—both in 
that the interpreter assumes the speaker has the concept that things are thus-
and-so and also in that the interpreter herself judges of adequate T-schemas 
that they capture how things are. Further, the interpreter must take the speak-
er to be right about much of the inferential and evidential purport of his utter-
ances (the charity constraint), but truth in this context merely allows for the 
expression of agreement. As above, it is expressive in Quine’s sense, a device 
for semantic ascent.

We are now ready to appreciate the element of verificationism in Davidson’s 
account of interpretation. To see speakers as conveying thoughts, rather than 
just making word-sounding noises, we must take it that they know what would 
count as substantiating this or that assertion. The evidence will come, as 
Davidson says, in the form of “readily available behavior” (1994: 128).8 In a late 
essay, Davidson is explicit about this, writing that “the problem … is that of ex-
plaining what makes the difference between showing, by one’s behavior, that 
one merely responds to perceptual similarities, and that one has a criterion for 
grouping things found perceptually” (1999: 39). Now the notion of applying a 
criterion takes us deep into the conceptual neighborhood of justification. As 
good Davidsonian interpreters we are interested in what speakers take to be 
justifying their assertions—and that will presumably include grappling with 
the practical consequences of their remarks—with implications, successes, 
failures, borderline cases, etc.

I have been speaking of a broadly verificationist element in Davidson’s ap-
proach to interpretation, but in fact, as I have just sketched it, it also contains 
elements of pragmatism. Verificationism puts the emphasis on the conditions 
for uttering a certain sentence. As Dag Prawitz has it, this “covers the conven-
tions that tell on what occasions it is appropriate to utter the sentence as far 
as it has to do with the meaning of the sentence” (2007: 457). This is a central 
part of the principle of charity, and is continuous with Davidson’s emphasis 
on detecting the speaker’s criterion for using a sentence under perceptual cir-
cumstances. By contrast, a pragmatist approach to meaning (again, Prawitz), 

7   “I have no objection if ‘Intentional Realism’ entails no more than that there are correct and 
incorrect interpretations of what a speaker means by his words … One can, in my opinion, 
be a realist in this sense and consistently hold that the primary and only ultimate source of 
meaning lies in successful interpersonal communication.” (1994: 126).

8   But, as for Dummett, the overall picture is emphatically not behavioristic. For example, 
behavioral evidence may point to implicit deductive or inductive reasoning.
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“is concerned with what reactions are appropriate when the sentence has been 
uttered, both what the speaker commits himself to and what the hearer has the 
right to expect” (2007: 457).9 We have already met with the makings of this idea 
in the context of charity: competent speakers don’t merely appreciate many 
of the logical and evidential relationships between their sentences but they 
agree to allow those relationships to constrain their reactions to utterances of 
them; that is, they commit themselves to react, on the whole, appropriately. 
Thus, for Peirce, as an initial approximation, to know the meaning of “is hard” 
is to expect that an object will not be scratched by a certain substance under 
certain conditions. For someone in possession of such knowledge it would 
be appropriate to evince surprise at that outcome only under non-standard  
conditions—e.g., in the context of irony or subterfuge.10

None of this commits us to a simple identification of meaning with use, 
and certainly not to a systematic theory of meaning as use, whatever that 
might come to. Such an identification is blocked by the fact that the appropri-
ate use of many expressions depends on, among other things, their meaning. 
(Davidson makes in this point in many places. It supports his well-known views 
on metaphor.) Indeed, it seems unlikely that mastery of such verificationist or  
pragmatic rules as these could give us, by themselves, a systematic theory  
of meaning in Williams’ narrow sense, that is, a recursive device for specifying the  
meaning of every sentence of a given language. But, equally, Davidson’s treat-
ment of charity and holism suggests that grasping the appropriate conditions 
for uttering a sentence and undertaking to react appropriately to its utterance 
are central to the philosophical project of giving an account of meaning.

The emphasis I am placing on continued inquiry into the conditions and 
consequences of use echo Davidson’s elevation of idiolect over language, 
“passing theory” over “prior theory” (Davidson 1986)—more generally his 
sensitivity to how context-sensitive and interest-relative are the notions of a 
good or correct interpretation of another’s speech. It is uncontroversial that 
Davidson counts the principle of charity as an adequacy condition by which 

9    Thus, Brandom writes of “the commitment undertaken by one who employs a given con-
tent to the propriety of the transition from the circumstances of appropriate application 
to the appropriate consequences of application of a conceptual content” (1994: 120).

10   Since Quine famously criticizes Peirce on holistic grounds, and since I am endorsing 
Davidson’s closely related holism, my appeal to Peirce may appear self-defeating. But, for 
Peirce, verificational meaning is just a stop on the way to the highest grade of clearness of 
thought. As Thompson puts it, “the ultimate meaning of ‘is hard’ lies in a network of true 
generalizations and not in the verificational meaning by virtue of which it qualifies for a 
place in the network” (1978: 74). These issues are outside the scope of this paper.
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to measure such goodness or correctness. I have suggested in this section that 
a commitment to Davidsonian charity pushes the theory of meaning in the 
direction of verificationism and pragmatism. At the most basic level this would 
be to replace knowledge of truth-conditions with knowledge of relevant extra- 
linguistic practices and procedures—namely, conditions and consequences 
of use. I intend this move to track Williams’ distinction between a theory of 
meaning as a systematic, recursive device, and a theory of interpretation. What 
work is left for the theory of meaning in this narrow sense seems to me an open 
question.

5 Four Takeaways for Religious Studies

Let us take stock.

5.1 The Move from Explaining to Describing Meaning in Terms of 
Truth-Conditions is the Move from Theology to Religious Studies

I hope that, for students of religion, the contrast between the truth-conditional 
approach to linguistic meaning and the Peircean one has a familiar ring. On 
the one side, we have a picture of the world as composed of absolutely deter-
minate individuals, as wholly indifferent to the structure of finite cognition, 
and as making (some of) our sentences and utterances true. With Peirce by 
contrast we tie meaning to human experience.

We trade the god’s eye point of view for that of continued inquiry. In so 
doing, we incline toward Dummett’s dictum that an adequate theory of lin-
guistic meaning should be a theory of understanding; that it should capture 
what speakers know about how to use expressions in the give and take of actu-
al communicative encounters. This is just the move from theology to religious 
studies.

5.2 Giving Up Explaining Meaning in Terms of Truth does not Mean 
Giving Up Assigning Truth and Falsity to Religious Beliefs, 
Utterances, and Inscriptions

On the minimalist or deflationary picture I am painting, we can quite well 
speak of truth as a correspondence between cognition and its object. That, 
again, is the merely nominal sense of truth. The mistake is to think we can give 
a substantive general characterization of what that correspondence consists 
in—as though truths share a common truth-making property. Truth-talk also 
allows us to comment on individual or, especially, groups or kinds of proposi-
tions. Thus, Nancy Frankenberry can indict the American left for its failure to 
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take Christian and Islamic fundamentalisms as partly motivated by false be-
liefs (2005). And Gabriel Levy can point out the irony in the failure to acknowl-
edge religious belief as false (when it is), namely, that, in the name of respect, 
we erase the agency and the rationality of the speaker (Levy 2012: 151).11

5.3 To Bypass Awareness for Truth is to See—to Paraphrase Davidson—
Spirituality in the Mirror of Meaning

Our two approaches to linguistic meaning, the truth-conditional and the 
verificationist-pragmatic, give opposing accounts of reference. The truth- 
conditional account treats reference as byproduct of truth. Thus, Quine, 
Davidson, and Rorty would prefer to treat seeing a diamond as a relationship 
between an object and a verbalization, “There is a diamond,”12 namely, the re-
lationship of “holding true.” Awareness is cut out altogether. By contrast, the 
Peircean truth schema cannot do without awareness and what Peirce calls 
the “secondness,” that, as he puts it, “jabs you perpetually in the ribs” (1931-58: 
6.95). For Peirce, following Kant, reference is unavoidably mentalistic. We are 
aware of being affected by what we judge, perhaps falsely, to be a diamond. 
These two options in semantics track a fundamental divide in Western spiritu-
ality: on the one hand, the attempt to erase the self—often a form of spiritual 
submission—as contrasted to its intensification with an attendant empha-
sis on inwardness and subjectivity. It is hard to imagine the history Judaism, 
Christianity, or Islam without this internal tension—sometimes creative, often 
destructive.13 The attraction we feel to explaining meaning by appealing to 
truth rather than to experience would then be a kind of antiseptic spirituality, 
one characterized by the attempt to view a world of absolutely determinate 
objects from the point of view of no one in particular.

5.4 The Logical Positivists were Right about Religious Discourse, Almost
Gardiner will remind us of the logical positivists’ harsh attitude toward, as he 
says, much religious discourse (this volume p. 410). I am a bit more inclined to-
ward charity. It is instructive to think of the positivists as students of religion of 
a very narrow sort. They fastened on putative discourse about a god so abstract 
as to resist verificationist and pragmatic tests—a god so abstract as to resist 
being grouped under any general concept, one with respect to whom there is 
no gauging whether we are reacting appropriately because, as, for example, 

11   Levy cites Hans Penner in (Penner 1995).
12   Hence, Davidson’s (1977 (1984)). I discuss the attempt undercut awareness in Quine, 

Davidson, and Rorty in (Godlove 2014), esp. chapters 4 and 5.
13   I amplify on these remarks in (Godlove 2016).
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with Tillich’s “god beyond the god of theism,” it finds no place among objects 
and events in the world. Finding no prospect of truth-conditions or means of 
verification or justification, they heard noise rather than meaningful speech.14

We might try to find the positivists guilty of what Stephen Yablo has recent-
ly called “truth-puritanism” (2014). Yablo points out that someone who says, 
wrongly, that it is Tuesday does nevertheless get something right. Even if it isn’t 
Tuesday, still, it is a day of the week (2014: 2-3). We “look past” the content of 
what was said to the underlying subject matter. One reaction to the positivists 
is to say they should have taken that route in the case of religious discourse. 
But is that fair? What underlying subject matter should they have kept in view? 
In Yablo’s example the speaker is implicitly committed to and is right about it 
being some day of the week—but it is hard to find a parallel in Tillich’s case. In 
Yablo’s terms, the positivists are saying: such god-talk isn’t even partly true. I am 
inclined to say that, if the positivists can be faulted, it is for a certain blindness 
to the wider, more humane work of Davidsonian optimization, not to be dis-
tinguished from the humane work of understanding. This is an area where the 
modem study of religion excels. Scholars of religion are trained, as Durkheim 
puts it, “to go beneath the symbol, to uncover the reality which it represents” 
(1912 (1995): 14-5). In cases where our specifically semantic inquiry isn’t pan-
ning out taking Durkheim’s advice may mean looking way past the surface, 
perhaps all the way to a social scientific subject matter. Thus, in The Elemental 
Forms of Religious Life, Durkheim sees a deep rationality in the apparently ir-
rational practice of worshipping of plants and animals. He illustrates in one 
stroke both Levy’s point about how falsity can sometimes preserve agency and 
Yablo’s point about the usefulness of asserting false statements “with truth 
in them” (Yablo 2014: 3). Durkheim is looking past the expressed claim that a 
plant or animal has superhuman power to what is arguably an important truth 
about the power of society.15

More generally, the student of religion diverges from the positivists in look-
ing to the distinctive uses to which the local discourse is put. She does not 
begin, and so end, by holding meaning hostage to locating an abstract god in 
the world of objects and events. Indeed, she does not assume that the talk is 
even about an abstract god—even in a Christian Eucharistic setting, even if 
the English word “god” appears in the subject position. In this she is shoul-
der to shoulder with deflationists of various stripes working out, for example, 
the meaning of value-talk in a world of objects and events, or of causal judg-
ments in a world without necessary connection. Methodologically, the upshot 
seems to be a principled promiscuity: we are free to see some religious speech 

14   See, for example, (Edwards 1965).
15   I defend this reading of Durkheim in (Godlove 2005).
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acts as disguised moral language, or perhaps in expressivist or functionalist or 
other terms.16 Promiscuous because, as contrasted with other such problem-
atic areas of discourse as morals and modality, there seems no hope of giving 
religious discourse a univocal treatment.

6 A Concluding Application

Let us pull some of these threads together by looking at Peirce’s discussion of 
the Eucharist:

The Protestant churches generally hold that the elements of the sacra-
ment are flesh and blood only in a tropical sense; they nourish our souls 
as meat and the juice of it would our bodies. But the Catholics main-
tain that they are literally just that; although they possess all the sensible 
qualities of wafer-cakes and diluted wine. But we can have no conception 
of wine except what may enter into a belief, either:

That this, that, or the other, is wine; or,
That wine possesses certain properties.

Such beliefs are nothing but self-notifications that we should, upon occa-
sion, act in regard to such things as we believe to be wine according to the 
qualities which we believe wine to possess. The occasion of such action 
would be some sensible perception, the motive of it to produce some 
sensible result. Thus our action has exclusive reference to what affects 
the senses, our habit has the same bearing as our action, our belief the 
same as our habit, our conception the same as our belief; and we can 
consequently mean nothing by wine but what has certain effects, direct 
or indirect, upon our senses; and to talk of something as having all the 
sensible characters of wine, yet being in reality blood, is senseless  
jargon.… It is foolish for Catholics and Protestants to fancy themselves  
in disagreement about the elements of the sacrament, if they agree in 
regard to all their sensible effects, here or hereafter.

1878 (1935): 257-8

This passage draws on several of our central themes. On Peirce’s broadly veri-
ficationist view, the reality represented by the concept “wine” is tied to what 
“sensible effects” it presents to sentient observers. Thus, the reference the ob-
server makes to the underlying substance has a mentalistic or phenomenologi-
cal component, and cannot be captured by his relationship to a sentence, true 

16   I am indebted in this paragraph to Michael Williams (2010: 318).
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or false. Rather, just the reverse: the presentation of the object grounds what 
judgments he makes about it, true or false. When all goes well, or reasonably 
well, this directly referential component prevents the resulting concept from 
straying too far from the “sensible characters” in play—for example, one knows 
the meaning of “is wine” when one knows that a substance is wine if, and only 
if, under testing it reflects a certain chemical composition, or tastes of oak with 
traces of cement, etc. Certainly it will prevent the resulting concept from stray-
ing all the way to blood.

But suppose we turn our backs on Peirce’s verificationism (or any use-based 
approach to meaning) and ask about the nature of the object as it is in itself, 
that is, apart from any considerations having to do with sentient cognition. 
For example, on an Aristotelian view, meaning is fixed objectively by the es-
sential nature of a thing rather than subjectively by what merely accidental 
properties may strike us in sensation (see Gardiner’s introduction, this volume, 
p. 324). When paired with nous, a faculty which allows us to pick out a sub-
stance’s essential properties, the Catholic view may get some traction. Thus, 
the Thomistic tradition holds that one knows the meaning of “is blood” when 
one knows that a substance is blood if, and only if, God deems it so. Might God 
deem a substance with the “sensible effects” of wine to be, in fact, blood? Since 
sensation no longer delivers the true nature of objects to us, the thought is 
no longer unintelligible that God might see its real, essential nature as some-
thing other than what is presented in experience. The suggestion, then, is that 
a truth-conditional approach to meaning—because it divorces truth from any-
thing in the neighborhood of verification, justification, or proof—allows the 
relevant speech to be about flesh and blood. In which case Protestants and 
Catholics may, contra Peirce, disagree after all.

For those of us interested in the study of religion these two approaches to 
linguistic meaning bring different strengths to the table. As we have seen, the 
verificationist or use-based approach integrates naturally into a central mission 
of the humanities and social sciences: understanding. I have argued that we 
should see Davidson’s work in the theory of interpretation in this light. Applied 
to the case at hand, we may take it that both Protestant and Catholic parish-
ioners have the right criteria for grouping objects under the concepts “flesh,” 
“blood,” “water,” and “wine” (the verificationist element), and that they retain 
this ability going forward (the pragmatic one). In inquiring into what comes 
next—to what use a judgment about water or wine is being put—we will tailor 
our assessment to concrete cases. At this point we have left the specifically 
semantical inquiry behind. Whether we should see this or that Protestant as 
using the judgment as a trope, or whether we should see this or that Catholic as 
believing in the real presence—these questions depend on a thick description 
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of the facts on the ground. Perhaps this person says, “This is bread,” but intends 
it, with Peirce, “only in a tropical sense.” Perhaps another person is making 
word-like vocalizations, but, in fact, is just going through the motions in what 
only appears to be a language-game. Perhaps this is a Durkheimian invitation 
to go “beneath the symbol,” where the “reality it represents” has to do with 
social stability, or natural selection on the group level. At this point the entire 
realm of symbolic expression is open to the speaker, whereas, for the inter-
preter, the widest and deepest understanding may require “looking past” what 
is said.

But, as Peirce understands, a broadly verificationist semantics cannot por-
tray orthodox Protestants and Catholics as in real disagreement about the 
objects on the communion plate. That requires taking seriously the thought 
that the real or essential nature of objects eludes evidence delivered through 
the senses. It requires a commitment to truth beyond justification and realism 
beyond verification. The question is whether we should take the associated 
absolute view of the world as a legitimate goal of our best metaphysics and 
epistemology, or whether we should see the appeal of realism in this absolute 
sense as continuous with the attraction of the kind of transcendence familiar 
to us in western religious traditions. To take the latter route would be to take 
seriously Dummett’s assessment of the truth-conditional model as “mytholo-
gy,” to take the attempt to divorce meaning from experience as a phenomenon 
itself of interest to the student of religion. The student of religion will then 
want to retain both the verificationist or use-based and the truth-conditional 
approaches to linguistic meaning. The first she will rely on in making sense 
of the movements, including the vocalizations, of those she wishes to under-
stand. The second she will take, in an ironical spirit, as continuous with her 
object of study.17
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