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Stuar t  C. Brown a rgues  that  Wit tgensteinian F ide i sm is 
in ternal ly  incoherent .  1 I t  is, he c la ims,  a philosophical  view 
about  religion which is commi t t ed  to two proposit ions both of 
which cannot  with consis tency be jointly held. On the one 
hand,  as fideists,  the Wit tgensteinians a re  commi t t ed  to the 
view tha t  there  is no c o m m o n  s tandard  of r e f e r ence  by which 
the issues be tween  belief  and unbelief  could be ra t ional ly  
adjudicated:  the respec t ive  beliefs,  in fine, a re  incommen-  
surable .  (Brown calls this the incommensurability-thesis.) Yet, 
on the other  hand,  f ideists  also bel ieve tha t  there  a r e  c r i te r ia  
of t ruth  and fa ls i ty  in religion. (I shall  call  this the truth- 
thesis.) Brown ' s  c la im is tha t  the truth-thesis and the incom- 
mensurability-thesis are  both in tegra l  to Wit tgensteinian 
F ide ism,  but that  they a re  incompat ib le  and thus Wittgen- 
steinian F ide i sm is internal ly  incoherent .  

Brown and I a re  one in bel ieving tha t  Wit tgensteinian 
F ide i sm res t s  on a mis take ,  and we both ag ree  tha t  D. Z. 
Phillips is a p a r a d i g m  case  of a Wit tgensteinian Fideist ,  but 
I a m  fa r  f r o m  confident  that  Brown has  been able to es tabl ish 
tha t  such a f ide ism collapses because  of pure ly  internal  
difficulties. 

(D) and (E) below a re  the s t a t emen t s  of the truth-thesis 
and the incommensurability-thesis respect ively .  Brown ' s  
a r g u m e n t  - -  to s ta te  it m o r e  fully - -  is tha t  they both cannot  
be  consistent ly held when t aken  in conjunction with (A), (B) 
and (C) below, and tha t  (A), (B) and ( C ) a r e  undeniable.  

My trouble begins  with not being able to see why (B) 
is undeniable,  and thus I do not see tha t  it is t rue  tha t  the 
Wit tgensteinian Fideis t  mus t  re jec t  e i ther  (D) or (E) because  
(1), (A), (B) and (C) a re  unden iab le ,  and (2) because  of 
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the way  (A), (B) and (C) a re  re la ted  to (D) and (E).  Brown 's  
list is as follows: 

(A) Any belief  f undamen ta l  to any  religious tradit ion 
conflicts with one or m o r e  ' infidel '  beliefs,  i.e. 
with bel iefs  which qual i fy a m a n  as an unbel iever  
in relat ion to tha t  tradit ion.  

(B) I f  there  a re  c r i te r ia  which de te rmine  cer ta in  be- 
liefs as t rue,  then those beliefs,  together  with any  
to which someone  who holds them is the reby  com- 
mit ted,  a re  c o m m e n s u r a b l e  with any  conflicting 
beliefs.  

(C) There  can only be  cr i te r ia  of t ruth  and fals i ty to 
be  found within a religious tradit ion if some 
fundamen ta l  bel iefs  of that  t radit ion a re  true.  

(D) There  a re  c r i te r ia  of t ruth  and fals i ty  to be found 
within any  given religious tradit ion.  

(E) No religious belief  is c o m m e n s u r a b l e  with any 
infidel belief.  2 

I I  

Brown c la ims  that  (B) is undeniable.  This s eems  to me  
thoroughly quest ionable when one keeps  in mind how Phillips 
(Brown 's  p a r a d i g m  Wittgensteinian Fideist)  construes  'reli- 
gious bel ief '  and ' t ru th '  and ' f a l s i ty '  in religion. 

(B), we m a y  recal l ,  is the proposit ion that  " i f  there  a re  
c r i te r ia  which de t e rmine  cer ta in  bel iefs  as true.  then those 
beliefs,  together  with any  to which someone  who 
holds t hem is the reby  commit ted ,  a re  commen-  
surable  with any  conflicting be l ie fs" .  Tha t  is to say,  if I 
bel ieve tha t  it has  been below zero for  ten days  in a row, 
then I a m  also commi t t ed  to bel ieving tha t  the wa te r  is 
f rozen in the pail  that  has  been  sitting on m y  front  lawn 
those ten days  past ,  and I t r e a t  as c o m m e n s u r a b l e  with that  
las t  belief  the fa lse  belief  tha t  there  a re  two life goldfish 
swimming  around in a pail  of wa te r  sitting on m y  front  lawn. 
I f  there  a re  c r i te r ia  which de te rmine  the t ruth  of p, then 

Stuar t  C. Brown, "Fideism, Truth  and  Commensurabil i ty",  presented 
at  the For ty-Six th  Annual Meeting of the American Philosophical 
Association, Pacific Division, San Francisco, March 23, 1972. 

z Ibid., p. 3. 



SOPHIA 

we have grounds for believing q to be true, if being committed 
to p also commits us to q, and we also have grounds for 
believing that any belief in r which conflicts with q is false. 
But to so conflict with q, r must be measurable (assessable) 
by the same standard as q and so be commensurable with q. 

"To deny this one would need to maintain that the reasons 
which show q to be true have no bearing on the truth or 
falsity of r. ''3 But then, if we made such a denial, we would 
be reduced to the absurd view of being committed to main- 
taining that q and r, while remaining conflicting beliefs, could 
both be true. 

After setting out this argument, Brown then rightly 
points out that Phillips does not defend such an eccentric view 
of ' true',  where ' true'  becomes an ellipsis for ' true only for 
some particular group', and thus, like ' large'  and 'small', a 
relative term. For Phillips, as for most of the rest of us, "if  
something is true it is true sans phrase". 

From these considerations, Brown concludes that given 
that ' true' is employed in its normal way, (B) appears at 
least to be analytic, and if (B) is analytic or even in some 
other way undeniably true, and if (A) and (C) are also unde- 
niable (as Brown argues they are), then we cannot consistently 
and simultaneously hold the two indispensable claims of 
Wittgensteinian Fideism, namely (D) and (E). 

When one turns back to a consideration of what Phillips 
is actually arguing, Brown's argument appears less decisive 
than it may have seemed at first sight. For while Philliips 
does not give a relativistic reading of 'true', he does give a 
distinctive reading for religious beliefs of ' true' and 'belief' 
(in the latter he follows Wittgenstein). Given these readings, 
I shall argue, (]3) will be neither analytic nor undeniable. 
What Phillips does (and here he also follows Wittgenstein) 
is to deny, given the employment of ' true'  in them, that the 
normal relations holding between matter-of-fact propositions 
hold for those distinctive situations where we cross types be- 
tween religious propositions and purely matter-of-fact 
propositions. 

An illustration used by Phillips will translate this into 
the concrete and bring out what he intends. Suppose p is the 
religious proposition expressing the religious belief 'God is in 
heaven'. Someone who did not understand religious beliefs, 
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i.e. didn' t  know how to p lay  that  l anguage-game,  or at  least  
didn' t  unders tand that  pa r t i cu la r  religious belief,  would quite 
unders tandably  conclude tha t  this commi t t ed  such a religious 
bel iever  to the absurd  proposit ion q, 'Some as t ronauts  might  
ca tch  a g l impse  of h im' .  (This is para l le l  to ' I t  has been 
below zero for  ten days '  and 'The wa te r  in the pail in m y  
front  ya rd  mus t  be f rozen ' . )  And if the bel iever  were  real ly  
so commit ted ,  this in turn would allow it to be the case  that  q '  
( 'Some as t ronauts  saw God ' )  or r ( 'They  did not see God')  
a re  both candidates  for  t rue or fa lse  religious propositions. 
On such a view, they are  all (p, q, q '  and r) t aken  to be 
commensurab le .  

Cont ra ry  to this, iL i~ Phil l ips '  contention --- and it seems  
to m e  an ent i rely reasonable  contention - -  that  it shows an 
ut ter  misunders tanding  of what  Chris t iani ty is all about  to 
think tha t  q, q" or r could be possible u t t e rances  in that  mode  
of discourse.  4 In that  mode  of discourse no question or their  
t ruth or fa ls i ty  could even ar i se  except  pe rhaps  in a c la im 
that  q and q" a re  necessar i ly  false.  But plainly they are  not 
at all c o m m e n s u r a b l e  with p. Yet p - -  'God is in heaven '  - -  is 
a proper  religious u t te rance  in such a mode  of discourse,  and 
q, q" and r a re  indeed infidel bel iefs  which show tha t  someone 
who seriously employs  them,  where  the engine is not idling, 
is not a Christ ian bel iever  or even any  kind of religiousi be- 
l iever  with even a to lerably  close f ami ly  r e s e m b l a n c e  to a 
Christ ian believer.  That  is to say,  they i l lustrate  the sort  of 
considerat ions that  would lead one, as the Wittgensteinian 
Fideis ts  do, to asse r t  (E) .  

An examina t ion  of that  case  also br ings to the fore the 
need to d i sambigua te  (B). There  a re  m a n y  people with little 
or no unders tanding of religion who would t ry  to construe p 
l i teral ly and who take  q, q '  and r to be c o m m e n s u r a b l e  with 
p. They  take  q to be something  which a bel iever  who accepted  
p is commi t t ed  to if cer ta in  fac tua l  conditions obtain. But it 
is just  such proposit ions as q and q '  which Phill ips would 
mainta in ,  and I believe rightly,  a re  such tha t  no Christ ian 
bel iever ,  who had any  to lerably  adequa te  religious under- 
standing, would enter ta in  even as possible religious claims.  

Anyone who held such an infidel belief  would show him- 
self to be  an unbeliever ,  but not in the way a m a n  would 
who asse r ted  'There  is no God; there  is no heaven,  the world 
is full of pointless, purposeless  evil ' .  These  beliefs also 
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qualify as infidel beliefs, but they are  infidel beliefs which 
do not necessar i ly  show a lack of understanding of religious 
beliefs, though they do categor ical ly  re jec t  core Christian 
beliefs. By contrast ,  q, q" and r show a lack of understanding 
of religious belief. They are  conflicting beliefs but they are  
c lear ly  not commensurab le  beliefs. They are  beliefs, Phillips 
argues,  which belong to a d i f ferent  language-game.  The truth 
of 'God is in heaven '  and the t ruth of any claim about what 
astronauts  might  see or fail to see is not settled in the same 
way. This is basic for  Wittgensteinian Fideists  and indeed for 
Wittgenstein himself ,  though it is not c lear  that  Wittgenstein 
would speak of ei ther  the truth or fals i ty of religious beliefs. 
However,  it is c lear  that  both Wittgenstein and Phillips do not 
think that  q, q" and r a re  conf i rmable  or disconfi rmable  by 
re fe rence  to such empir ical  propositions or even commen- 
surable with them. Yet q, q" and r would ordinari ly  be thought 
to be infidel beliefs which conflict with Christian beliefs, 
though here  it is the whole class of beliefs which are  con- 
flicting. That  is to say, a man  who asser ts  (a t tempts  to 
assert)  e i ther  'The astronauts  found heaven and saw God',  
or 'The astronauts  fai led to find heaven  or God',  shows in his 
very  assert ion (a t tempted  assert ion) that  he is an unbeliever,  
though an unbeliever  not because he re jec ts  a religious belief 
he understands,  but an unbeliever  by way of not even under- 
standing the religious belief in question. But these beliefs are  
conflicting with religious beliefs in the quite plain sense that  
one could not hold them and be a believer.  But this shows 
clearly that  (B), fa r  f rom being analytic,  is in fac t  false,  
for here  we have incommensurable  infidel beliefs which con- 
flict with religious beliefs which follow f rom religious beliefs 
which hold in vir tue of the ve ry  cr i ter ia  for  ' t rue  Christian 
belief' .  (I am assuming for the sake of this discussion what 
Brown also assumes,  namely  that  there  are  cr i ter ia  for  t rue 
religious beliefs.) 

Brown might t ry  to defend the analyt ic i ty  or at least the 
undeniable truth of (B) by claiming that  q, q'  and r in m y  
above example do not, a f te r  all, rea l ly  conflict  with religious 
beliefs. They do not conflict, he might  argue,  because  they 
are not even in the same mode of discourse and show no 
understanding of the re levant  religious beliefs or of what 
it is to believe in God. Since this is so, they cannot  rea l ly  
conflict with religious beliefs and thus I have not produced 
a genuine counter-instance to (B). 

This bet rays  the ambigui ty  of 'conflicts '  in (B) and it 
is this that prompted my  r e m a r k  that  (B) needs dis- 
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ambiguating.  If,  on the one hand, in (B) 'conflicting belief' 
is just an infidel belief which a bel iever  could not hold and 
remain  a religious believer,  then I have produced a counter- 
instance to (B) and Bro~x,;~'s claim is false. If, on the other 
hand, 'conflicting beliefs '  n (B) means  an infidel belief on 
the same logical level as a religious belief, then (B) is trivially 
(that is truist ically) true. But I see no good grounds for so 
pre-empting 'conflicting beliefs ' ,  given the fac t  that much 
unbelief rests  on claims about the incoherence and not on 
the falsi ty of fundamenta l  non-anthropomorphic Christian 
beliefs. 

However,  even such denials, e.g. 'There  is nei ther  God 
nor heaven ' ,  need not in a] ~ linguistic environments  be con- 
s trued as confliz~ir.~ commensurab le  beliefs, for  someone 
who made  such a s ta ' , :ment  might not be assert ing it because 
he believed that  it was false that there  is a heaven or that  
God exists, but because he thought that  ei ther or both of 
those notions were incoherent.  His 'There  is nei ther  God nor 
heaven '  has the import  of saying that  he re jec ts  such notions 
because  he believes them to be incoherent .  Thus 'There  is 
neither God nor heaven ' ,  on such a quite natural  reading,  is 
also both non-commensurable  and conflicting with ve ry  key 
religious beliefs. If  Brown replies that  on such a construction 
'There  is nei ther  God nor heaven '  is no longer a conflicting 
belief, then this shows that he is salvaging his position by 
stipulative re-definition. 

III  

Brown goes wrong because he fails to keep in mind just  
how Phillips constxues 'religious belief '  and ' t rue ' .  Consider 
SUch Christian u t te rances  as 'God is our saviour ' ,  'We shall 
me0t  a f te r  death ' ,  'God is the Creator  of the heavens and the 
earth', or 'God is in heaven ' .  They  should not be construed, 
Phillips avers ,  again following Wittgenstein, as ei ther  state- 
ments  of fac t  or expressions of attitude, s Ra the r  we should 
construe them as verbal  pictures which govern the lives of 
Christian believers.  As Phillips puts it (at tr ibuting this con- 
ception to Wittgenstein),  " these  pictures are  unshakeable 
beliefs in the sense that  they form the f r amework  within 
which those who live by them assess themselves  and the 
events that  befal l  them. ''6 In believing that we shall mee t  a f te r  
death,  the bel iever  need not at all believe in some incoherent  

s D. Z. Phi l l ips ,  Faith and Philosophical Enquiry ( L o n d o n :  R o u t l e d g e  
a n d  K e g a n  Pau l ,  1970), pp.  204-222. 
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conception of some puta t ive  fu ture  s ta te  of a f fa i r s  in which 
people, as d isembodied agents ,  will surv ive  the death  of their  
bodies. Ra the r  to be  i m m o r t a l  is to be in one 's  own life in 
God and to be f ree  of the snares  and tempta t ions  of mor ta l  
l i f e / A n d  to have  such a belief  is to be governed by a cer ta in  
p ic ture ;  it is not to accept  as p robab ly  t rue  or even to t ry  
to m a k e  sense of some would-be fac tua l  c la im that  a cer ta in  
v e r y  p rob lemat i ca l  fu ture  event  will occur. A bel iever ,  in 
living in accordance  with a Christ ian picture  of e te rna l  life, 
could come  to agree  with Flew and Pene lhum that  it m a k e s  
no sense to speak  of surviving bodily death. He need not 
be t ry ing to think of his own funera l  and at  the s a m e  t ime  
t ry ing to think of h imsel f  as witnessing his own funeral .  
R a t h e r  in thinking of his own death  and in thinking of 
mee t ing  those he ca res  for  a f t e r  death,  he can be thinking 
of his life as a whole and a t tach ing  a cer ta in  ve ry  s t rong 
value to f r iendship and personal  relat ionships.  

I t  is t empt ing  to say  tha t  this in e f fec t  shows that  such 
pictures  a re  not express ive  of anything that  is or even could 
be  l i teral ly  true.  But  however  t empt ing  this is, it is still, 
Phil l ips argues ,  mis taken ,  for  'We shall  m e e t  a f t e r  dea th '  on 
such a construct ion could only be  f igura t ive ly  true,  if we 
could a t  leas t  in principle indicate  something of what  it 
would be like for  it to be l i teral ly  true.  Yet  this we cannot  
do, for  we have  "no  original  context  of l i teral  t ru th  which 
the rel igious pic tures  can  distort  or deviate  f rom.  ''8 But  then 
we can hard ly  talk about  its being f igura t ive ly  t rue either.  

Ra the r  what  we mus t  come to see is that  'We shall  m e e t  
a f t e r  dea th '  is an " e m b o d i m e n t  of a ref lect ion on, or vision 
of, the mean ing  of life and d e a t h " 2  I t  ve ry  well could be 
" a n  express ion of bel ief  that  people should act  towards  each  
other,  not according  to the s ta tus  and pres t ige  that  people 
have  acqui red  or fa i led to acquire ,  during the course  of their  
lives, but as children of God, in the equali ty which death  will 
reveal .  ''1~ 

Religious beliefs,  including a belief  in e ternal  life, a re  
not opinions or conjectures  about  what  is the case,  or pre- 
dictions about  what  will happen,  or retrodict ions about  what  
has  happened.  Ra the r ,  these fundamen ta l  religious bel iefs  
a re  visions in t e r m s  of which m u c h  of the be l i ever ' s  life is 

7 Ib id . ,  p.  60. 
8 Ib id . ,  p. 66. 
9 Ib id . ,  p. 67. 
1 o Ib id . ,  p.  66. 
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lived. They  a re  not assessed  or even assessab le ,  Phill ips 
c la ims,  by  an appea l  to evidence;  r a t he r  these bel iefs  provide 
pic tures  one lives in acco rdance  with, d raws  sus tenance  f rom,  
and judges  and assess  one 's  life and one 's  env i ronment  by. 

I t  is in the light of this concept ion of religious belief that  
we should unders tand  Phi l l ips '  conception of religious t ruth 
- -  a conception in which ' rel igious t ru th '  and ' t ru ly  rel igious '  
come  close at  leas t  to being equisignificant21 After  talking 
about  belief  and religious pictures ,  Phil l ips goes on to re- 
m a r k :  

I t  is of the u tmos t  philosophical  impor t ance  to recog- 
nize that  for  the be l ievers  these  pic tures  const i tute 
truths,  t ru ths  which f o r m  the essence  of l i fe 's  mean-  
ing for  them.  To ask  someone  whether  he thinks these  
bel iefs  a re  t rue  is to ask  h im whether  he can live 
by  t hem . . .12 

But  here  ' t rue  bel ief '  surely  undergoes  a sea  change.  Ask- 
ing about  t hem is ve ry  di f ferent  f r o m  asking whether  it is 
t rue  tha t  the continued exis tence of the Atlantic sa lmon is 
threa tened .  But  since 'bel ief '  is ve ry  dist inctive in ' rel igious 
bel ief '  and since rel igious proposit ions a re  not s t a t ements  of 
fac t ,  ' t ru th '  in this domain  mus t  also be  const rued differently.  
When we see how different ly ,  we will look on the conflict  
be tween scept ics  and be l ievers  in a new way.  Phill ips s t resses  
tha t  while it m a k e s  sense  to ask  what  is t ru ly  religious, it 
m a k e s  no sense to ask  whether  religion is t rue or false  or 
whether  rel igious u t t e rances  m a k e  t rue  or fa lse  s ta tements ,  
if in doing tha t  one invokes some conception of conf i rmat ion  
or d isconf i rmat ion or some conception of an ex te rna l  test. 

I f  we look to the na tura l  env i ronment  of 'God is t ru th '  
or 'To love God is to know the t ru th ' ,  we will come to see, 
Phil l ips contends,  tha t  they " a r e  not a class  of second-best  
s ta tements ,  hypotheses  awai t ing  conf i rmat ion  . . . " ;  r a t he r  
they are  " a  body of t ru ths" ,  i.e. principles,  to live by, which 
have  p layed  an impor t an t  pa r t  and continue to p lay  an im- 
por tan t  pa r t  in m a n ' s  ef for ts  to regula te  and m a k e  sense of 
his tangled life. 

In  asking whether  in the domain  of religion as such we 
have  t ru th  or whether  in the domain  of Chris t iani ty we have  
such truth,  we are  not asking,  Phil l ips argues ,  something of 

11 D. Z. Ph i l l ips ,  Faith  and Phi losophical  Enquiry, pp. 150-153. 
12 D. Z. Ph i l l i p s ,  Death and Immortal i ty ,  p. 71. 
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the type we would be asking if we asked whether the ship 
leaving Halifax is bound for London or whehther the Atlantic 
rift is pushing the Continents apart. Rather, we are using 
'truth' in a way much closer to the way we would be using 
it if we were to assert that there is a lot of truth in the claim 
that it is better to give than to receive. To dispute about the 
truth here is very unlike arguing about whether a prediction 
will come true or arguing over whether what a factual state- 
ment alleges to obtain really does obtain, e.g. 'There are 
storks in Iceland'. Rather it is to argue over an ethical matter,  
to wit, over the worth of generosity. A man who says that 
he has come to see the truth in the maxim that it is better 
to give than to receive is giving us to understand that he 
will strive after generosity, and t ry  to orient and regulate his 
life in accordance with that maxim. A similar thing obtains 
for anyone who assents to 'Christ is the truth, the life and the 
way' or 'God is truth'. He is not taking a world-historical 
stance but is announcing and affirming how he will strive to 
live. 'Truth', as 'belief', has a very different use here than 
it has in scientific and factual domains. 

Such an account of ' truth' and 'belief' is of crucial im- 
portance for Wittgensteinian Fideists and the core of it, if 
not Phillips' particular detail, has both attracted and repelled 
many people who think seriously about religion. TM There is 
something here which is important and has, I am convinced, 
'a ring of truth about it'; yet, I am also convinced, it should 
be looked on with a very jaundiced eye. This fideistic account 
indeed has been and should be attacked frontally. TM But to 
try to undermine it by exhibiting internal inconsistencies in 
a skeletal formulation of it which ignores how it gives flesh 
to the comrnensurability thesis through its elucidation of the 
nature of truth and belief in religion is almost certain to fail, 
primarily by only deftly refuting a strawman. 

1~ D. Z. Phillips, Faith and Philosophical Enquiry, p. 159. 
14 See here ,the interest ing review discussion of Faith and Philosophical 

Enquiry, by S. C. Thakur  in the Australasian Journal of Philosophy, 
Vol. 49, No. 3, (December, 1971), pp. 324-329; and the essays by 
Tziporah Kasachkoff,  "Talk About God's Existence", Philosophical 
Studies, (The National University of Ireland),  Vol. XIX, (1970), pp. 
181-192; and  Paul Edwards, "A Critical Examinat ion of 'Subjective 
Christ ianity '  ", Question 4, pp. 93-110. 

ls I have tried to do this in various ways in my "Wit tgensteinian 
Fideism", Philosophy, Vol. XLII, No. 161, (July, 1967), "Language and 
the Concept of God", Question 2, (January,  1969), "God and  the 
Forms of Life", Indian  Review of Philosophy, Vol. I, No. 1, (January,  
1972), Contemporary Critiques of Religion, (London: Macmillan, 
1971), Chapter  5, and in my Scepticism, (London: Macmillan, 1972), 
Chapter 2. 


