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History of Philosophy and Christian Thought

Part 5: Twentieth-Century Thought 3

The Philosophy of Language Analysis

A. Introduction

1. All philosophers of the twentieth century are preoccupied with language not only the British analysts (now under discussion) and structuralists, but existentialists as well. To Heidegger, language is the "house of being".

2. This emphasis comes partly cut of frustration with the continual ability of philosophers to solve problems which have been known for hundreds of years. Maybe some of these problems are the result of misunderstandings; let's define our terms."

3. It comes also from a more profound observation ‑ that language is a kind of gateway to reality: "The real is the sayable and the sayable is the real".

a. Nothing can be said to exist unless it can be spoken of.

b. Anything which can be spoken of has some sort of reality.

c. If language is a key to determining what is (metaphysics), then it is also a key to determining what is knowable (epistemology) and what is right (ethics).

4. Modern thinkers have therefore placed unique emphasis upon the study of language. This approach does, however, have roots in the history of philosophy.

a. Plato ‑ determines the nature of "justice," "virtue," etc. not by watching people perform just or virtuous actions, but by discussing how we talk about justice and virtue.

b. Aristotle does metaphysics by observing relations between subjects, predicates, attributes, etc. in language. Cf. the categories of Kant.

I. Logical Atomism

1. Figures


a. Bertrand Russell (1872-1970)

(i) Early influences: empiricism (J. S. Mill), idealism (F. N. Bradley), realism (A. Meinong).

(ii) In 1911 Russell published, with A. N. Whitehead, Principia Mathematica, a ground-breaking treatise in logic and mathematics which unveiled a remarkably fruitful new approach to those disciplines.

(iii) Russell came to feel that the system of the Principia reflected in a unique way the structure of the world itself and thus was the gateway to a new philosophy.




b.
Ludwig Wittgenstein





(i)
Born to wealthy, tragic family; full of despair, passion for clarity.





(ii)
Early training in engineering; precocious student of Russell.





(iii)
Tractatus Logica‑Philosophicus: his first book (1918), developed a philosophical system based on the structure of the Principia.



2. Ideas




a. 
"The picture theory of language"





(i)
The way to knowledge in metaphysics is to develop a language purified by Russell's logic, which will them be a "picture" of the world.





(ii)
Every sentence would correspond to a fact in the world.





(iii)
Every word would correspond to an element of a fact ‑ a thing, property or relation.





(iv)
To purify our ordinary language, we must make its sentences correspond with simple facts; we must reduce the complex to the simple.






(A)
Reduce compound sentences (coordinate clauses with "and") to simple.

(A) Reduce statements about generalities ("happiness," "green") to statements about individual sense‑data. "England declared war," though simple in form, is really a report about many different events.   

(B) In the end, the perfect language consists of momentary sense‑experience ("This red now," etc.) (Cf. Russell’s “Knowledge by Acquaintance”)

(C) But (JF) has anybody actually ever seen a “sense-datum” in this sense? Are these the fundamental building blocks of experience, or are they abstractions from our experiences of red things, etc.?





(v)
What cannot be translated into such "atomic sentences" about "atomic facts" must be eliminated from the language.




b. 
Epistemology: Only that is knowable which can be translated into the perfect language. Anything else is unknowable because unspeakable. Wittgenstein did think, however, that there was a realm of "Unknowable" objects. He called it Das Mystische, the mystical. It exists, but cannot be spoken of. Cf. the Kantian noumenal.




c.
Ethics





(i)
Statements about right and wrong cannot be reduced to reports about atomic facts.





(ii)
Thus there are no ethical truths; ethics is unspeakable, unknowable, improper subject‑matter for philosophy.





(iii)
However, Wittgenstein had deep ethical sensibilities, feelings of guilt. He believed there was something to ethics, though strictly speaking it was beyond the competence of philosophy. Hence ethics belongs to the mystical realm. 




d.
Religion





(i)
"God does not reveal himself in the world": and God is also unsayable, and therefore mystical.





(ii)
Same for the soul, salvation, etc.




e.
Philosophy





(i)
God, soul and world are beyond the scope of the perfect language (cf. Kant)





(ii)
The perfect language can only picture facts; it cannot picture relationships between language and fact. (The eye is not part of its own field of vision.





(iii)
A perfect language cannot speak of what is possible or impossible, or of what ought to be.





(iv)
Wittgenstein recognizes that most all philosophy‑including the Tractatus itself!‑‑violates these restrictions. Thus at the end he rejects his own statements as meaningless! They are useful only as tools to bring us to the point where we stop asking senseless questions. The book closes with the following "mystical" passage: "My propositions are elucidatory in this way: he who understands me finally recognizes them as senseless when he has climbed out through them, on them, over them. (He must so to speak, throw away the ladder, after he has climbed up on it.) He must surmount these propositions; then he sees the world rightly. Whereof one cannot speak, thereof must one be silent."



3. Comment




a.
Rationalism: All reality must conform to the structure of Russell's logic and the perfect language. But this rational structure rules out all rational discourse, so:




b.
Irrationalism: In the end, we are left with an irrational, inexpressible, mystical vision.

II. Logical Positivism (R. Carnap, M. Schlick, C. Hempel, H. Feigl, A. J. Ayer)



1.
Background: Viennese scientists and philosophers were intrigued by the Tractatus and tried to develop a system which stripped the Tractatus of its mysticism and self-refuting character. They adopted some of the ideas and messianic pretensions of European positivism (A. Comte); hence "logical positivism". During tile ascendancy of this position, Wittgenstein had abandoned philosophy ("Whereof one cannot speak...") Cf. also Charles Peirce.



2.
Revisions of Logical Atomism




a.
Rejection of the "picture theory": language is not, nor ought it necessarily to be, a perfect picture of the world.




b.
Rejection of all metaphysics, including that of the Tractatus. Philosophy does not discover any facts unavailable to other disciplines.




c.
The task of philosophy is simply to analyze and clarify the language of science.



3. 
Kinds of Language




a.
Tautologies ("The chair is a chair"; "either it will rain tomorrow or it will not") We know that these are true merely by knowing the meanings of the terms.




b.
Contradictions ("It is raining and it is not.") We know these are false merely by knowing the meanings of the terms.




c.
Empirical statements ("The back fence is white.") These may be true or false. We cannot determine their truth or falsity merely by the meanings of the terms; rather we must investigate ("empirically") the facts in question. Only statements in this category convey information about the world.




d.
"Emotive language" ‑ a catch‑all category misleadingly used to include commands, questions, poetry, etc.



4.
The "Verification Principle":




a. 
For any statement to be "empirically meaningful" or "cognitively meaningful" (i.e. to fit into group c, iii above) it must be verifiable by methods akin to those of natural science.




b.
By this test, all ethical, metaphysical and religious language is "cognitively meaningless," though it may have some "emotive" value. It conveys no information about the world, but may express attitudes toward the world, etc.



5.
Criticisms of the Verification Principle




a.
Its vagueness





(i)
An early formulation of the principle was that a statement is cognitively meaningful if it is conclusively verifiable through empirical evidence. However, this version of the principle ruled out as meaningless all general statements ("For any falling body"), and therefore proved intolerable to science itself.





(ii)
An alternative, suggested by Karl Popper: a statement is cognitively meaningful it is conclusively falsifiable, i.e. that there are empirical means of showing conclusively that the statement is false if indeed it is false. But this version ruled out as meaningless all "particular assertions ("Black holes exist," "Some cows are yellow"), and thus also proved intolerable to science.





(iii)
A third version: a statement is cognitively meaningful if there is some empirical evidence relevant to its truth or falsity. But this version appeared to allow for all the metaphysical, ethical and religious language which the positivists wanted to reject.

c. Its arbitrariness: The positivists appeared to be involved in a frenzied search for a formulation which allowed for scientific language while ruling out the language of metaphysics, religion and ethics from the sphere of "cognitive meaning". As such it appeared to be a mere rationalization of prejudice.

d. Its dubious basis: The positivists found it difficult to agree on what, exactly, constitutes empirical knowledge. What is the empirical “foundation,” the “protocols,” by which hypotheses are verified?

(i) Carnap, Neurath: determined by coherence or by the role of the sentences (e.g. as axioms) in a body of science.

(ii) Schlick: more Humean, Russellian: psychological experiences of sensation, pain, etc.




c.
Its self‑refuting character: The verification principle itself was not "verifiable" under any of its various formulations. Therefore, if the verification principle were true, the principle itself would have to be rejected as cognitively meaningless, i.e. as a quasi-religious utterance. Thus positivism manifested itself as a religion.




d.
The contradiction arises from the rationalist/irrationalist dialectic. As rationalists, the positivists attempted to reduce all meaningful utterance to their rational scheme. But that scheme turned out to be: 





(i)
vacuous and trivial, for it defined a concept of "cognitive meaning" which did not correspond with any concept actually used in science or anywhere else.





(ii)
self‑refuting (iii above) and arbitrary (ii above) ‑ the result of an (irrational) faith commitment which calls the rationality of the whole scheme into question.



6. Is Christianity verifiable? falsifiable? (cf. "Doctrine of the Knowledge of God.")




a. Some years after the heyday of positivism, Antony Flew reiterated the positivism challenge to Christianity, using the verification principle in the Popper formulation. Cf. Frame, "God and Biblical Language". "What would have to happen to make you abandon your belief in God? And if no event could make you do that, them how is a theistic universe different from a non‑theistic one? And if there is no difference, what difference is there between theism and atheism?




b. Response





(i)
From a Christian perspective, Christianity is verifiable; all facts speak of Goal Christianity is also falsifiable. If God's promises fail, God is not true.





(ii)
But Christianity resists all arguments which purport to falsify Christianity from a non‑Christian presupposition.





(iii)
Christianity resists falsification from non-Christian assumptions, because it is itself a presupposition; it claims the right to judge evidence.





(iv)
Flew's verification principle is also a presupposition (see above), and logically therefore in the same boat as the Christian presuppositions.





(v)
But Flew's principle makes predication impossible.

III. Ordinary Language Philosophy


1.
Background



a.
In 1929, Wittgenstein returned to philosophy after some years of "silence." He had never been a logical positivist, but he had been rethinking the ideas of the Tractatus. After a few years he had developed rather different approaches ‑ "the later Wittgenstein".




b.
Most of his writings after 1930 reflect this new approach. The standard work is Philosophical Investigations; the general approach is best understood through The Blue and Brown Books.




c.
Wittgenstein's disciples: Ryle, Strawson, Malcolm, Waismann, Holmer, Austin, Urmson, et al.



2.
Emphases



a.
Language has a wide variety of uses vs. logical atomism which reduced all uses of language to that of "picturing facts," and logical positivism which ignored all uses of language except its use to convey propositional information. Promising, thanking, cursing, praying, joking, greeting, pretending, etc. ‑ mutually irreducible.




b.
Thus, there is little point in stigmatizing language as in some way meaningless because it fails to picture facts or convey verifiable information.




c.
vs. notion of "perfect language"; no language is perfect for all purposes.




d.
In general, the meaning of language is its use. All language including metaphysical, ethical and religious language, is meaningful if it has a legitimate use among some group of people.




e.
Vs. reductionism





(i)
It is not always clear what is meant by "reducing complex facts to simple ones," in logical atomism. Complex facts have many sorts of complexities all at once. No fact is "simple" in every respect. 





(ii)
One cannot always reduce vague language to more precise language. "Stand roughly there" is vague, but untranslatable. It says exactly what the speaker wants to say.




f. 
Vs. generalizations: A group of things bearing the same name may have no single characteristic in common, but rather an overlapping set of similarities of various sorts ‑ "family resemblances."




g. 
Philosophy





(i)
vs. metaphysics: Philosophers have no access to facts unavailable to other disciplines.





(ii)
vs. metaphysics: Philosophical problems arise when words are used outside their natural contexts in human life. "Time" poses no problems when used in ordinary life; but when someone asks the "nature" or "essence" of time, everything gets confused.





(iii)
The philosopher aims to "cure" those confusions by showing that such problems never arise when the word is rightly used.





(iv)
Though Wittgenstein mainly saw philosophy negatively ‑ as curing misconceptions, he also said that once the confusion is cleared away then we see the world rightly. This more positive function of philosophy, analyzing language in use to determine what the world is really like, has been emphasized by Strawson, Austin and others ("descriptive metaphysics").




h.
Religion





(i)
Religious language is a peculiar use of language found among certain groups of people. It has a legitimate use, and is therefore meaningful.





(ii)
Religious language is different from scientific language in important ways:






(A)
It tends to be concerned with certainties, not possibilities or probabilities.






(B)
Though offering reasons for its statements, it claims more certainty than the reasons appear to permit. (The old verification problem.)






(C)
It has a large emotional component






(D)
It makes belief or disbelief a moral issue.






(E)
It regulates the conduct of those who use it.

(iii) Thus religious language must not be used to question scientific conclusions. It has a unique character, a unique use. It must therefore be kept in its own compartment.

i. On Certainty

(i) Two kinds of doubt, two kinds of knowledge

(A) Practical doubt, that can be resolved by methods accepted in the language game (leading to practical knowledge). “Not seeing, but acting” is the key to justification.

(B) Doubt that is merely theoretical and has no means of resolution, e.g.


(1) Doubt that I have two hands.


(2) Doubt that other people exist.


(3) Doubt that the world has existed more than 








five minutes. 

(C) Such doubt illegitimate, because it uses terms like “believe,” “doubt,” and “know” outside their normal (“language game”) contexts.

(D)  Epistemological theories often try to relieve doubt of the second kind. But these are useless, for they stretch language beyond its limits. Cf. “is it four o’clock on the sun?”

(i) What evidence can be brought to bear is no stronger than the original assertion.

(ii) If we question the basic certainties, we question our whole way of life.

(ii) How do we define the proper language game?

(A) It is something we inherit.

(B) Intuition: “What would it be like to doubt that I have two hands, and to try to relieve that doubt?”



3.
Comments



a.
Many useful points here about the richness of language.




b.
Irrationalism: the critique of metaphysics, the desire to allow any use of language and to make no judgment as to its propriety.




c.
Rationalism: the critique of metaphysics rests on the notion of "proper use," which is never defined except in a question‑begging way. All is made to conform to this notion, but the notion itself is so vague that it becomes a pretext for asserting prejudices.

d. Some useful points about the distinctiveness of religious language, some not so useful. But religious language is distinctive, not because it deals with some narrow, peculiar subject‑ matter, nor because it is properly used only in certain restricted areas of life. It is distinctive precisely because it is presuppositional, and thus demands authority over all of life.

e. Certainty: again, defining the language game is difficult. It is not obvious that general or metaphysical doubts are illegitimate. The metaphysical-epistemological language games are also played, and various thinkers have indeed proposed methods of resolving these questions. Where do we draw the line between an improper question and a proper one that is simply difficult to answer?

IV.  Topics in Contemporary Epistemology (W. Jay Wood, Epistemology)

A.Foundationalism

1.Goals

a. a clear structuring of beliefs

b. basing beliefs on a certain foundation

c. clarity in justification: specifying where justification ends

2.Main distinction

a. “basic beliefs,” which are not justified by other beliefs

b. “nonbasic beliefs,” which receive their justification from basic beliefs

c. This structuration is not necessarily conscious, nor does it necessarily reflect the actual reasons people give for believing. It is, rather, normative. The claim is that this is the way our knowledge ought to be structured, to meet the above goals.

3.“Strong” foundationalism

a. The foundation is infallible; of it we are invincibly certain. It includes such as the following:

(1) Self-evident truths, immediately known when understood (e.g., “no part is greater than the whole,” axioms of logic and mathematics).

(2) Incorrigible propositions (e.g. Descartes’ “I exist,” Russell’s “I am in pain”)

(3) Truths evident to the senses (Hume’s impressions, Russell’s sense-data, Chisholm’s “I am appeared to treely”).

(4) Derivation of nonbasic beliefs

(a) Descartes: only logical deduction preserves certainty. 

(b) Others allow induction also. Induction permits only probable conclusions, but at least that probability, in their view, is based on certainty.

b. Problems

(1) Wood: but how do we know that we know?

(2) And mustn’t we assume that the logical structure reflects reality?

(3) Actually, we accept many other beliefs without support, such as the reliability of our senses, that are neither self-evident, nor incorrigible, nor evident to the senses.

(A) Even truths that are supposedly self-evident, etc., depend on “background beliefs.”

(i) In Descartes’ “I exist,” who is the “I”? 

(ii) Sellars: perceptual beliefs unintelligible without connections to past experience. 

(iii) JF: do we actually have “momentary experiences of redness,” or is our experience of redness an abstraction from experiences of red cars, red shirts, etc.?

(iv) Toulmin, Kuhn, Hanson: observations are theory-laden.

(B) So these not absolutely foundational, nor the ground of certainty.

(i) For strong foundationalists, we must not only have foundational beliefs, but must also know why these are certain. That is a difficult criterion to meet. 

(ii) It is hard to know how this criterion can be met, except by basing the foundational beliefs upon even more foundational beliefs, creating an infinite regress. 

ii. Methods of supporting the nonbasic: are deduction and induction sufficient?

(A) What about abduction, retroduction?

(B) Chisholm: mutual support among beliefs. 

iii. Individualism

iv. How do I know that I know (infinite regress)?

v. Wolterstorff: do these basic propositions serve to establish the whole of human knowledge? Is the foundation sufficient?

vi. Presupposes mind-body dualism? Knowledge actually takes place in particular situations, with concrete aims and obstacles in mind:

(A) Kuhn’s “paradigms”

(B) Wittgenstein’s “language games”

(C) Dilthey”s “life categories”

(D) Gadamer’s “horizons”

vii. Ignores noetic effects of sin

4.“Modest” Foundationalism

a. Basic beliefs not absolutely certain, but “innocent until proved guilty.” Like Reid’s common-sense axioms.

(iv) Universal, indispensable, irresistable.

(v) Don’t require us to be aware of what propositions are basic.

(vi) We may believe them, since they are produced by reliable epistemic processes. (Wood: why only these, and not other beliefs?)

b. Problems

(i) Underestimates possibilities of disagreement about basic beliefs. (Wood: e.g. arguments about the principle of sufficient reason.) So some might credibly argue rejection of Reid’s basic beliefs.

(ii) Or some might argue for basic beliefs that don’t meet Reid’s criteria (are they basic?) like Plantinga’s God. 

5. Evidentialism (W. K. Clifford): Always wrong to believe something without sufficient evidence.

a) A kind of foundationalism, since the evidence serves as the foundation. 

b) But there must also be evidence for the evidence, etc., so the process leads to infinite regress, or perhaps a form of coherentism (below).

c) Urged on pragmatic grounds. But are these sufficient to establish truth? 

d) Insists that evidence be consciously held: to know something, we must know why we believe it. 

(1) Reid and others would question this. Isn’t an experience sufficient?

(2) Wykstra: at least somebody in the community should be able to defend the belief.

e) How much evidence is enough? Differences in different fields, etc. The nature of evidence presupposes knowledge of a subject.

B. Coherentism: A belief is justified just as long as it fits in with the rest of what we believe. 

1. Doesn’t necessarily mean that old beliefs must always be held to against incompatible new candidates. Sometimes it is the old belief that must go, to achieve coherence. 

2. The concept of coherence

a) Non-contradiction; but many incompatible systems can be non-contradictory.

b) Explanatory power: what accounts for more data? Two systems can be tied in this respect as well. 

c) Having a coherent set of beliefs may be attributable to pathology.

3. Keith Lehrer: coherence as competition. 

a) Vs. paranoids, etc., you must accept your beliefs in the interest of gaining truth.

b) If no competition between a belief-candidate and another belief, anticipate possible objections. 

c) You must be able to rebut those objections, in order to believe justifiably.

d) Wood’s objections 

(1) But that process can lead to more objections, more rebuttals, infinite regress.

(2) And if you must have a belief about the coherence of your belief with others, that in turn requires justification, ad infinitum. 

(3) Hard to show that a new belief coheres with all our others, many of which we are not aware of.

C. Reliabilism

1. Externalism

a) Foundationalism and coherentism are internalist, for they justify beliefs by something within the knower.

(1) These are also doxastic forms of internalism, for they justify beliefs by means of other beliefs. Other forms of internalism, like the “direct realism” of John Pollock, justify beliefs by internal data other than beliefs (sense data, other forms of “acquaintance”).

(2) For them, justifying a belief involves being able to justify it to myself and to others.

(3) But it’s possible that I could be justified in believing something, even though I cannot describe that justification. E. g. the knowledge of young children, many of our present beliefs.

b) This fact suggests the possibility of an externalist justification: a belief is justified if it is rightly related to the truth, regardless of whether I may myself be able to justify it.

c) Here, the term “justification” takes on a somewhat different meaning, however. 

(1) Internalist justification is subjective. It represents my own reason for believing.

(2) Externalist justification is objective. It appeals to the way in which a person’s cognitive equipment is related to the world. 

2. Reliabilism says that we are justified in believing p if that belief is produced by reliable epistemic processes.

a) Various views of reliability

(1) D. M. Armstrong: nomologically, by the laws of nature (like thermometer).

(2) Robert Nozick: counterfactually (“if p weren’t true, S wouldn’t believe that p”).

(3) Alvin Goldman, “process reliabilism”: justified when a belief has the right causal history. 

b) Problems

(1) Problem of generality: what processes must be reliable in each case, and how reliable must they be?

(a) Vision, for example, is not equally reliable in every case.

(b) But if you specify the case too narrowly (“seeing a cardinal while seated in my kitchen on August 7 and 5:32 a.m…”) it can happen only once, so nothing general can be said about its reliability. 

(c) Plantinga: cognitive faculties must work properly, in the right environments, in the way God intended them to function (“proper function”). 

(2) Laurence Bonjour: vs. rejecting subjective justification: you need to be aware of your justification in order to pursue truth responsibly. 

(a) Wood: both are important. 

(i) Internalism: to take personal responsibility.

(ii) Externalism: to be in accord with the objective truth.

(b) Compare in ethics, the need to satisfy conscience and to act rightly. (JF: the normative and existential perspectives.)

D. Relation of Above Views to Biblical Epistemology

1. All Christian beliefs must be brought into accord with Scripture. In that sense, Christian epistemology is foundationalist.

2. Scripture warrants propositions that are not in Scripture, by deduction, induction, abduction, application.

3. But we can also argue for Scripture from extra-scriptural premises, as long as those themselves are warranted by Scripture (the epistemological circle). In this sense, Christian epistemology is coherentist. 

4. Ultimately, however, the truth of our beliefs is determined by God himself, particularly his providence in creating us and redeeming us from sinful distortion of the truth. In that sense, Christian epistemology is reliabilist. 

5. Subjective justification: we seek (existential) to attain conformity to God’s revelation of himself (normative) in understanding the world (situational).

6. Objective justification: our beliefs are objectively true when they agree with God’s revelation (normative) in its application to the world (situational) and the self (existential). 

Recent Reformed Philosophy

I. Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920)

A. Background

1. Taught by liberals (Scholten), converted, becomes leader of Dutch “neo-Calvinism.”

2. Renaissance man

a) Philosopher

b) Theologian

c) Founded and edited two newspapers, wrote regular columns.

d) Led secession from Dutch Reformed church to found Gereformeede Kerk in 1886.

e) Founded Free University of Amsterdam in 1880.

f) Politics

(1) Entered Anti-revolutionary Party.

(2) Elected to the Dutch parliament, 1874.

(3) Prime minister of the Netherlands, 1901-1905.

B. Thought

1. Of every inch of creation, Christ says “this is mine.”

2. Christians should develop distinctly Christian approaches in all areas of human endeavor.

a) Christian schools, newspapers, labor unions, political parties. 

b) Academic disciplines, the arts. “Lectures on Calvinism.”

3. Sphere sovereignty

a) Neither the state nor the church is sovereign over all human life; only God’s Word is.

b) God rules us through mediating institutions including family, church, and state.

(1) None of these is superior to the others.

(2) Each has a particular sphere in which it is sovereign.

(3) A social order is best when it allows each sphere maximum freedom to carry out its affairs. 

4. Common Grace

a) God’s favor to unbelievers. 

b) Basis for cooperation between Christians and non-Christians, though apart from common grace there is antithesis. 

II. Herman Dooyeweerd (1894-1977)

C. Founded a school of thought called the “philosophy of the idea of law.”

1. Other members: D. H. Th. Vollenhoven, S. U. Zuidema, K. Popma, J. P. A. Mekkes, Robert D. Knudsen. H. Evan Runner, H. G. Stoker, H. Van Riessen, Bob Goudzwaard.

2. The Institute for Christian Studies, Toronto, James Olthuis, Hendrik Hart, Paul Marshall, Calvin Seerveld.

3. Redeemer College. 

D. Pretheoretical (“naïve”) Experience vs. Theoretical Thought

1. Pretheoretical experience sees the world as a whole. 

2. Theory abstracts various aspects of the world for close study, but it is in danger of losing connections, the sense of wholeness. 

E. The fifteen modal aspects distinguished by theoretical thought: In ascending order, numerical, spatial, kinetic, energy, biotic, feeling, logic, history, symbolism, social rules, economic, aesthetic, judicial, moral, faith. 

1. The lower spheres “anticipate” the higher ones. 

2. The higher spheres “retrocipate” the lower ones. So “aesthetic economy.”

3. Since each sphere is to some extent mirrored in all the others, it is possible to describe the entire world under each aspect (sort of perspectival!)

4. So there is a temptation for philosophers and others to reduce the diversity of experience to a single aspect.

a) Marx absolutizes the economic, Pythagoras number, Bergson biotic, Schleiermacher feeling, Heraclitus kinetic, Parmenides logic, etc. 

b) Scripturally, these are idolatries, the absolutization or deification of something in the world.

5. Objects 

a) Exist in all modal spheres.

b) Each is specially characterized by a particular sphere: numbers are numerical objects, animals biotic, money economic, symphonies aesthetic, human beings faith. 

F. History of thought: a succession of “ground-motives”

1. Form and matter: Greek philosophy

2. Nature and Grace: Medieval philosophy, Thomism.

a) The Greek form/matter system constitutes Nature.

b) The realm of Grace serves as a supplement to nature, given by God’s revelation and redemption.

3. Nature and Freedom: Modern philosophy

a) Modern philosophy secularizes the medieval realm of Grace, turning it into a realm of human freedom. 

b) For example, Kant’s distinction between phenomena and noumena.

4. Creation, Fall, and Redemption

a) The biblical ground-motive. 

b) Recognizes unity of all reality under the law of God. 

G. The Word of God

1. Transcends the temporal order, as does the human heart. 

2. So there can be no theoretical or conceptual knowledge of God and the self. 

3. Scripture does not address any theoretical questions.

4. As a literary entity, studied by the science of theology, it addresses only the modal sphere of faith. 

a) So it cannot (in principle) address science. The days of Genesis are “faith days.”

b) It does not give us standards of right and wrong (those are under the sphere of ethics), but merely illumines our path so that we can find those standards in general revelation.

5. Traditional theology has often imposed a form/matter or nature/grace dualism upon Scripture (e.g. the soul/body distinction). 

6. Rather, the Bible should be read in the light of the Creation/Fall/Redemption ground motive as expounded in Dooyeweerd’s philosophy. 

H. Comments (cf. Frame, The Amsterdam Philosophy, and Chapter 27 of his Cornelius Van Til). 

1. Naïve/theoretical distinction too sharp. Better to regard that as a continuum. 

2. Many of Dooyeweerd’s distinctions imprecisely defined, depend too much on metaphors. 

3. Inadequate view of Scripture

a) Denies biblical inerrancy.

b) Denies the sufficiency of Scripture for ethics. 

c) Denies the relevance of Scripture for science and other specific areas of inquiry (contrary to Kuyper!)

d) Fails to show how a book with no conceptual content can govern human life. 

4. Philosophical imperialism.

5. Movement mentality.

III. Alvin Plantinga (1932-), “Reformed epistemology”

A. Plantinga distinguishes between “warrant” (external) and “justification” (internal), interpreting warrant as proper function (see above).

B. So Plantinga argues that belief in the Christian God need not be subject to the evidentialist demand. We have the right to believe in God without evidence.

C. For Christians, belief in God is a foundational belief, “properly basic.”

1. Though arguments can be helpful, this belief is not based on argument.

2. Positively, it comes through proper function of our cognitive faculties in certain situations. E.g., when we are moved by the starry heavens to believe in God, this belief is not necessarily caused by a cosmological or teleological argument. Rather, something about that situation stimilates our epistemic faculties to believe in God. (Calvin’s sensus deitatis). 

3. This belief is defeasible. It can be rebutted by evidence against God’s existence. Of course the believer may also find defeaters to such evidence. 

D. Questions 

1. Why should we take belief in God as properly basic?

a) Plantinga, vs. classical foundationalism, believes that we should not limit basic beliefs to self-evident truths and such. But what criterion is there for choosing beliefs that are properly basic?

b) The “Great Pumpkin Objection”: can you take just anything as properly basic?

c) Plantinga: the relevant examples of basic and nonbasic beliefs will come from those accepted as such in one’s community.

d) Members of other communities may disagree; some will be rationally justified in taking atheism as basic.

e) So there will be disagreements that are hard to overcome; but that is not a problem for Christian belief; disagreements are always to be expected.

f) Though non-Christians may be justified in taking their beliefs as properly basic, their beliefs are not thereby true or warranted (subjective vs. objective, internal vs. external).

2. How does this conclusion aid the confidence of the Christian?

a) It shows he is rational in taking belief in God as properly basic. 

b) It does not show that this belief is true.

(1) It is defeasible.

(2) Those who oppose it also have the right to take their beliefs as properly basic. 

c) So Plantinga’s religious epistemology requires supplementation to show that Christian belief is not only properly basic, but also “warranted” or true.

(1) Plantinga himself has offered arguments to this effect in other writings. 

(2) This is the role of apologetics as such. In my view, the phrase “Reformed Epistemology Apologetics” (in Steve Cowan, ed., Five Views of Apologetics) is a misnomer.

d) Scripturally, it is not enough to believe in God as properly basic. God is, rather, the Lord of all and therefore of all reasoning. He is the presupposition for all human thought. 

(1) Unlike properly basic beliefs, a presupposition is not defeasible as long as it is held. For it serves as the criterion of truth and falsity, of epistemic justification.

(2) Those who hold contrary presuppositions (unlike Plantinga’s view of those who hold contrary basic beliefs) have no right to hold them. They thereby willfully violate the clear knowledge of the true God revealed to them, and they will be judged for their unbelief. This is a fuller reading of the implications of Calvin’s epistemology.

IV. Gordon H. Clark (1902‑1985)



1.
Significance: Next to Van Til, Clark is, in my opinion, the most interesting apologist of our century. He excels Van Til in clarity and often in cogency of argument. His critiques of non‑Christian thought are among the most useful available, and unlike most apologists, he has an appreciation for the need of presupposing the Word of God in all of thought. There are, however, some serious difficulties in his approach.



2.
The Critique of Empiricism



a.
Clark uses standard rationalistic, Humean and Kantian arguments to show that from sense‑experience one can derive no universal or necessary principles.




b.
Scientific laws do not describe the real world but only summarize a set of experimental operations ("operationalism," P. Bridgman).




c.
Thus attempts to criticize Christianity on scientific grounds are fallacious.




d.
It is also impossible to prove the existence of God from the data of sense‑experience. The cosmological argument is invalid. 





(1)
Unclear and ambiguous terminology (in part stemming from Aquinas' doctrine of analogy).





(2)
Kantian and Humean arguments that such proofs go beyond the realm of possible experience; if reduced to their proper sphere they establish at most a finite god.




e.
Historical evidences "including the Resurrection) prove nothing in themselves. As isolated events, they could mean anything.



3.
Presuppositionalism



a.
Facts, therefore, have no meaning in themselves, but only in relation to others and ultimately to a whole system of thought.




b.
Each system is governed by presuppositions which serve as the ultimate tests of truth within the system.




c.
Ultimate presuppositions are not demonstrable, for they are the very basis of all demonstration. 




d.
For Christianity, the ultimate presupposition is the propositional truth of Scripture. Only Scripture, in fact may be regarded as genuine knowledge, in contrast with all knowledge allegedly derived from experience.



4.
Logical Consistency



a.
How do we decide among competing presuppositions? Ultimately no demonstration is possible (above); but as in geometry, one may seek the most logically consistent and richest system.




b.
Logic, being universal and necessary, cannot be based on sense‑experience. It is the structure of the divine thought itself implanted into man's mind at creation.




c.
One cannot question the principles of logic and still speak meaningfully.




d.
Non‑Christian systems display contradictions on analysis which are not found in Christianity.





(1)
Materialism reduces its own thought to matter and motion and thus invalidates itself.





(2)
The positivist verification principle cannot be verified.





(3)
Non‑Christian systems end up in "skeptical futility."



5.
The Criterion of Richness: Though this is less explicit in Clark, he does seem to use this criterion as well.




a.
Cf. Clark's use of the geometric analogy ‑ above, 4, a.




b.
Lack of such a criterion would produce a problem easily solved with this criterion: Many sets of propositions are logically consistent, but few are adequate to stand up as world views. 




c.
Clark often recommends Christianity as giving satisfactory accounts of ethics, epistemology, language, psychology, etc.



6.
Divine "Incomprehensibility"



a.
In Clark's view God's thought is unlike man's





(1)
Quantitatively (God knows more facts)





(2)
In mode (God's thought is an eternal intuition)




b.
But God's thought may be equivalent to man's in "content" ‑‑ when God thinks of a rose and man thinks of a rose the same thing is in two minds.




c.
Else, says Clark, we are lost in skepticism, for we never attain to really true ideas, those in God's mind.



7.
The Concept of Faith: Clark reduces faith to intellectual as sent, though he finds a richness in the concept of "intellectual assent" not generally acknowledged. He praises Christianity for giving primacy to propositional truth, over against emotion, etc.



8.
Evaluation



a.
Empiricism





(1)
Empiricism is inadequate.





(2)
Clark is right to use arguments from rationalists, Hume and Kant to show that even from an unbelieving standpoint empiricism will not hold up.





(3)
It is true also that facts taken in themselves prove nothing. God never intended for them to be taken "in themselves".





(4)
Clark, however is weak in showing that these difficulties are part of a larger problem, that the problems with empiricism are part of the rationalist/irrationalist dialectic native to sinful thought.





(5)
Clark acknowledges little positive role for sense experience within the context of the Christian "system". Surely it is the case that when facts are taken, not "in themselves" or "in isolation" but in conjunction with the whole pattern of divine revelation, they yield a clear revelation of God (Ps. 19, Rom. 1, etc.)




b.
Presuppositions:





(1)
Clark is inclined to see presuppositions only as propositional axioms, not as "basic commitments" of the whole person. Many of our decisions, however, arise from commitments which we have never expressed propositionally.





(2)
To say that ultimate presuppositions are not demonstrable is to say that the evidence for Christianity is, in the end, only probable. On the contrary, these presuppositions are demonstrable by argument which, though circular, incorporates premises from outside themselves (cf. "Doctrine of the Knowledge of God").




c.
Logic





(1)
Human logic has a history; there have been many different systems. Which of these is Clark's ultimate test of truth?






(a)
Not just the law of non‑contradiction in the abstract. Clark knows that rules for the application of this law must also be agreed on if the law is to be useful as a criterion.






(b)
Clark holds to Aristotle's system over against that of Bertrand Russell. But does this not elevate Aristotle to a status equivalent to Scripture, namely as the supplier of an ultimate test of truth?






(c)
When questioned as to why he accepts Aristotle over Russell, Clark referred to one of his own papers. When asked whether he was sure that his paper was right Clark replied, "If it isn't, no predication is possible." Does this not elevate, not only Aristotle, but Clark himself, to quasi-canonical status, thus compromising the sufficiency of Scripture which Clark elsewhere is zealous to guard?





(2)
Logic cannot be applied unless we know the meanings of the words in the sentences to which the logic is applied. But learning the meanings of words is inevitably an empirical affair. Cf. Poythress, Philosophy, Science, and the Sovereignty of God, 199ff.





(3)
Why is it that the truths of logic appear to be "universal and necessary" and thus in a different class from other truths? The question leads us into a highly difficult area. Ultimately, I would say that these truths seem unexceptional because we adopt them as presuppositions of our systems at fairly basic levels (cf. Quine, "Two Dogmas of Empiricism"). ‑But if this is the case, then for the Christian Scripture must be seen as a more basic presupposition than any logical theory. Scripture does indeed teach that God is wise, and hence logical; but it does not validate any human system of logic as being infallible. Thus we must beware of putting any such system on too high a plane.





(4)
Clark is rather too confident in his ability to resolve all apparent contradictions within Christianity. If we come across an apparent contradiction which neither Clark nor we can resolve, are we on that account to abandon our faith? That would not, in my view, be warranted.





(5)
Clark's logical critiques of non‑Christian systems:






(a)
Often these are excellent, and we can use them to show one sort of problem which arises from the rationalist/irrationalist dialectic.






(b)
However, logical problems are not the only sorts of problems worth exploring.






(c)
And, as in his critique of empiricism, he often fails to trace the logical contradictions to their roots in the general structure of unbelief.






(d)
No non‑Christian will give up his whole system because of one apparent contradiction which he cannot resolve, nor ought he, any more than a Christian ought to.






(e)
Clark often misleads the unbeliever into thinking that logic is one point of "neutral" common ground which Christians and non‑Christians share. Of course, Christians and non‑Christians do assent to the same formulations of the laws of logic. But they apply the "laws of thought" in such radically different ways that they cannot be said to agree on a common meaning for them (meaning = application).




d.
Richness: Here too there is much good material. Clark presents Christianity as speaking to all areas of human life. However, he often appears to concede to the unbeliever the capacity to judge this richness in terms of his own principles.




e.
Incomprehensibility





(1)
The notion of "sameness in content" is extremely confused. Cf. Frame, Van Til the Theologian, 21‑23.





(2)
Clark's purpose, to avoid skepticism by insisting that our thoughts "agree" with God's, is laudable. To say without qualification that there is no continuity between God's thoughts and ours is a denial of the divine image and is a deistic notion. 





(3)
But Clark's opponents (including Van Til) also have a point: the creator/creature distinction must be preserved; at no point may we suggest that God and man are composed of the same "stuff."





(4)
Points ii and iii were intentionally phrased in vague terms. Scripture does not enter into precise detail as to how God's mind differs from ours. However, we must confess that since God is creator and Lord, there is a Lordly quality to his thinking which does not pertain to any of our thinking. A "qualitative difference".





(5)
Clark's problem is that he puts very little emphasis on the difference between God's mind and ours. He is so anxious to save us from skepticism that he makes Aristotle's logic equivalent to God's. But if a human logical system can be equivalent to God's, what is to prevent us from saying that human knowledge in some other field is equivalent to God's (cf. above, c, iii)? This sort of approach certainly contradicts such passages as Rom. 11:33‑36. In fact, if as Clark says, facts get their meaning from a total system, and if (as Clark seems to deny, but I think plausible) logical truths are facts, and if God and man share the same logical truths, then we would have to conclude that God and man share the same total system, and there is no difference between divine and human thought.




f.
Faith





(1)
The "primacy of the intellect" is not, in my view, a Scriptural notion. Cf. "Doctrine of the Knowledge of God."





(2)
The relation between faith and intellectual assent is a complex question. One can, of course, make them equivalent if one defines the latter broadly enough. Indeed, it is not possible to "assent" fully to God's truth and yet disobey him (cf. my remarks on the devil's irrationality). Yet people do assent to true propositions about God without having true faith, and thus Clark's way of putting it can cause confusion. Certainly one must not intellectualize faith so as to rule out regeneration of the emotions, will, etc., from its scope.




g.
Summary: Despite many good emphases and helpful arguments, Clark's work contains too much reasoning on a would‑be-neutral basis, shows an inadequate grasp of the distinctions between creator and creature and between Christian and non‑Christian reasoning. His intellectualism confuses some biblical teachings and unduly restricts the material he can bring to bear upon the non‑Christian.

V. Cornelius Van Til (1895-1987)

a. Bible-believing, Reformed

b. Creation

i. All facts pre-interpreted by God, so no “brute” or uninterpreted facts.

ii. Facts and laws are correlative. Neither exist without the other.

iii. The world is one and many in analogy to the Trinity. So neither unity nor multiplicity is ultimate or without the other. Vs. extremes of realism and nominalism.

c. Analogical Knowledge

i. Aquinas argued that the language we use about God can never be literal (univocal), but bears some analogy to God’s actual nature. Van Til neither affirmed nor denied this, though he was critical of Aquinas’s “analogy of being.”

ii. For Van Til, analogical knowledge is simply “thinking God’s thoughts after him,” which for Van Til could mean only “thinking according to God’s revelation.”

iii. In Van Til’s view, our thoughts are never identical to God’s, contra Clark.

1. God’s thoughts are original, ours derivative.

2. God’s thoughts have divine attributes (eternal, infinite, omniscient, etc.), while ours do not.

3. God’s subjective experience of thinking is very different from ours. 

4. We are called to think as servants, in subjection to another; God thinks as Lord. 

5. But in my view Van Til does not deny that God and man can affirm the same propositions, though he was accused of denying this.

iv. The “analogical system”

1. Van Til affirms the use of logic in developing a system of thought.

2. But because God is incomprehensible, there are “apparent contradictions” in his revelation, that we may not be able to resolve, such as the goodness of God and the reality of evil, divine sovereignty and human responsibility, etc. 

3. These should motivate caution in our logical deductions. We should constantly look at the explicit teachings of Scripture, lest our deductions lead us into conflict with God’s revelation.

4. “Multiperspectivalism:” each doctrine includes the others and the whole. 

d. Presuppositions

i. Not an apriorist in the sense of disparaging empirical or a posteriori knowledge. As indicated above, Van Til insisted on the correlativity between facts and logic.

ii. But he did maintain that God’s Word has absolute authority over all aspects of human life, including thinking and reasoning. So our knowledge of Scripture must govern our understanding of everything else.

iii. This must be the case even when we are witnessing to non-Christians. Especially then, for to do otherwise is not a consistent witness. 

iv. A presupposition may be defined as a belief that takes precedence over other beliefs. 

v. An ultimate presupposition is one that takes precedence over all other beliefs. It will be the basic commitment of one’s heart. 

e. Evidence

i. Van Til does not deny (as often accused), but strongly affirms the legitimacy in using evidence to verify the truth of revelation.

ii. However, that evidence must be used in a biblical way, not as “brute fact,” but as facts created and directed by God. 

iii. This introduces circularity into theological and apologetic reasoning.

1. Van Til warrants circularity only at one point: when we are arguing for God, the very criterion of truth.

2. All other systems must do the same. The rationalist can offer only a circular argument for the validity of reason, etc.

3. Can such circular arguments be persuasive?

a. Yes, because this is the way God intended for our minds to think, in order to reach him.

b. “Narrowly” circular arguments (e.g. “God exists because God exists”) are not persuasive. 

c. But we can broaden the circle by bringing in facts, e.g., “Archaeological discoveries support the reliability of the Book of Acts.” Of course, we seek to analyze the archaeological data in accord with Scripture, so the argument is still circular. But exposing an inquirer to this data is often epistemically beneficial. 

4. In another sense, the argument is linear: from God’s rationality, to human faith, to the theistic argument, to the theistic conclusion. 

f. The Noetic Effects of Sin

i. Van Til put much emphasis on Romans 1.

1. The unbeliever knows God clearly.

2. But he suppresses that truth, exchanges it for a lie, etc.

ii. Scripture often emphasizes the antithesis between the wisdom of the world and the truth of God, between the mind of the flesh and that of the spirit, etc.

iii. For Van Til, the antithesis is absolute “in principle.” Satan and his unbelieving servants oppose the truth of God, though they know it is true. This is almost the definition of irrationalism.

iv. But in fact Satan and human unbelievers do often utter true statements, even about God.

1. The devils admit that God is one and that Christ is “the holy one of God.”

2. The Pharisees were relatively orthodox Old Testament believers, but were children of the devil. 

v. Van Til tries various ways of formulating the antithesis that must be judged inadequate:

1. The unbeliever is obligated to know God, but doesn’t actually know him (contradicts Rom. 1:21).

2. The unbeliever is in contact with God’s revelation, but always interprets it wrongly. (But Scripture presents Satan and unbelievers as making true statements.)

3. The unbeliever knows God is a formal sense. (The meaning of this is unclear.)

4. The unbeliever knows God, but doesn’t love him. (True, but isn’t there also a defect in his actual knowledge?)

vi. In my view, there is no truth that the unbeliever cannot utter. The antithesis is rather to be found

1. In the unbeliever’s overall project, of joining Satan to overthrow God’s sovereignty. This project is so irrational that it infects his thinking in profound ways.

2. In the unbeliever’s consistent purpose of attacking the truth of God, both in his own consciousness, in others, and in society. 

g. Rationalism and Irrationalism

i. As the result of sin, the unbeliever tries to combine belief in his intellectual self-sufficiency (rationalism) with belief that there is no ultimate rationality to the world (irrationalism).

ii. This pattern can be seen through the history of thought (see above), and it serves as a powerful tool for criticism of non-Christian thinkers. 

h. Van Til’s Apologetic

i. The “traditional method”

1. Assumes human intellectual autonomy.

2. Fails to presuppose God’s revelation, sometimes for fear of circularity.

3. Assumes that the world is intelligible apart from God, and furnishes premises by which God’s revelation can be proved true.

4. Argues only that Christianity is “probable,” which, in Van Til’s view, denies the clarity of revelation. (JF: I don’t agree here. A claim of probability may simply be an admission of the limitations of one’s own argument. The evidence, revelation, is necessarily clear; our arguments, our formulations of the evidence, are not necessarily so.)

5. JF: Van Til is correct to find these errors in much of the apologetic tradition, but I find presuppositional tendencies there also. The tradition is not consistently autonomist, and its errors do not invalidate every argument.

ii. The presuppositional method

1. Frankly deny intellectual autonomy, presuppose God’s revelation.

2. Insist that God’s revelation is, indeed, the only source of meaning and rationality in the world.

3. Argue “transcendentally”

a. Show that the truth of Scripture is the very condition of meaningfulness and rationality.

b. Show that to deny this leads to chaos and irrationality.

c. JF: I question the extent to which transcendental argument differs from non-transcendental argument. 

