RELIGIOUS ASSERTION

According to a widely adopted interpretation of talk of God the affirmation of an indicative sentence about God, such as

1. God created the universe,
is an assertion with the propositional content that God created the universe that conventionally expresses the speaker’s belief in that content. This account has the advantage of treating such utterances at face value, in the same way as non-religious assertions, and appears to offer a promising basis for the interpretation of other religious utterances.
 However, there is a long-standing position in the philosophy of religion and in theology that regards this face value theory as seriously mistaken or incomplete. Opponents to face value interpretations have often proposed radical alternatives: that indicative religious utterances are not assertions but express a different speech act, or that religious utterances do not communicate religious beliefs. Examples of the radical theory include interpretations of seemingly literal assertoric utterances like (1) as metaphors (Kenny 2004, McFague 1993), principles of conduct (Hare 1992, Arnold 1873), the expression of plans or intentions (Braithwaite 1955), or practical recommendations (Santayana 1905).
 Wittgenstein proposes that religious utterances express ‘a passionate commitment to a system or reference’ (1994: 64) and says of belief in predestination that ‘it is less a theory than a sigh or a cry’ (1994: 30). This departure from the face value interpretation is usually motivated by characteristics of religious discourse that purportedly distinguish it from observational, historical, scientific and other representational fields of discourse. Some of the proposed differences are the standards employed in justifying religious claims, the distinct kinds of commitment expressed by religious claims, and the relationship between religious propositions and evidence.
Proponents of the face value approach are fully aware that there is a rich variety of religious expression in the form of not only religious utterances that are non-literal or non-assertoric – such as metaphors, questions, fictional stories, expressions of hope, awe or devotion – but also non-linguistic religious activities.
 However, they reject the attempt to assimilate religious assertions with other kinds of speech act. The numerous objections include: the unwarrantedly revisionary nature of the alternative proposals (Swinburne 1993, ch. 6), the positions implausibly depart from the face value account without being sufficiently supported by arguments, the theories involve intellectually questionable reinterpretation of religious discourse (Plantinga 2000: ch. 2, particularly in reference to Kaufman), they are promoted with an atheistic agenda, or they are an historical aberration of (mainly) the early twentieth century (van Inwagen 2006: 156).
The complaints that radical opposition to the face value approach has a recent vintage or that it is tied to atheism are misplaced. Maimonides (c.1135-1204) treats much of what we say about God as non-literal (1963: Ch. 52), while Gregory Palamas, writing a couple of centuries later, doubts that either our thoughts or language should be taken as accurately representing God (1983: 32). The early Christian theologian Dionysius (1987) and the unknown medieval author of The Cloud of Unknowing (2001), while they appear to regard assertions about God’s nature as a relatively harmless mistake, think that a closer relationship with God is achieved through the recognition that no utterance represents the way that God is. George Berkeley (1950) argues that affirmations of certain Christian doctrines do not express beliefs in them; Kant (in his more radical moments) suggests that religious judgements are action-guiding principles rather than beliefs (1999: A671, A686). However, the more substantive objections made by face value theorists look more compelling. It is hard to square the radical position that religious utterances are metaphors or plans or express intentions or feelings, with speakers’ use of religious language. Speakers may say, for example, that (1) is true, which we would not expect if it merely expressed a feeling. (1) can be employed in valid arguments and the negation of (1) is both meaningful and inconsistent with its affirmation. This is difficult to explain if speakers do not take what they say to represent the way the world is. 
There is, however, theoretical space between the face value theory and its radical opposition that I will defend in this paper. There could be systematic differences between assertion and the speech act of affirming an indicative religious sentence without it following that religious utterances are non-literal or that they are not used to communicate religious beliefs. According to this moderate position, the prevailing speech act for expressing indicative religious sentences is governed by norms that are different to those that govern assertion. The moderate theory therefore sides with the radical opposition by endorsing significant and pervasive differences between religious discourse and other representational fields of discourse. However, moderate theory sides with the face value account by preserving the connection between religious affirmations and the speaker’s belief in the truth of what is said. If successful, the moderate theory can do justice to the evidence for the distinctiveness of religious discourse that motivates the more radical theories, while retaining the appeal of a face value approach. 
In section one, I will set out a theory of the constitutive norms of assertion and argue, in section two, that religious affirmations are normatively different. In section three I will develop a positive account of religious affirmation and address some objections. Although the focus in the paper is on religious language and its use, there are related epistemological questions that interestingly parallel this issue. In section four I will show how the moderate theory fits with some recent accounts of religious epistemology.
1. The norms of assertion

Since we will be considering whether a given indicative utterance is an assertion I will use the expression affirmation to refer to an indicative utterance or putative assertion. The idea of a speech act is in part due to J. L. Austin’s (1975: 94-5) famous distinction between locutionary and illocutionary acts (or speech acts). A locutionary act is the act of saying something, or articulating a meaningful utterance. Illocutionary acts are classes of locutionary acts that include asking questions, making wishes, making requests, giving orders, and so on. So, using Austin’s terminology, in this section we will consider some of the norms and individuating conditions for the speech act of assertion; in the next section we will consider whether religious affirmations satisfy those conditions or belong do a different illocutionary class.
A useful way into the debate about assertion is to consider Robert Stalkaner’s influential account (1999). He points out that assertions are usually made in conversational contexts where the participants have shared assumptions that determine what possibilities they rule out and what they take to be actual. At a given point in the conversation, there is a ‘common ground’ of propositions presupposed by the speakers and hearers. In the course of the conversation, new propositions that are asserted and accepted are added to this collection of assumptions. Making an assertion modifies the conversation by affecting the attitudes of the participants: the speaker proposes to add the asserted proposition to the common ground. Notably, Stalnaker’s theory characterises assertion by its ‘essential effects’, specifically the effects on the development of a conversation, rather than by its causes or relationship with the speaker’s mental states. So assertion is not, on this theory, essentially the expression of the speaker’s belief. Moreover, Stalnaker’s theory allows for the possibility, in certain conversational contexts, that both speaker and hearers know that an asserted proposition is untrue but play along with it. A case of this sort occurs when the participants in a conversation maintain a polite untruth about somebody in order to preserve that person’s sensibilities. In such contexts, a speaker may make an openly insincere assertion on the basis of false presuppositions where neither the speaker nor hearers believe the asserted claim. However, we can see why an assertion would usually express what the speaker believes: since the participants in a conversation are usually aiming to avoid error and to get closer to the truth, speakers typically contribute by putting forward propositions that they also believe to be true.
Despite the attractions of the Stalnaker’s theory that assertion puts forward a proposition for inclusion in the common ground, it is not clear that assertion requires the background of a conversational context and shared presuppositions. For example, one could assert something without an audience. As Linda Zagzebski points out: ‘If I overhear you reciting your creed, I hear you making assertions that express your beliefs’ (2012: 120). Perhaps such cases could be understood, consistently with Stalnaker’s account of assertion, as the speaker having a conversation with himself. However, one could also make assertions in a context where one does not share enough assumptions with the hearers to have any prospect of contributing to a common ground. John MacFarlane (2011) also highlights the issue of retracting an assertion. We are able to take back or render ‘null and void’ an assertion after having made it; retracting an assertion also appears to be a speech act that is the corollary of assertion and there are similar corollaries for questioning, commanding and apologizing. Stalnaker’s theory does not provide a straightforward way of understanding retraction. If an assertion is a proposal to contribute information into the shared presuppositions of a conversation, it could be withdrawn before it has reached the point of being accepted. However, after it has been accepted and the conversational context changed and various additional assertions are introduced, it is unclear how the proposal is undone. Finally, as Stalnaker notes, his theory has difficulty in distinguishing assertions from other speech acts that change the shared presuppositions in a conversation. For example, suppose that a proposition is put forward for the purposes of a debate without supposing that it is true. The utterance meets the proposed conditions for an assertion but it does not seem to have been asserted. Notwithstanding these difficulties, there are two particularly interesting features of Stalnaker’s theory that I will use to develop an account of assertion. First, assertions can be distinguished from other speech acts by their normative characteristics, second, assertions have certain essential effects.
An idea implicit in Stalnaker’s treatment of assertion is that a speech act can be understood as a practice with distinctive norms. A normative practice is an activity with rules that provide standards of proper conduct when pursuing the activity. Sports and games with defined rules are familiar examples. There are standard rules of tennis and should I break them by, say, cheating, then I am playing the game improperly. We can also think of speech acts as linguistic practices governed by rules for their correct employment with different speech acts – assertion, questions, testimony, apologies, promises, expressions of intentions, and so on – each having characteristic norms. This has become a widely adopted approach to understanding assertion and distinguishing it from other kinds of speech act. If someone has violated a norm of assertion, according to Williamson, it is ‘much as if he had broken a rule of a game: he has cheated. On this view, the speech act, like a game and unlike the act of jumping, is constituted by rules.’ (2000: 238) I will call the constitutive norms of a practice those that must be followed to engage correctly in the practice. While I will follow the widely adopted approach of characterising assertion by its constitutive norms, I will address some alternatives in section two. 

Before turning to the other aspect of Stalnaker’s account, here are two further points of clarification about constitutive norms. First, there are requirements that must be met to qualify as engaging in a given activity that are not constitutive norms. Take the activity of jumping. It seems plausible that in order to jump one must take off from the ground. Jumping, however, is not an activity governed by norms. So what distinguishes this requirement from a constitutive norm? While taking off from the ground seems to be a condition that must be met to jump, it does not provide a standard for correct or incorrect jumping: if one failed to meet it, one would not thereby have incorrectly jumped but not have jumped at all. A norm, in contrast, sets an evaluative standard; a constitutive norm sets a standard that must be met to engage in the practice correctly. We can similarly distinguish between requirements for the participation in a speech act from the constitutive norms that characterise it. For example, it is plausible that one of the requirements for S to make a promise to H to do p is that S tell H that he will do p.
 In contrast, John Rawls suggests a constitutive norm of promising that ‘reads roughly as follows: if one says the words “I promise to do X” in the appropriate circumstances, one is to do X, unless certain excusing conditions obtain’ (1971: 345). The former is a requirement that must be met to make a promise, the latter is a standard against which we can judge whether a promise is defective or infelicitous. Second, there are many standards relevant to the evaluation of what one does in the course of participating in a practice that are not constitutive norms of that practice. This arises from the fact that one can engage at the same time in a number of different practices – social, moral, epistemic, linguistic and so on – with different constitutive norms. Jumping up and down during a funeral, for example, might be a significant failure of etiquette and good taste; cheating in a game of who can jump highest might be considered bad form. In both cases, evaluative standards are brought to bear on the activity of jumping. They are not, however, constitutive norms of jumping because they do not establish that the jumper has defectively or infelicitously jumped; rather, it is the norms of etiquette or of fair play that have been breached. Similarly, assertion and other speech acts are subject to various norms that are not constitutive norms of the speech act. A question may be impertinent, or repeated in an offensively insistent matter, without being linguistically defective.
The other aspect of Stalnaker’s theory is that assertion has distinctive and essential effects. Charles Peirce, who anticipated this view, proposed that ‘to assert a proposition is to make oneself responsible for its truth’ (1934: 384) and this idea that the speaker makes commitments in asserting something has been developed by various philosophers including MacFarlane (2005), Robert Brandom (1994: Ch 3), Michael Rescorla (2009) and Gary Watson (2004). Various norms have been proposed and debated. For example, Brandom characterises the assertion of p as a commitment to vindicating one’s entitlement to p when one is challenged. In asserting something, on Brandom’s view, one is obliged to offer some justification of what one has asserted if it is disputed. A closely related commitment is that one should withdraw the assertion if it is shown to be untrue.
 Two commitments stand out as plausible constitutive norms of assertion:
The justification norm (JN): the onus is on the speaker to justify what is asserted when faced with a legitimate challenge to its truth.
 

The retraction norm (RN): the speaker should retract and not continue to assert something that has been shown to be untrue. 

I will call the theory that assertion is governed by these two norms the normative commitment theory. 
  For example, suppose S and H are walking through a forest and S asserts 

2. That tree is a white willow 

and H questions (2) because the tree looks too tall to be a willow. According to the normative commitment theory (and specifically JN), the onus is now on S to offer a reason in support of what he has said. The justification need not be elaborate (JN does not require that speakers be particularly articulate to make felicitous assertions). For example, S might say: ‘It looks like the picture I saw of a white willow’. Also, H might not find S’s justification persuasive. The point is that if JN is a norm of assertion then there is a reasonable expectation on S to have something to say that supports (2) where it is legitimately challenged. Accordingly, the failure to provide justification for (2) is reason for thinking that S’s assertion is defective. For instance, if H raises legitimate doubts about whether the tree is a white willow rather than a weeping willow and S has no response, then it seems that S should retract (2) or else revise or weaken it. Perhaps S should have weakened the assertion to ‘That tree looks like a white willow’ or ‘In my opinion that tree is a white willow’ (which are both assertions but much easier to justify), or used a different speech act, for example, ‘I wonder if that tree is a white willow?’. Although S could continue to insist on (2) without thereby ceasing to have made an assertion, by acting in this way S would have ‘broken a rule of a game’ by failing to carry out the normative commitments of assertion: the assertion is defective.
 Both the justification norm and the retraction norm, therefore, seem to characterise linguistic practice in the use of utterances of indicative sentences about (at least) observable occurrences. 
The normative commitment theory does not require that assertions occur in the conversational contexts posited by Stalnaker. It also has a more plausible account of retracting an assertion. To retract an assertion is to back out of the commitment to stand by the truth of the asserted proposition. More importantly, JN and RN do look like plausible constitutive norms of assertion. They explicate the way in which speakers are committed to the truth of the stated proposition that distinguishes the speech act from, for example, suppositions or expressions of hope or intentions. Moreover, if S asserts p and fails to satisfy JN or RN that seems a basis for legitimate criticism of what the speaker says: the speaker should not have asserted p but instead asserted a weaker proposition, employed a different speech act, or retracted p entirely. 
The normative commitment theory allows for non-defective assertion where the speaker does not believe what is said: one can ‘make oneself responsible’ for an assertion, and satisfy RN and JN, without believing it.
 However, since we generally take an assertion to express the speaker’s belief, should the theory be supplemented with a belief norm?

The belief norm (BN): in asserting p the speaker should believe that p.

The argument against making BN a norm of assertion is that there seem to be cases of linguistically respectable assertions that the speaker does not believe. There is the example given earlier, of a polite untruth.
 There also cases of speakers asserting p without believing p that appear commendable. Jennifer Lackey (2007) gives the following example. A respected paediatrician who has researched childhood vaccines recognises that the evidence shows that there is no causal connection between vaccines and autism. However, shortly after his 18-month-old daughter receives one of her vaccines she develops autism. While he is aware that signs of autism typically emerge at around this age, he abandons his earlier belief that vaccines do not cause autism. When one of his patients asks him of the rumours surrounding vaccines and autism, he appreciates that his current doubts were likely due the traumatic experiences of dealing with his daughter’s condition and he asserts:

3. There is no connection between vaccines and autism. 
Although he recognises that there is good evidence for his assertion, he does not believe (3) at the time of uttering it. Far from being grounds to regard the assertion as defective, it seems praiseworthy that the speaker has recognised his emotional distress may have distorted his beliefs and has asserted something that he does not believe. Although BN therefore seems inappropriate as a constitutive norm of assertion, it would be an advantage if our account of assertion explained the fact that we do generally expect that an assertion expresses a speaker’s belief. Fortunately, the normative commitment theory has the resources to do so: one does not normally undertake commitments to defend a proposition, or to retract it if one cannot defend the proposition, unless one also believes that it is true. 

The theory that assertion involves normative commitments JN and RN therefore has a number of advantages. It preserves the intuitive connection between assertion and belief, accounts for cases where assertions are made without belief, as well as avoiding some of the counterintuitive consequences of Stalnaker’s theory. I do not propose that JN and RN completely exhaust the norms of assertion; it may be that additional norms are needed to fully specify the speech act. JN and RN are, however, the key norms of assertion identified by the normative commitment theory.
 It is possible to make an assertion, albeit a defective one, if an utterance fails to satisfy JN or RN. But the utterance of an indicative sentence will not be an assertion if it is not governed by these normative commitments.
2. Assertion and religious affirmation

Armed with an account of (at least some of) the normative standards of assertion, let us return to the issue raised earlier: is there a systematic difference between religious affirmations and assertions?
How should we establish that JN and RN characterise religious discourse? We are concerned with whether they are constitutive norms of religious affirmations, i.e. whether such affirmations must satisfy them to be linguistically appropriate. Showing that linguistic practice accords with a principle is not sufficient to establish that the principle is a constitutive norm. By comparison, imagine a community in which individuals say things like ‘I promise to do p’ (where p is some future action that they can perform) and invariably go on to do p, but if someone were not to do p their action would not thereby be deemed inappropriate nor their earlier utterance defective. While their behaviour is in accordance with Rawls’ norm, it is not a constitutive norm of their practice because not acting on p is not a failing. However, we can show that a constitutive norm is not in play for a given practice if there are examples of actions that form part of that practice and fail to obey the norm without thereby being defective. So do religious affirmations include non-defective examples that fail to exhibit JN or RN?
Suppose a speaker affirms the following: 

4. God is almighty. 
If challenged on the truth of (4) on the grounds that God does not exist or that an omnipotent being is impossible (because, say, of the paradox of the stone), the speaker might attempt to supply a justification that addresses the challenge. But it would not be surprising if the speaker responded that no evidence or argument is needed or refused to engage in debate, or said it is a matter of faith, reiterated the proposition (perhaps in different terms or with a different tone).
 More generally, these are legitimate conversational responses to challenges to religious affirmations. Taking this stance will not of course satisfy the sceptic and it may be seen as an epistemic failing. However, it is not a linguistic failing on the part of religious believers that they cannot or do not address doubts about the truth of their religious affirmations. So it appears that, by virtue of affirming (4), there does not seem to be an obligation on the part of the speaker to either attempt to address doubts about its truth or retract the affirmation. It follows that JN and RN are not constitutive norms of religious affirmation.

Saying that JN and RN are not constitutive norms of religious affirmation does not imply that religious affirmations are not justifiable or that evidence and argument is not relevant either to the belief in or affirmation of religious propositions. Arguments and evidence are frequently presented in favour of religious beliefs and a great deal of philosophy of religion and theology is focussed on the construction and evaluation of such arguments and evidence. Moreover, there may be non-linguistic norms that make the provision of a justification for (4) appropriate when it is challenged. For example, according to evidentialists (such as William Clifford 1999) a belief is only reasonable if it is held on the basis of sufficient evidence. If this is right, there is an epistemic obligation on a speaker expressing their religious belief to be in possession of a sufficiently strong justification for the truth of what is affirmed. It may also be desirable for religious believers to be able to respond to challenges both from atheists and other believers with a view to defeating sceptics and persuading others. But these are epistemic and social norms; only linguistic norms are relevant to our assessment of the constitutive norms of religious affirmation. The epistemological obligation to supply or have a justification for a religious affirmation is one thing, the linguistic requirement on speakers to provide support for a religious affirmation when challenged on its truth is another.  This is not to say that epistemological considerations are not part of the constitutive norms of assertion. For example, according to Williamson it is a norm of the assertion of p that the speaker knows that p. However, the epistemological and linguistic appropriateness of an assertion are distinct issues. Even if assertion imposes certain epistemological demands on the speaker, whether the satisfaction of these demands is sufficient for epistemological respectability is a separate question.
Take the utterance

5. Jesus is the only-begotten son of God and is of one substance with the Father. 
Suppose it is argued that an incorporeal being cannot have children, or that a being cannot be both the son of God and of one substance with God. As with (4), the speaker might respond by claiming that it is a matter of faith or that it is not appropriate to question scripture. Or the speaker might say that the issue cannot be assessed by evidence. These responses ignore the demands of RN and JN, that is, that reasons to reject the truth of what is said commit the speaker to defend it or withdraw the claim. Is this a linguistic failing – a deliberate or unintentional misunderstanding of what it is to assert something? Suppose someone affirms 

6. 2018 is a leap year.

and this is challenged because, say, 2018 is not evenly divisible by 4. If the speaker responds that (6) is a matter of faith or otherwise resists justifying (6) we would suppose that the speaker was either confused about what they had said or was being mischievous. In religious cases, in contrast, responses that deflect JN or RN are not only routine but we do not take them to be indicative of a linguistic blunder. Religious sentences are affirmed without the speaker needing to satisfy these norms. As mentioned above, failing to satisfy these norms may be – according to some – socially, epistemologically or morally ill-advised and inappropriate. Many religious believers aim to meet them for these reasons. But this is a distinct matter to whether these obligations are imposed by the speech act of affirmation. Neither RN nor JN, therefore, are constitutive norms of affirmation: religious affirmation is a speech act that is distinct from assertion. 
3. The norms of religious affirmation
Notwithstanding the normative differences I have set out between religious affirmations and assertions, there are some important points of similarity between these speech acts. First, in making a religious affirmation that p the speaker presents the proposition p as suitable to be added – to put it in Stalkaner’s terms – to the common ground of judgements adopted by hearers. That is, in affirming p, one upholds p and rules out other possibilities that are inconsistent with it. In affirming ‘God only does what is good’, for example, one rules out God doing bad things. In this respect, religious affirmations are conversationally like assertions. Second, assertions and affirmations are similarly related to belief. I argued earlier that BN is not a constitutive norm of assertion because there are legitimate assertions where the speaker does not believe what is said. For similar reasons it is not a constitutive norm of affirmation. However, just as assertion is the principal linguistic method of expressing belief, affirmation is the principal linguistic method of expressing religious belief. Third, Pierce’s proposal that speakers take on the responsibility for the truth of what they say seems right for affirmations as well as assertions. For example, there is something amiss with a speaker affirming (5) and promptly disowning the proposition they have affirmed, or entirely ignoring it in their subsequent thought and action. In contrast, this wouldn’t be grounds for criticism if the speaker had pretended to assert (5), or had conjectured (5) as a possibility, rather than affirmed it.

Consistently with these points, the instances in which religious affirmation seems misplaced are where the speaker fails to employ the stated proposition in theoretical reasoning or in practical evaluations. For example, if a speaker affirms that God created the world but makes no use of the proposition in thinking about the universe and the judgement exerts no influence on the speaker’s attitudes or motivations, this would be grounds for criticising the affirmation. Or suppose that a speaker affirms:
7. By the grace of God we are saved by faith in Jesus Christ.

If the proposition has no practical consequences in decisions or actions of the speaker, then it seems that the proposition should not have been affirmed. This suggests the following norm of affirmation:

The practical/theoretical norm (PN). In affirming p, the speaker should uphold p in theoretical reasoning and practical judgements, where they apply.

PN is a defeasible norm. It may be overruled, in some contexts, by other norms: a creationist who is by profession a biochemist might not use in her academic research religious propositions that she would otherwise affirm, in order to follow the prevailing norms of biological science. An affirmation may not have a practical effect for compelling reasons: a speaker who affirms (7) and because of their belief in (7) goes to church, might cease to do so in a context in which the lives of church-goers are under threat. This is consistent with PN being a commitment a speaker takes on in religious affirmation. 

An advantage of PN is that it preserves the relationship between religious affirmation and belief without relying on either RN or JN: in affirming a proposition that one uses in reasoning and making decisions, one also usually believes it to be true. It also accounts for the appropriateness of criticisms of affirmations highlighted above. If S comes to regard p as a mistake, that is a reason for S to retract p; if S ignores p in her thinking and decisions that is a reason to think she should not have affirmed it. PN additionally draws support from the widely-canvassed feature of religious belief, noted both by radicals and face value theorists, which is its influence on a person’s life.
 The adoption of a new religious belief normally goes along with a variety of changes in the behaviour, dispositions and attitudes of the believer; the changes in a person’s life that usually follow from a religious conversion are the most easily observable examples of the changes in a person’s motivations that accompany religious belief. Since religious affirmations typically express beliefs, it is unsurprising that this motivational aspect of religious belief should extend to religious affirmations. PN makes it a norm of religious affirmation in general.


I will say more about the practical commitment of religious affirmation in the following section. In the remainder of this section, I will consider some alternative proposals for the norms of religious affirmation and then consider some objections to the way in which I have differentiated religious affirmation from assertion. To avoid confusion, I will call an affirmation governed by PN (and not JN or RN) an avowal. So my position is that religious affirmations are conventionally avowals rather than assertions. 
Rather than taking PN as the norm of religious affirmation, do religious affirmations instead fall under another familiar type of speech act? This is an objection that might come from supporters of the radical interpretations of religious discourse described in the introduction. If religious affirmations are really expressions of intentions, recommendations or expressions of feeling, then we can see why they would not satisfy the justification or retraction norms. Since, on any of these options, speakers are not taking on any commitment to uphold the truth of what is said, reasons for thinking that the propositional content of a given religious utterance is false is not a reason for withdrawing it or providing a justification for it. However, by assimilating religious affirmations with such apparently different speech acts, these theories sever the relationship between what the believer says and the speaker’s belief in what is said which seems to undermine the point of making an affirmation. Radical theories also run into difficulties in explaining the details of the proposed interpretations of religious affirmations. For instance, if 
1. God created the universe

is a recommendation or the expression of an intention, what is being recommended or what intention is being expressed? Even if a suitable recommendation or intention could be found, these theories will have to explain the interaction between religious and non-religious discourse. For example, (1) can be combined with 
8. If God created the universe then scientists will not be able to explain the origins of the universe.

to conclude

9. Scientists will not be able to explain the origins of the universe.

But how could this argument be logically valid if (1) is the expression of a recommendation or intention?
Perhaps a speech act that is more closely related to assertion can provide a more promising model for religious affirmation. To the extent that religious affirmations are not governed by JN and RN they are normatively comparable to suppositions. Notably, Andrei Bukareff (2005) proposes that faith could be an action-guiding assumption rather than a belief.
 On this basis, religious affirmations, to the extent that they express faith, might be taken to express assumptions. Could religious affirmations therefore be akin to suppositions? In stating a supposition, a speaker puts forward a proposition, usually for some practical reason, without a commitment to justify its truth. However, the normative similarity between religious affirmations and suppositions is superficial. Here are two differences.
A supposition is put forward conditionally on the practical considerations that make it useful. For example, a supposition can be made on a whim – let’s suppose that Archduke Franz Ferdinand had not been assassinated in 1914 and imagine what would have happened –purely for the interest in entertaining it rather than due to any consideration of its truth or grounds for believing it. A supposition may also be made out of some practical or moral requirement, for example, if one is in a situation of having to rely on somebody one does not know, one might act on the supposition that that person is trustworthy even though one lacks good evidence to suppose that it is true. Suppositions are accordingly often temporary and changeable depending on the interests and needs of those adopting the supposition. The affirmation of a religious proposition, in contrast, is not normally put forward to further some other interest. A religious affirmation rules out alternatives rather than sets them aside in a potentially only temporary way for whatever purposes the affirmation was made. Second, religious affirmations appear to exhibit different linguistic behaviour to suppositions. For instance, if someone affirms (1) we take them to disagree with an agnostic who refuses to affirm (1). However, someone who merely supposes (1) does not seem thereby to be in disagreement with someone who does not make that supposition. Also, if someone affirms (1) and another affirms that (1) is false, it seems that one of these two speakers must have made a mistake. However, this does not seem to be the case if affirmations are suppositions since it need not be a mistake to suppose something that is false.
In general, these problems – how to provide a plausible analysis of the content of religious affirmations, to explain the linguistic behaviour of religious utterances and their interaction with non-religious utterances – present prima facia obstacles to radical accounts that have not as yet been met.
 Religious affirmation should not, therefore, be assimilated with the other speech acts suggested by the radical opposition to face value theory. This is not to say, however, that feelings, hopes, plans and other states emphasised by many radical theories are not communicated by religious affirmations. Indeed, commitments other than belief may play a role in the explanation for the expressive value of discourses that employ affirmation rather than assertion.
 That is, affirmation can give voice to beliefs that a speaker may be unable to justify (or uninterested in justifying) but to which she is also committed for reasons other than its truth. 
A different objection to my account is that assertions are an insufficiently distinct and cohesive group of utterances to be assessed for distinctive normative characteristics. For example, Janet Levin (2008) argues that assertions are governed by context sensitive norms. Rather than assertion being constituted by norms that are applicable for all assertions, the norms vary according to the circumstances in which the assertion is made. For example, 
3. There is no connection between vaccines and autism.

seems to be an example of a non-defective assertion that the speaker does not believe; but on the context sensitive theory of norms, this does not provide a conclusive counterexample to the belief norm BN. Rather, BN could be a norm of assertion in some contexts but not others (such as cases in which the speaker has ground for thinking their beliefs are misguided). A more radical ‘no assertion’ position is proposed by Herman Capellen (2011). He argues that ‘assertion’ is a philosophical term of art that does not pick out a unified collection of speech acts: there is no speech act of assertion with distinct constitutive norms or even variable norms. Instead, locutionary acts that express indicative sentences are governed by a variety of different norms, no subset of which characterises assertions. 

These alternatives to the constitutive norm account of speech acts are not widely agreed on. However, the argument of this paper can be expressed in a way that is not dependent on the constitutive norm model. The contrast I draw between religious affirmations and assertions and the distinction between religious discourse and other areas of discourse that it illustrates, can be made in other terms. If Levin is right, it may not be correct to conclude that religious affirmations are not assertions; rather, avowals are assertions but exhibit certain normative characteristic that differentiate them from other classes of assertion. On the no-assertion view, my argument does not establish anything about assertions in general, however, it does point up characteristic differences between religious indicative utterances and utterances of other indicative sentences that face value theorists contend behave in the same way. These ways of expressing the argument still capture the central point that there are differences between religious affirmations and other apparently descriptive indicative utterances that they appear, at face value, to resemble. To this extent, the changes that would be imposed on the argument of this paper by positions that are critical of the constitutive norm model of assertion are more terminological than substantial.
If we accept the prevailing view that assertion is a normatively distinct speech act, a related worry about my argument is whether religious affirmations should be considered as a distinct and unified type of speech act. I have treated religious affirmations as a class by virtue of their subject matter. But this could be challenged in two ways: on the grounds that the selection of religious affirmations is artificially narrow and should include non-religious utterances, or that it is too broad and that while PN may be the norm of some religious affirmations, other religious affirmations may be assertions. 

The first challenge is entirely reasonable: speech acts are acts that we perform in uttering various meaningful sentences and it would be odd if a speech act were restricted to sentences with a specific subject matter. However, it is also unproblematic to the case that I am making. I have picked out religious affirmations (in particular affirmations about God) because they are central to the traditional focus of philosophical interest in religious discourse and the question of whether it differs in a systematic way from other areas of discourse (and specifically historical, observational and scientific areas of discourse).
 I have argued that there are such differences. Now suppose that, say, ethical affirmations also exhibited the same normative characteristics as religious affirmation (something I believe not to be the case). This would show that PN governs a much larger class of affirmations than originally anticipated: both ethical and religious affirmations are avowals. But it would not undermine the argument against the face value theory that religious discourse employs speech acts (avowals) that distinguishes it from discourses that employ assertion. 

The second challenge is that religious affirmations are not a unified class of speech acts. For example, while some religious affirmations may be avowals, perhaps others might exhibit one or both of JN or RN. As I set out in section two, the most straightforward way of showing that the justification and retraction commitments are not constitutive norms for religious affirmations is to find examples of religious affirmations that fail to observe these norms without thereby being defective. To show that there is no subclass of religious affirmations governed by JN or RN is trickier to establish: I have no a priori argument for this, nor space for a more comprehensive survey of examples. However, I think that the examples that look as if they are governed by RN or JN usually fall into one of the following three categories. (A) There are many examples of speakers providing justifications for their religious affirmations, or being in a position to do so if challenged. Many religious affirmations express beliefs that the speaker has because they have been persuaded of them by supporting evidence. But as we have seen, this does not establish that the speaker’s affirmation is subject to the constitutive norm of justification. For JN and RN to be constitutive, there would need to be grounds for criticising the affirmation as defective or unsuitable if the speaker did not make the relevant commitments. However, there does not seem to be anything linguistically wrong with a speaker’s affirmation of (1) without being able or willing to defend it and being unwilling to retract what is said if unable to answer reasonable objections. (B) There are cases where there is an obligation on a speaker to justify a religious affirmation or retract it if the proposition cannot be given a respectable defence. For instance, in the context of debate in a philosophy seminar. However, the obligations imposed on speakers in these contexts are due to the norms relating to debating standards in academic seminars rather than the constitutive norms of religious affirmation. (C) Speakers may, in uttering a religious sentence, make the justification and retraction commitments. In so doing, they would have met the standards for assertion. However, while this shows that religious propositions can be asserted it does not show that religious affirmations should in general be interpreted as assertions. Religious propositions can be used in a variety of speech acts, including metaphors, fictions, the expression of intentions and hopes, as well as assertions; these are not counterexamples to a theory about the prevailing constitutive norms for religious indicative utterances. 

4. Language and epistemology

I have argued that the constitutive norms of religious affirmation impose fewer epistemological demands on speakers than assertion, at least with respect to the provision of a justification in support of what is said. Religious affirmation also involves other theoretical and practical commitments that account for its similarities with assertion and in particular the relationship between what is said and what the speaker believes. But this may seem a hollow victory against the face value theory if justification is an epistemic requirement for a religious belief to be reasonable. There seems little advantage in employing a speech act that lifts the normative demands for justification, if similar epistemic demands are still in place on the beliefs expressed by that speech act. This would be like playing a variant of basketball only to find that the changes to the rules are considered against the spirit of the game. A critic could argue: ‘If RN and JN are not linguistic norms of religious affirmation, that just goes to show that the reasonableness of religious beliefs is not built in to the epistemologically permissive norms that govern this speech act. But we should not expect that we can read off what is epistemologically appropriate from what is linguistically appropriate.’ However, the linguistic and epistemic issues cannot be detached. Avowing, like assertion, is the principal and most direct and simple way of communicating what one believes. So why should speakers avow rather than assert religious propositions? In this section I will consider two accounts of the epistemology of religious belief that explain the epistemic value of religious avowals. The first is due to John Bishop (2007), the second Linda Zagzebski (2012).
 
Bishop distinguishes between two different aspects of belief: holding true a proposition and taking a proposition to be true in reasoning. The former is an attitude toward a proposition that it is true; the latter is the action of taking a proposition to be true in one’s theoretical and practical reasoning. For example, suppose that Mary believes her pet tortoise is liable to roam, so when she shows it off to guests she keeps an eye on the tortoise to avoid it getting lost. Mary holds true the proposition that her tortoise is liable to roam. Moreover, in a context in which the tortoise is liable to escape and she intends not to lose it, ‘[t]hrough an effortless piece of practical reasoning in which, inter alia, she takes this proposition about the tortoise to be true there results Mary’s action in keeping a close eye on it.’ (p. 34) Often, these two aspects of belief go together because holding true a proposition (i.e. having the attitude of belief towards the proposition) disposes the believer towards taking that proposition true in reasoning. However, Bishop argues holding-true and taking-true aspects of belief are distinct. This is shown by the fact that they can come apart: one can choose not to act on what one takes to be true. He gives the example of a racist suspecting his beliefs may emerge from prejudice and then not acting on them, even though he has not shaken free of the beliefs. 

Using this distinction, Bishop introduces the idea of a doxastic venture. In doxastic venture one takes a proposition as true while recognising that its truth is not supported by the available evidence. A religious doxastic venture is therefore ‘an active venture in practical commitment to the truth of faith-propositions that the believer correctly recognizes not to be adequately supported by his or her evidence.’ (106) Religious doxastic venture provides an account of faith that Bishop takes to be closely aligned to William James: ‘a defence of our right to adopt a believing attitude in religious matters in spite of the fact that our merely logical intellect may not have been coerced.’ (1956, 1-2)
 Bishop also takes faith to involve holding-true what one believes. However, since in a doxastic venture one lacks evidence for belief and one cannot simply choose to believe in God, Bishop proposes that this aspect of belief has other non-evidential, passional causes. For example, in encounter with a religious tradition, one can find oneself with the attitude towards p that it is true even without finding it to be supported by evidence.
 

Suppose that a speaker takes a doxastic venture on

6. By the grace of God, we are saved by faith in Jesus Christ.
and accordingly affirms (6). In affirming her faith, the speaker would not make the commitment required by JN (because she lacks justification for the proposition) nor RN (because she is persuaded that it is true despite being evidentially undecidable). However, on Bishop’s account, ‘faith has an element of active commitment to it’ (107) and the speaker makes theoretical and practical commitments to uphold (6). For example, ‘To be a person of Christian faith, one has to do something in virtue of one’s faith-beliefs, namely commit oneself to God – and that involves entrusting oneself to God and seeking to do God’s will.’ (106) These commitments accord with the practical and theoretical commitments proposed by PN. So it appears that Bishop’s theory offers an epistemological basis for the reasonable exercise of religious avowal and explains why the linguistic legitimacy of such linguistic expression is valuable: it provides for the communication of religious convictions and practical commitments that, while lacking justification, are reasonable to hold.

Central to Linda Zagzebski’s account of religious epistemology is a distinction between theoretical and practical reasons. Theoretical reasons for p are facts that lend support to a logical or probabilistic case for the truth of p. She takes theoretical reasons to be ‘third personal’ in that they can be shared with others and are relevant to the truth of p from any person’s perspective: they provide a reasonable person who comes to believe them reasons to believe p. A deliberative reason, in contrast, provides only first personal reason for an agent to regard p as true. It has ‘an essential connection to me and only to me in my deliberations about whether p’. (64) For example, if I have a powerful moral intuition that a certain act is wrong, that intuition provides me with a deliberative reason to believe that it is wrong. I can also use intuition as a theoretical reason, for example, I can cite my intuition in moral argument with you on whether that act is wrong. But deliberative reasons lend support to our having beliefs without providing a justification for them. Experiences and emotions, Zagzebski argues, can provide deliberative reasons to change our beliefs and adopt new beliefs independently from any evidence or arguments in favour of the truth or falsity of those beliefs. The passional causes and experiences that Bishop proposes can lead to religious belief would be among the deliberative reasons for belief.

Zagzebski contends that a crucial deliberative reason for religious belief is provided by an offer of trust made by the speaker that she takes to be made in the act of giving religious testimony.
 Rather than construing testimony as providing evidence for the truth of what is said, she proposes that it can be understood as presenting the hearer that is being addressed with an invitation to believe what the speaker is saying; this is a deliberative reason for the addressee to accept the testimony. Moreover, it is (in line with the distinction between theoretical and practical reasons) a deliberative reason only for the hearer, rather than evidence that could be appreciated by anybody. ‘The speaker asks the hearer to give her trust and she may grant it or she may not. Her reason for granting it depends upon her relationship with the speaker.’ (130) The deliberative reason may be persuasive to the hearer because her deliberative verdict is that accepting the invitation will yield the acquisition of knowledge, or an understanding of how to do good, or how to better live her life, or how to have a more integrated self, that she can achieve on my own. Trust may be grounded in other deliberative reasons, such as a religious experience or admiration for a religious tradition or Scripture.

Zagzebski argues that religious testimony need not be made by an individual but could come from a religious institution or through Scripture. Moreover, testimony may communicate an invitation to trust in an agent other than the speaker: the audience of testimony ‘can be groups of people distant from the teller in time or space, and the teller need not be an individual. It can be a religious or scientific or political community.’ (122) This is what she thinks can happen in the case of religious testimony. Proposing various models of revelation – such as a chain of testimonies from people with direct contact with the divine transmitted to the present, or an ongoing possibility of relationships with God through scripture or the actions of the Holy Spirit – Zagzebski proposes that religious testimony can be understood as an invitation to trust that is ultimately made by God. Although an individual or institution may mediate the invitation via testimony, the hearer places their trust in God.
If God tells me that p, God takes responsibility for the truth of p for me and for all other intended recipients of his revelation. God intends that I believe him, and he acknowledges that we who are the recipients place epistemic trust in him by believing him. ... My position is that the ground of faith is trust in God, which gives me a deliberative, first-person reason to believe what God tells me. (190) 

Zagzebski’s account of religious faith as a commitment to trust in God prompted by deliberative reason rather than theoretical considerations presents another way in which religious avowals are of value. A speaker given first personal deliberative reasons to believe the teachings of a religion and who decides to trust in God can voice those beliefs in avowals, without making justification or retraction commitments with respect to what she says. 
In staking out a middle path between the face value interpretation of religious utterances and its radical opposition, I recognise that both sides of this debate will likely disagree with a moderate compromise. But the theory that religious affirmations are avowals has two key attractions. It provides space to the practical aspects of religious affirmations that tends to get forgotten in face value interpretations of religious discourse, without succumbing to radical reinterpretations of what religious believers say or undermining either the representational content or belief-reporting role of indicative religious utterances. It also shows how it is possible to do justice to the distinctiveness of religious discourse, while staying in line with the evidence of how speakers use religious language and treating what they say at face value.
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� I take an utterance to be the production of a sentence in speech or writing or by some other means of communication. By ‘religious utterance’, I mean an utterance that represents a religious entity (such as God) or property (such as holiness); I will be concerned with (indicative) utterances about God but the interpretation can be extended to a much wider range of religious utterances.


� See also Don Cupitt (1984), D. Z. Phillips (1976) and Gordon Kaufman (1993).


� Non-assertoric expression is, of course, commonplace in non-religious discourse. On metaphor in religious and scientific discourse see Soskice (1985). Additionally, indicative religious sentences may be uttered without asserting them, consistently with their conventionally being asserted; (1), for instance, could be used ironically.


� This example is simplified for the purposes of illustrating the distinction. For example, I am excluding cases where a promise is implied by what S says rather than explicitly stated. For a detailed treatment see Searle (1969).


� Brandom adds a second commitment that in asserting something a speaker licenses hearers to rely on the asserted proposition. However, as Max Kölbel (2011: 67-9) argues, the license to rely on someone else’s assertion can be understood as following from the asserter’s obligation to justify the asserted proposition.


� I will focus on legitimate challenges that, to be satisfactorily addressed, require a reason in favour of what has been asserted. However, a challenge could also be met by showing that it is unpersuasive.


� On the distinction between intuitions about the defectiveness of assertions that are due to the fault of the speaker or where the assertion itself is defective see Alston (2000: 57) and Rescorla (2009).


� The differences between believing a proposition and arguing for and defending that proposition are clearly set out by Alston (1989) and Audi (1993).


� That this is not a conclusive counterexample to a belief norm. Defenders of BN can argue that such cases only show that in certain circumstances the belief norm may be overridden by other non-linguistic norms – in this case the norm of polite behaviour – that are not specific to assertion (Williamson 2000: 256). Note that rejecting BN as a constitutive norm of assertion, we are also rejecting an even stronger knowledge norm, as defended by Williamson (2000).


� See Alston (2000) for a theory of assertion that combines commitments with other norms.


� Justification, insofar as it is required by JN, need not be in the form of arguments from other beliefs that the speaker has. In affirming (4), a speaker might be expressing a basic belief and the justification of (4) might include the report of experiences of God. See Plantinga (2000) for a defence of the reasonableness of this position.


� Are weaker versions of JN or RN applicable to religious affirmation? Watson (2004: 68-9) proposes a weaker version of JN, whereby a speaker is committed to the defensibility of what is said rather than the actual defence of it. However, I do not believe that the weaker version of JN is a constitutive norm of affirmation; that is, a speaker may make a religious affirmation without the confidence that the affirmed proposition could be successfully argued.


� The normative connection between religious affirmations and motivations is an important respect in which they differ from religious assertions. For a more detailed treatment of the relationship between religious judgements and motivations see Scott (2013: Ch 5).


� See also Howard-Snyder (2013) and Swinburne’s (2005) discussion of ‘pragmatist’ accounts of faith; Swinburne, however, differs from Bukareff in seeing the faithful as also committed to various religious beliefs (2005: 148). For an overview and critique of non-doxastic theories of faith see Malcolm and Scott (Forthcoming).


� Problems akin to these are discussed in detail in metaethics (Schroeder 2008). For an overview of research in the philosophy of religion see Scott (2013).


� For a theory that takes religious affirmations to express both beliefs and non-cognitive attitudes see Scott (2013): Ch. 5-6.


� These examples of other discourse may not themselves have uniform norms governing their affirmations. For instance, Bas van Fraassen (1980: 57) argues that affirmations of scientific theories do not assert those theories but instead claim certain virtues for them, in particular, that they have ‘empirical adequacy’ by their usefulness in organising and deriving results about observables. 


� This is far from a comprehensive survey. See also Audi (2008) and Alston (1996).


� See also Kierkegaard: ‘an objective uncertainty held fast in an appropriation process of the most passionate inwardness.’ (1968: 180).


� Bishop introduces a number of constraints on when a doxastic venture is epistemically respectable. For example, it must be in a situation where the proposition believed is evidentially undecidable (which Bishop takes to be true for a number of religious propositions) and where the choice to make a practical commitment is pressing.


� Zagzabski defends the rationality of trust more generally on the basis that it is rational to place trust in one’s own epistemic faculties and, therefore, in others that we take to be as sincere in what they say and in turn it is rational to trust those in whom those I trust place their trust.


� Thanks to Gabriel Citron for his comments on an earlier draft of this paper.





