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Of Cognitive Science, Bricolage, and Brandom 

Matt Baggar 

In a by now well-known essay Bruce Lincoln laments the “(un)discipline of Religious 

Studies.”  His argument speaks to the dismay so many of us feel about the hegemony of the 

American Academy of Religion and provides indispensable historical context for 

understanding how the study of religion in America came “to straddle the interests of 

religion and the values of the academy…while consistently tilting to defend the former 

against threats posed by the latter” (136).  These divided loyalties, Lincoln suggests, 

prevent the study of religion from exhibiting the singleness of purpose, uniformity of 

approach, and critical intent definitive of an academic discipline.  Asking us to “rethink the 

nature, goals, methods, and habituated dispositions of the discipline that claims religious 

phenomena as its own,” Lincoln does not make clear how much unanimity in goals and 

methods he would prefer (135-6).  It’s probably revealing that he uses the terms “field [of 

study]” and “discipline” interchangeably, suggesting that he does not expect too much 

methodological or theoretical uniformity.   

Regardless of what Lincoln would say, however, the dismal legacy he laments presents 

good reason to resist the impulse to conceive of the study of religion as a discipline, in a 

sense of that term (perhaps) stronger than his and that contrasts it to a field.  Whereas a 

field is defined by the object of its study, a discipline is generally defined, at least in part, 

by the regimentation of its methods.  The recent history of the study of religion suggests 

that the best antidote to uncritical, apologetic approaches to religion lies not in disciplinary 

regimentation, but rather in conceiving of the study of religion as a field that encourages 
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theoretical diversity.  If we share Lincoln’s outlook, there’s a sense in which we should 

celebrate the “(un)discipline” of the study of religion. 

Initiatives that promote (or attempt to impose) a single theoretical approach in the study 

of religion have tended to end badly.  Even when the theory yields insights, its exclusive 

employment erodes its critical edge.  In the study of religion theoretical programs pursued 

in isolation from (or in opposition to) others generally find themselves rather quickly in the 

service of uncritical apologetic interests.  The most egregious example, of course, is the 

history of religions approach championed by Eliade and others.  At its high water mark 

history of religions conceived of itself as a discrete discipline set apart from the others 

practiced in the university and equipped with its own distinctive theory.  There’s no reason 

to rehearse once more the ways in which history of religions amounted to little more than 

an uncritical crypto-theology resisting theory in the name of theory.   

Few today would argue that the study of religion has its own distinctive theory, but the 

too exclusive reliance on one or another theoretical approach yields the same susceptibility 

to uncritical apologetics.  Salutary post-colonial critique of Western scholarship, for 

example, when divorced from other approaches to the study of religion, predictably (and 

rather quickly) devolved in some quarters into the insistence that the “theory” found in 

non-Western religious texts is on a par with or preferable to Western academic theories 

(Radical Orthodoxy is a parallel phenomenon.).  As if it were an example lifted straight 

from Hegel’s Logic, cutting edge critical theory here “dialectically overturns” into its 

uncritical, apologetic opposite.  To take another instance, it was dizzying how quickly 

cognitive science of religion was put to apologetic purposes.  Justin Barrett wasted little 
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time before arguing from a purported cognitive predisposition to believe in God that belief 

in God is justified.   

In the study of religion too exclusive an emphasis on any one theoretical paradigm 

seems to jeopardize the critical impetus.  This tendency should lead us self-consciously to 

resist attempts to regiment theory in the study of religion.  We should view ourselves as a 

field (not a discipline) and eagerly employ various methods developed in the various 

disciplines.  A shared commitment to (in Lincoln’s words) “rigorous, uninhibited, 

unintimidated, theoretically and empirically informed, wide-ranging, irreverent, and 

appropriately critical” study of religious phenomena is sufficient to provide the field with 

the requisite singleness of purpose, uniformity of approach, and critical intent (135).  Not 

only as a field, moreover, should our work be theoretically eclectic, but also, ideally, as 

individuals.  It should draw on diverse (but compatible) sources of theory.  The theories we 

employ must all be naturalistic in orientation, stand up to reasonable criticism, and 

illuminate the objects of our studies, but beyond that need not bear some closer affinity.   

Eclectic use of theory ensures that we always have independent critical perspectives 

available to us from which we can not only diagnose the kinds of lapses so prevalent in the 

study of religion, but also evaluate applications of theory more generally.  The study of 

religion’s contribution to theory comes not from the distinctiveness of our methods, but 

rather from the insight that our theoretical medley gives us about the limitations and 

potential uses of different theoretical perspectives when applied to the same material.  Our 

eclectic use of theory puts our “foxy” field in a privileged position to assess the theory 

developed by the theoretical hedgehogs working in the disciplines. 
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This theoretical pluralism does not mean that our theoretical choices are arbitrary.  

What it does mean is that our research must be guided by questions.  Genuine inquiry is 

generated by specific perplexities that emerge from a given epistemic context.  In 

struggling to resolve a perplexity, we reach for whatever (defensible) theory relevant to that 

context best renders the perplexing phenomenon intelligible.  The study of religion should 

be driven by questions about the material we study; it should not be the attempt to deploy 

systematically the latest theory.  Rather than theory in search of questions, the study of 

religion should be questions in search of theory.  The obvious fact that questions (like 

observations) are theory laden should not tempt us to divert our focus from first order 

inquiry in the study of religion.  The heart, soul and motivation of the study of religion is 

first order inquiry.  At its best the study of religion avoids meta-theory.  Sometimes, of 

course, meta-theory is inescapable (and even occasionally invaluable), but in general 

theoretical insight comes from the use (or the criticism of the misuse) of theory embedded 

in particular studies, answering specific first order questions about religious phenomena 

(think of Mary Douglas on the laws of Leviticus or Nancy Jay on blood sacrifice).  Insight 

comes far less frequently from abstract theoretical discussions about theory, and almost 

never comes from books that assess the varieties of theory without seriously engaging the 

primary materials of some religious phenomenon.  The burgeoning of this latter genre is 

not a hopeful development.  The uses and abuses of theory manifest themselves in the work 

of scholars of religion, not scholars of theory. 

To combat the impression that I’m simply offering my own set of meta-theoretical 

dicta, I will attempt to ground what I have said by addressing a specific question.  I have 

chosen a longstanding perplexity about religion that dates to what is arguably the very 
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charter for the critical study of religion, Hume’s The Natural History of Religion.  Hoping 

to demonstrate the virtues of theoretical open-mindedness, I avail myself of theory 

developed in analytic philosophy, a discipline much-ignored and frequently maligned in the 

study of religion. 

Many of us in the study of religion define religion at least in part in terms of 

superhuman agents, but I suspect all of us define it either explicitly or implicitly, in part by 

its relation to human practice.  Lincoln, for instance, considers “a set of practices” 

(including both ethical and ritual practices) “as defined by a religious discourse” a 

“necessary” part “of anything that can properly be called a ‘religion.’” (6-7, italics 

original).  Boyer, tilling other theoretical soil, suggests that unlike mere myth and folklore 

religion involves actions and rules.  Religious superhuman or supernatural concepts are 

distinguished as “serious” by their “aggregate relevance” to important social and moral 

processes (142, 298).  For both Lincoln and Boyer religious discourse or concepts bear on 

practice and, although Boyer might not put it quite this way, it’s clear that their bearing on 

practice consists in a kind of authority over practice.   

It is (or, if not, ought) to be an axiom of our field that authority lies entirely in human 

dispositions to recognize or grant it.  In the case of superhuman beings (or stories about 

them) the authority over practice that humans grant to them presupposes commitments to 

the superhuman beings’ existence.  Consider Santa Claus.  He is a superhuman agent.  

More particularly he is (as Boyer would describe him) a “full-access strategic agent.”  He 

has full access to all the information strategically pertinent to social interactions (He knows 

if you’ve been sleeping.  He knows if you’re awake.).  He also prescribes certain ethical 

practices (“Be good for goodness sake.”) as well as ritual practices (an annual audience and 
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confession; offerings of cookies, milk, and carrots).  Note that the discourse pertaining to 

the concept of Santa Claus bears an authority over practice for small children that it does 

not for adults. The difference in the discourse’s authority obviously derives from the fact 

that children think the object of the discourse (Santa Claus) exists.  That adults are 

committed to the non-existence of Santa Claus (except as a fictional character) and 

therefore do not recognize him as having any authority over their practices explains why 

we do not classify the cult of Santa Claus as religion, despite the analogies.  This example 

shows that the authority over practice that religious discourse claims for itself depends on 

commitments about what exists.    

In that ever-welling spring of insight into religion, The Natural History of Religion, 

Hume detects something anomalous and perplexing about the existential commitments 

informing religion.  He writes: 

We may observe, that, notwithstanding the dogmatical, imperious style 

of all superstition, the conviction of the religionists, in all ages, is more 

affected than real, and scarcely ever approaches, in any degree, to that 

solid belief and persuasion, which governs us in the common affairs of 

life….  The usual course of men’s conduct belies their words, and 

shows, that their assent in these matters is some unaccountable 

operation of the mind between disbelief and conviction, but 

approaching much nearer to the former than to the latter. (60) 

 

In this passage Hume differs from the many cynical critics of religion before him, who 

charge the religious with imposture or insincerity.  His interest is comparing the relative 

effects of different sorts of existential commitment on practice.  Hume claims that the 

historical record reveals that the authority of religious discourse over human conduct does 

not appear as strong as the authority of common sense and experience over conduct.  From 

this fact he infers a disparity between the existential commitments pertaining to religion 

and those pertaining to the mundane objects disclosed by the senses and past experience.  
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Hume transforms a theological concern—how to conceive of the relationship between gods 

and humans—into a question for the study of religion: how to conceive of the relationship 

between two different sorts of existential commitment and their mutual bearing on human 

practice.   

This question becomes acute for both theologians and theorists in the modern period 

with the development of historical consciousness and canons of historical inquiry that 

define commitments to historical existence more precisely.  It is no surprise that Hume, 

best known as a historian in his lifetime, first posed the question.  The question has 

perennially lurked in the background of our theoretical discussions.  It’s present in the age-

old question whether the Greeks believed their myths.  It also appears in debates about 

theological correctness and whether belief is an appropriate category in the study of 

religion.  Modern Christian theology, moreover, essentially consists in recommendations 

about how to understand the claim that God exists.  In what follows I will turn to Robert 

Brandom’s social practice account of existential commitment to illuminate some varieties 

of modern religious apologetic.   

In Making it Explicit Brandom offers a philosophy of mind and language that is anti-

representationalist and inferentialist.  Anti-representationalists approach language as a 

sophisticated social practice and try to explain how and why semantic notions like truth and 

reference, as well as the notions of object and objectivity which the semantic notions 

presuppose, are useful or indispensable to the practice.  For these philosophers pragmatics 

precedes semantics.  They explain semantic (and allied) notions in virtue of the role they 

play in linguistic social practice, and view the “representationalist” strategy, which takes 

the notions of object and objectivity as primitive and tries to explain the semantic notions 
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reductively in virtue of word/world relations, as misguided.  Representationalism 

presupposes a certain word/world relationship as the point of departure for semantic 

theorizing: words refer to objects or states of affairs, which they represent, and those states 

of affairs make the representations of them true (or false).  For representationalists truth 

and reference play a basic role in explaining the semantic content of mental states and 

linguistic performances.  Understanding propositional content is explained in terms of 

grasping the conditions that are necessary and sufficient for its truth.   

As a general strategy Brandom pursues an inferentialist as opposed to a 

representationalist account of semantic content.  His version of inferentialism takes our 

practical attitudes regarding the propriety of material inferences as the point of departure 

for semantic theorizing.
1
  His theory explains semantic content and intentionality in terms 

of a social practice that consists in the giving and asking for reasons.  The fundamental 

move in this social practice is making a claim, i.e. producing a performance (specifically, 

uttering or inscribing a sentence) that is propositionally contentful in that it can be offered 

as a reason and reasons can be demanded for it.  Claims derive their contentfulness from 

their consequential relations to other claims.  The content of a proposition is a function of 

its location in the inferentially articulated space of reasons.  Brandom explains 

propositional content (i.e. content of the sort we express by the use of declarative 

sentences) in terms of the role that claimings play in the social practice of giving and 

asking for reasons.   

Brandom explains the representational dimension of propositional content in terms of 

the perspectival features of communicating by claiming.  He argues that to take a linguistic 

                                                 
1
 Distinguished from formal inferences, material inferences are the kind of inference whose 

correctness essentially involves the conceptual contents of its premises and conclusions.   
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performance as a representing, i.e. treating it as purporting to represent objects and states of 

affairs correctly, consists in taking it to express attitudes concerning what there is and how 

things are.  Such representational uptake means that the performance is liable to 

assessments of its correctness.  Such uptake incorporates a distinction between 

representational attitude (how things are taken to be by the representation) and 

representational status (how things in fact are, which determines the success of the 

attitude).  Objectivity (i.e. that things are they way they are regardless of what any or all of 

us assert about them), Brandom argues, is a structural feature of the practice of assessing 

the correctness of representations.  Objectivity and the representational dimension of 

semantic content cannot be understood apart from the normative social practice of giving 

and asking for reasons.  

Brandom believes the surface grammar of ‘true’ and ‘refers’ misleads us.  It is a 

mistake, he suggests, to take ‘is true’ as reporting the presence of some property of claims 

and beliefs and the sentences used to express them.  The mistake is to think of truth as a 

property independent of our attitudes, to which they must answer.  Likewise it is a mistake 

to take ‘refers to’ as reporting some relation between linguistic and extralinguistic items.  

Avoiding the idea that reference is a relation between a word and something extralinguistic, 

and the related idea that truth is a property obtaining in virtue of a relation between words 

and extralinguistic states of affairs, Brandom’s inferentialism offers an intralinguistic 

(word/word) account of truth and reference.  Like pronouns ‘true’ and ‘refers’ 

anaphorically relate discursive tokens.  Brandom explains these semantic terms by showing 

how their use enriches the expressive capacity of discursive practice.  In Brandom’s 

account these semantic terms serve a merely expressive function.  They express explicitly 
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the practical attitudes that make up the so-called representational stance that is implicit in 

discursive practice — the indispensable stance that takes our attitudes and claims as 

answering to facts concerning the objects the attitudes and claims are about.  For Brandom 

this expressive function of semantic vocabulary precludes the explanatory function (i.e 

explaining propositional content) attributed to it in representationalist theory because the 

expressive function presupposes propositional content.      

As an anti-representationalist Brandom does not help himself to the idea of particular 

objects.  Rather than beginning from particular objects in order to explain the singular 

terms that refer to them, Brandom begins by explaining singular term usage and then offers 

a transcendental argument for particular objects.  He offers a word/word account of 

singular terms.  Brandom argues that to use an expression as a singular term is to take it 

“that its use is governed by symmetric simple material substitution-inferential 

commitments, that is, that there is some true non-trivial identity involving it.” (433)  In 

other words to treat a term as a singular term, one must treat the term as intersubstitutable 

with some other expression in material inferences, intersubstitutable in the sense of 

preserving the goodness of the material inferences.  “The substitutional commitments 

involving a singular term that” a participant in the language game “attributes [to others] 

and undertakes [himself] determine the pragmatic significance,” for that participant, “of 

each use of that term.” (423)  For Brandom substitutional commitments of the sort that can 

be expressed as identities are crucial for explaining “why there are objects — not why there 

is something (to talk about) rather than nothing (at all), but rather why what we talk about 

comes structured… as objects.” (404)  
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Brandom’s explanation of existence claims honors his anti-representationalist stance 

and relies on this notion of substitution-inferential commitments.  According to Brandom to 

claim that something exists is to undertake a special sort of substitution commitment within 

the linguistic social practice.  Existential commitment is a commitment that a referring 

expression is intersubstitutable with some member of a canonical class of substituends.  It 

is a “disjunctive substitutional commitment” that the referring expression is identical with 

one member or another of the canonical class of substituends. (442)  Brandom calls these 

canonical substituends canonical designators.  Entitlement to an existential commitment 

can be secured by entitlement to any identity between the referring expression and one 

member of the class of canonical designators.  Canonical designators are referring 

expressions that are privileged in that we take their referential success as given or 

guaranteed.  For a class of singular terms to have the status of canonical designators with 

respect to a kind of object is a matter of the attitudes of the participants in the relevant 

discursive practice.   

Existential claims are given a sense by the relevant set of canonical designators.  

Brandom illustrates his account by elaborating on three distinct sets of canonical 

designators that give sense to claims about the existence of three different kinds of objects.  

He identifies the canonical designators that give sense to claims about numerical existence, 

physical existence, and fictional existence.  In each case the canonical designators map out 

a structured space in which purportedly existing objects can be said to have an address.  In 

the case of numerical existence, the canonical designators are the numerals.  To claim that 

(to use his example) “the smallest natural number such that every larger one is the sum of 

distinct primes of the form 4n=1” exists (i.e. succeeds in referring) is to commit oneself to 
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the identity of that referring expression with a numeral (e.g. 121).  In the case of physical 

existence, the canonical designators are “spatiotemporal coordinates centered on the 

speaker” (444).  To claim that some physical object exists (i.e. succeeds in referring) is to 

commit oneself to the identity of that object and some spatiotemporal region traced out 

from the speaker.  In the case of fictional existence the canonical designators are the 

singular terms that appear in the fictional text.  To claim that (again to use Brandom’s 

example) Sherlock Holmes’s housekeeper exists is to commit oneself to an identity 

between this referring expression and a singular term that appears in the text (‘Mrs 

Hudson’). 

Brandom’s theory of existential commitments clarifies Hume’s observation about the 

relative effects of religious discourse and common sense on conduct.  The disparity Hume 

notes is not best explained by postulating an “unaccountable” (i.e. inexplicable) 

propositional attitude distinctive to religion (neither “disbelief” nor “conviction”).  

Religion, rather, involves a discursive commitment to a kind of entity with a distinctive 

kind of existence, which bears on other kinds of entities with their kinds of existence.  The 

disparity reflects efforts to integrate commitments to entities with different kinds of 

existence practically.   To understand the bearing of religion on practice, one must 1) 

identify the set of canonical designators specifying the particular sort of existence a 

religious object purportedly has when the religious discursively commit themselves to its 

existence, and 2) examine how the religious discursively relate the different sorts of 

existence.  This analytic framework proves enormously useful in explaining some of the 

varieties of modern Christian apologetic. 
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When one claims that God the Father exists or that Jesus exists, one commits oneself to 

an identity between the referring expression, ‘God the Father,’ or ‘Jesus’ and a canonical 

designator.  To make sense of a claim that God the Father exists or that Jesus exists, one 

must determine the relevant set of canonical designators.  What possible set of canonical 

designators might make sense of a claim that God exists or that Jesus exists?  The Bible 

presents a likely source for the canonical designators that give Christian existential claims 

their sense.  Because the religious narratives refer to people, places and things in space and 

time, it seems that one faces a choice between treating the narratives as ascribing to God 

fictional existence ( in the same way that Conan Doyles’s texts provide the canonical 

designators for existential claims pertinent to the Sherlock Holmes stories), or submitting 

the narratives to the sort of scrutiny we give other purportedly non-fictional texts and 

making them subject to the spatiotemporal canonical designators relevant to physical 

existence.  In other words if the Biblical narrative supplies the canonical designators 

making sense of one’s claim that God exists, one seems to saddle oneself either with a God 

who enjoys merely mythological existence (like Zeus) and whose existence wields no 

direct authority over practice, or with a God the record of whose activity is subjected to 

certain falsification by historical inquiry.  When faced with this dilemma, one prominent 

Christian apologetic strategy has been to embrace the second horn and argue against all 

evidence for the historical veracity of the narratives. 

Unwilling to bite that particular bullet, Hans Frei navigates the horns of the dilemma.  

In The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, he emphasizes the realistic or history-like character of 

the biblical narratives, but distinguishes history-like narrative from historical narrative.  

History gets its meaning, he argues, from its ostensive-reference to historical occurrences 
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outside the text.  The biblical narratives, like fiction, get their meaning from the linguistic 

sense of the text.  Frei suggests that the world is to be read in light of biblical narrative and 

not vice versa.  Brandom’s account of existential commitments sheds interesting light on 

Frei.  Like those who would treat the bible as fiction, Frei locates the canonical designators 

that give religious entities (e.g. Jesus) their kind of existence in the narrative, but unlike 

fictional existence, biblical existents bear authority over spatio-temporal existence.  “[T]he 

intratextual universe of this Christian symbol system is… the paradigm for the construal 

not only of what is inside that system but for all that is outside.”  It provides “the 

interpretive pattern in terms of which all reality is experienced and read in the religion.” 

(1986:72).  As others have put Frei’s point., the world of the text absorbs the world.  

Brandom argues that it is the attitudes of the participants in a discursive social practice that 

confer the status of canonical designators on a set of referring expressions.  In his later 

work Frei insists that the authority of biblical narrative over reality derives in precisely this 

way from the communal consensus institutionalized in the church.      

Negative theology presents an alternative to narrative theology that is both medieval 

and modern.  The contemporary negative theologian tries to disarm the critic of religion by 

happily denying all positive predication of God.  Reflecting on the cosmological 

question—Why is there something, rather than nothing?—the negative theologian realizes 

that nothing can be predicated of God that attributes to him qualities of a thing of any sort.  

If God is to be the explanation for why there is anything at all, God cannot be a thing.  So, 

the negative theologian concludes, God is the necessary cause of the world, but any 

positive predication of him must be denied.  As Denys Turner explains, “I know that what 

requires me to say ‘God exists’ is true also denies me a grasp on what it means to say it” 
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(32).  When Turner asserts that God exists, he asserts an identity between the referring 

expression, ‘God,’ and ‘cause of the world.’  In Brandom’s terms ‘cause of the world’ is 

the canonical designator that gives “God exists” its sense.  That the set of canonical 

designators in this case consists of one member suggests, however, that Turner is correct to 

say that he has no grasp on what it means to say ‘God exists.”  It’s also not clear that ‘cause 

of the world’ qualifies as a canonical designator.  The viability of the question has been 

impugned so thoroughly it’s hard to see how its referential success could be guaranteed 

according to the norms of the relevant discursive practices.    

 

 


