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This article critically analyzes Graham Oppy’s criteria for evaluating
"successful arguments" in the philosophy of religion. Oppy, a
contemporary philosopher, provides a methodological framework to
distinguish compelling arguments from unsuccessful ones, which includes
criteria such as the acceptability of premises, explanatory power, and
resistance to criticism. The aim of this research is to critically analyze this
approach and examine its strengths and weaknesses. This article argues
that although Oppy’s framework is useful for structuring philosophical
debates and enhancing argumentative rigor, his criteria may be overly
stringent and could, in practice, render metaphysical arguments
vulnerable to refutation. Furthermore, this approach tends to justify belief
rather than provide definitive proof, and in some cases, it overlooks the
complex and intuitive nature of theological arguments. Ultimately, by
providing a comprehensive assessment, this article demonstrates that
while Oppy’s criteria can be used as a valuable analytical tool, they
cannot, on their own, determine the fate of all arguments in the philosophy
of religion and require reassessment and modification.

Cite this article: Hashemi, M. (2025) Critical Analysis of Graham Oppy's Criteria for a Successful
Argument. Shenakht, 18 (90/3), 145-164.
http://doi.org/10.48308/kj.2025.241540.1355

Copyright © The Authort(s). This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. Published
by Shahid Beheshti University.
http://doi.org/10.48308/kj.2025.241540.1355



http://doi.org/10.48308/kj.2025.241540.1355
mailto:hashemi.mohsen.s@ut.ac.ir
http://doi.org/10.48308/kj.2025.241540.1355
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-6572-1771

Shenakht, University of shahid Beheshti, Volume 18, 2025. pp.145-164 146

Extended Abstract

The question regarding the relationship between language and knowledge has persistently constituted
a foundational concern within the realm of philosophy. Is language merely an instrument for the
representation of reality, or does it actively participate in the constitution and determination of
epistemic content? This fundamental question has led philosophers to two main viewpoints: the
representationalist view, which considers language a neutral mirror reflecting reality, and the
structuralist view, which regards language as an active constructor in shaping reality. This article,
while meticulously examining the perspectives of these two philosophers, critiques and synthesizes
them to achieve a more comprehensive understanding of this complex relationship.

Martin Heidegger, the prominent German philosopher, revolutionized the philosophy of language
by proposing the idea that "language is the house of Being." According to him, language is not merely
a means of conveying thoughts but a fundamental locus where Being reveals itself to humans.
Heidegger considers language as an ontological phenomenon intrinsically linked to human existence
(Dasein). He maintained that any form of knowledge and engagement with the world is only possible
within the horizon of language. Language, before being a tool for humans, is the realm in which things
attain meaning and come into presence.

In his analysis, Heidegger delineates the evolution of the perspective on language through three
stages: the instrumental, the existential, and the originary. In the originary stage, language is
conceived as an ontological and fundamental phenomenon that not only reveals Being but also
actively participates in its formation. Here, language becomes the "event of Being," and entities derive
their meaning solely in its light. Heidegger maintains that language, through the act of "naming,"
grants "presence"” to things. This act of naming is not merely a human action but an event in which
Being itself comes into expression. By revisiting the Greek concept of Aletheia, meaning
unconcealment or disclosure, he demonstrates that truth manifests within language. Knowledge,
therefore, is not the discovery of an independent reality but an interpretation always shaped within a
linguistic horizon. Thus, language elevates from a communicative tool to an ontological phenomenon
that conditions the possibility of disclosing the world and truth. From Heidegger’s viewpoint, even
silence is part of language, as sometimes truth is revealed not in speech but in the readiness to listen
to the call of Being. He regards language as the factor that interconnects the four fundamental
dimensions of the world — sky, earth, divinities, and mortals — and without language, the openness
of beings would be impossible.

Despite its depth and originality, Heidegger’s perspective on language faces significant
challenges. Critics argue that Heidegger does not provide a clear and systematic definition of
language, instead portraying it in a mysterious and overly metaphysical manner. Moreover, he is often
seen as neglecting the role of non-linguistic factors in knowledge acquisition—such as aesthetic
experience, sensorimotor cognition, and mystical states of consciousness. These considerations cast
serious doubt on Heidegger’s claim that language constitutes the fundamental condition for
knowledge.

For instance, Wassily Kandinsky, in his discussion of The Spiritual in Art, emphasizes that artistic
understanding constitutes a system independent of language, one that enables direct openness to
Being through forms and colors. Similarly, J.J. Gibson’s research in perceptual psychology
demonstrates that living organisms interact with their environments via sensorimotor systems in a
pre-linguistic, embodied manner. Mystical experiences, too, are frequently described as ineffable or
“beyond language,” suggesting the existence of a trans-linguistic dimension of Being.

Furthermore, Heidegger’s assertion that language is the fundamental condition for the disclosure
of Being is troubled by ambiguities in the very notion of “disclosure of Being” (Erschlossenheit des
Seins), as well as a potential internal contradiction or circularity: language is said to be the condition
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for the openness of Being, yet language itself belongs to Being. Therefore, for Being to be disclosed
through language, one must already be open to Being beforehand. This apparent logical circle
undermines the foundational structure of Heidegger’s argument.

Hans-Georg Gadamer, influenced deeply by Heidegger, conceives of language not merely as a
tool for cognition but as the “being of understanding” itself. In his seminal work Truth and Method,
Gadamer argues that understanding is always situated within a historical-linguistic horizon and
embedded within the context of traditions. For Gadamer, language is not a subjective possession of
the mind but rather a mode of human existence in the world. He maintains that “language is the
language of the things themselves,” meaning that objects disclose themselves through language. This
perspective stands in stark contrast to the subjectivist (mind-centered) approaches dominant in
modern Western philosophy. Rejecting Cartesian notions of “pure” perception, Gadamer emphasizes
that our understanding of the world is always mediated by language and tradition. Language,
therefore, is an intersubjective and historical phenomenon that carries traditions and cultural heritage.

Gadamer insists that meaning is never autonomously produced by an individual but is realized
dialectically within the sphere of the “we.” In this way, language functions like a window opening
the world to us, without which our knowledge would be fragmented and incomplete. He further argues
that the possibility of a metalanguage is impossible since any discourse about language inevitably
occurs within language itself. Consequently, translation is not a secondary act but a fundamental
paradigm for human understanding of the world.

Nevertheless, Gadamer’s perspective has not escaped criticism. The most significant objection
concerns his being caught in ontological self-reference. If language is the origin of all understanding,
how can one meaningfully speak about language itself? This issue becomes especially apparent in
many human experiences, such as mystical intuition or pain, where language proves insufficient to
capture the depth of Being. If language is the sole horizon of understanding, how can these “non-
linguistic” experiences be comprehended? Are they merely deficiencies of language, or do they point
to the existence of a trans-linguistic dimension?

Moreover, Gadamer fails to adequately distinguish between language, meaning, and truth, which
leads to an epistemological nominalism wherein no reality exists independently of language. If one
claims that “only what is in language exists,” one risks falling into linguistic idealism. Additionally,
Gadamer neglects the pre-linguistic realm and ineffable experiences such as pain, love, and
metaphysical dread, thereby denying them philosophical legitimacy.

Furthermore, by presenting a romanticized image of language, Gadamer overlooks the power
structures and ideological forces that govern it. Consequently, his theory tends to reinforce traditions
and the status quo rather than serve as a tool of emancipation. Language, especially within historical
societies, is a site of contestation among competing discourses, not a neutral horizon of dialogue.
Ignoring this reality leads Gadamer into a form of conservative hermeneutics.

Ultimately, neither of these perspectives alone suffices to provide a comprehensive account of
the relationship between language and knowledge. The way forward lies in synthesizing their
respective strengths. A theory that embraces Heidegger’s ontological depth—conceiving language as
the “house of Being”—while also attending to Gadamer’s emphasis on the social and dialogical
dimensions of language as the “being of understanding,” offers a more holistic framework.

This synthesis can lead to a more comprehensive account of language’s role in knowledge, as it
incorporates both the ontological profundity emphasized by Heidegger and the social-cultural
interactions foregrounded by Gadamer.
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! The Existence of God.
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1 Reformed Epistemology.
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