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ABSTRACT: In his writings on religion and American
politics, Richard Rorty emphasizes how religious
language functions as a conversation-stopper. I approach
religious language from a different angle in this paper.
While acknowledging Rorty’s claim that the language of
religion and the practice of democratic politics are often
in tension with one another, I draw attention to the fact
that the politics of religious language is more complicated than Rorty's conversation-stopper model suggests
it is. To develop this argument, I examine recent sociological work on the pernicious use of religious language
by militant Christian groups to support the Philippine
Drug War. My analysis of pernicious harm bolsters
Rorty’s case against the irresponsible employment of
religious language in the public sphere. It also offers
insights on the fraught relationship between religion and
politics today.

positions in his writings, with some claims about religion

William Curtis underscores the trouble behind trying to pin
Rorty’s view of religion down. Rorty adopts various

Keywords: Religion, Philosophy of Language, Philippines,
Emotive Words, Pragmatism

The Philippines and the United States share a rich,
intertwined history. Filipinos are known as the “Brown
Americans of Asia” and have their idiosyncratic versions
of the American Dream: conceptual remnants of the imperialist legacy of the United States. An ironic but
enduring product of the Philippine-American relationship is a commitment to the ideal of democracy.
Today, it is uncanny that the democracies of both
nations are trending toward authoritarianism, with
President Rodrigo Duterte and President Donald Trump
gesturing towards a preference for authoritarian politics.
Inspired by Richard Rorty’s writings on religion and
American politics, my aim in this paper is to show how
religious

language

participates

in

justifying

the

preference for authoritarianism and undermining the
health of democratic societies. In doing so, I hope to
honor Rorty’s philosophical work by showing how a
timely analysis of the Philippine case can extend and
enrich his critique of religion as practiced in the
American public sphere.

seemingly in tension with others. Among them include:
(1) a strident secularism that denounces religion as
something we need to “get over” if we are to have
a truly liberal politics and culture; (2) an
endorsement of the “Jeffersonian compromise,”
which accommodates religion as long as it is
restricted to the private sphere and rendered
irrelevant to liberal democratic politics; (3)
“anticlericalism,” which emphasizes that it is
religious institutions, rather than false or irrational
metaphysical beliefs, that cause religion to be
problematic for liberal politics; (4) a more
accommodating, Jamesian pragmatic position,
which gladly acknowledges the value of religion on
utilitarian grounds because of the psychological
benefits that religious believers ostensibly receive
from their faiths; and (5) praise for a religious or
spiritual conception of American democracy, which
has its provenance in Dewey’s thought and in the
literary and artistic tradition that Wallace Stevens
and Harold Bloom dub the ‘American Sublime’
(215-216).
In this paper, I set aside a discussion of religion as a concept,
tradition, and social institution, topics where much ink have
been spilled to make sense of the tensions in Rorty’s work
(Wolterstorff 1997a, 1997b, 2003; Stout 2004; Smith 2005;
Frankenberry 2007, 2014; Rosenbaum 2009; Barthold 2012;
Curtis 2015; Llanera 2017; Mueller 2017, to name a few).
Instead, I focus on an equally controversial topic. I’m
interested in what we can get out of re-examining Rorty’s
treatment of religious language and its fraught relationship
with democratic politics today.
Rorty maintains an ambivalent relationship with
religious language. On the one hand, he notes that concepts
and terms rooted in religious language can have a special
and lasting role to play in liberal democracies. He observes
how The New Testament continues to illuminate a morally
edifying vision of the world. Like The Communist Manifesto,
Rorty describes the Christian text as “the founding
document of a movement that has done much for human
freedom and human equality” (1999, 203). He notes that
many democratic manifestoes are buttressed by religious
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language. Walt Whitman’s Americans, John Keats’s “Grand

infallible claims. Using Rorty’s work, I explain how

Democracy of Forest Trees,” and Hans Blumenberg’s vision

authoritarian languages may come to serve a redemptive

of The Glorious Social Future can be read as epiphanies of

function, in the sense that they may dominate the epistemic

“utopian social democratic political thought.” They rage

and existential concerns of its users. I then frame religious

with a great spiritual power originally tendered by religion

language as authoritarian and outline Rorty’s worries about

(1995, 199; see 1998 for more examples). Rorty also

its militant use in public discourse. He emphasizes the

recognizes the importance of casting secular ideals in

conflict between religion and politics: for him, religious

religious terms. “Human dignity” or “social justice” work

language is fundamentally incompatible with democracy.

best when treated as universal and inviolable (2003, 457).

He cites many cases in the United States to illustrate his

Instead of downplaying its significance, Rorty suggests that

model of religion as a conversation-stopper. To extend

religious language is worthy of being invoked if it inspires

Rorty’s argument, I examine an alternative case where the

our commitment to democratic goals. On the other hand,

transcendent claims of religious language are made to work

Rorty militates against the use of religious language in public

with politics. Recent empirical work in sociology shows that

discourse. He is infamous for stating that in politics, religion

militant Christian leaders have co-opted the Philippine Drug

is a “conversation-stopper” (1994). In response to Nicholas

War – warts, dead bodies, and all – into their religious

Wolterstorff’s and Jeffrey Stout’s rejoinders to his

narrative. They employ religious language for different

statement, Rorty later softened his stance: “I should have

purposes: to support the mandate of President Rodrigo

simply said that citizens of a democracy should try to put off

Duterte, to justify the morality of the extrajudicial killings,

invoking conversation-stoppers as long as possible. We

and to initiate conversion of outsiders into their groups.

should do our best to keep the conversation going without

Based on the Philippine case, I show that when a religious

citing unarguable first principles, either philosophical or

language reconciles itself with politics, it may bring about a

religious. If we are sometimes driven to such citation, we

more insidious form of public danger. If I am successful in

should see ourselves as having failed, not as having

presenting this case, then I can mount another angle to

triumphed” (2010, 463). In a nutshell, Rorty’s problem with

support Rorty’s argument against the irresponsible use of

religious language is linked to the conversation-stopping

religious language in the public sphere. Put differently, my

mechanism that accompanies its authoritarianism. The

paper shows that religious language is not only problematic

authoritarian claims of religious language short-circuit the

when it acts as a conversation-stopper, as Rorty frames his

ability to reason critically and engage non-religious reasons

view. It may even be more harmful when it bolsters the

in public discourse. In this paper, I approach Rorty’s critique

conversation.

of religious language from a different angle. I draw attention
to the fact that the politics of religious language is much

2.

Language, Authoritarianism, and Religion

more complicated than Rorty's conversation-stopper model

2.1. Metaphilosophy and Language

suggests it is. I develop this view by examining how Christian
groups use religious language perniciously to support the

As a pragmatist, Rorty rallies against traditional

Philippine government’s ongoing Drug War today. I will

conceptions of World, Reality, Truth, Nature, and the

show how this analysis may have implications for

Good, concepts that have served as the bread and butter

contemporary American politics in the conclusion.

of Western philosophy. Believing there are final and

I begin by connecting Rorty’s conceptions of language,

complete versions of these concepts means subscribing

authoritarianism, and religion. Rorty’s pragmatist con-

to two claims: first, that an unfalsifiable way of

ception of language makes him critical of authoritarian

representing these concepts is possible; and second, that

languages, or languages backed by transcendent and

a correct way of interpreting their key claims on human

47
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beings exists. Rorty doesn’t buy this joint metaphysical

the book The Linguistic Turn, describing the turn as a

and epistemological premise. His pragmatism is in the

philosophical revolution. This revolution showed that

business of smashing the idea of the mind as our “glassy

reforming or understanding the language we use can

essence,” of demolishing universalist myths, and of

solve or dissolve philosophical problems (1992, 3). But in

“discarding the image of the fierce father figure” or any

the essay “Twenty-Five Years After” of the 1992 reprint,

other God-surrogates in human culture (1998, 152).

Rorty changed his initial position. He explained that the

Inspired by William James’s view that “the trail of the

linguistic turn’s real impact was not that it could provide

human serpent is over all,” Rorty argues that while

a method or procedure to tackle philosophical problems.

things can be causally independent of us, nothing can be

Rather, its distinctive contribution was to help shift our

representationally

What

preoccupation with experience to language as a medium

renders everything representationally dependent on

of representation. This shift made it easier for us to set

human beings is language.

aside the notion of representation altogether, ushering

independent

(1998,

86).

Rorty is particular about how we define the function of

the possibility of a neo-pragmatic view of the world.

language. Language marks our belonging to a human

Rorty puts the radical consequences of this shift in

community. It serves many ends: we use it to describe our

religious terms: “To drop the idea of languages as

surroundings, communicate our desires, cooperate with

representations, and to be thoroughly Wittgensteinian in

others, and so on. In Rorty’s view, the problem begins when

our approach to language, would be to de-divinize the

we see language as having an ontologically prior role to its

world” (1989, 21). For him, language is best understood

social function; more accurately put, if we treat language as

“as strings of marks and noises used by human beings in

capable of mirroring everything as it really is, independent

the development and pursuit of social practices –

of human representation. For Rorty, this view is mistaken:

practices which enabled people to achieve their ends”

The world does not speak. Only we do. The world can,
once we have programmed ourselves with a language,
cause us to hold beliefs. But it cannot propose a
language for us to speak. Only other human beings can
do that. The realization that the world does not tell us
what language games to play should not, however, lead
us to say that a decision about which to play is arbitrary,
nor to say that it is the expression of something deep
within us. The moral is not that objective criteria for
choice of vocabulary are to be replaced with subjective
criteria, reason with will or feeling. It is rather that the
notions of criteria and choice (including that of “arbitrary” choice) are no longer in point when it comes to
changes from one language game to another (1989, 5).

(1992, 373).
That we should treat language as a pragmatic tool
for organizing our social practices is interesting, but this
is not my main concern. I am interested in what lies
behind Rorty’s claim that we ought to reject the
traditional “mirroring” enterprise in our language-use. A
productive way of dealing with this problem is by
heeding

the

imperative.

practical

We

need

reasoning
to

take

behind

Rorty’s

seriously

Rorty’s

description of himself: “I am a hedgehog who, despite
showering my reader with allusions and dropping lots of

No linguistic relationship exists between us and the world,

names, has really only one idea: the need to get beyond

and consequently for Rorty, we cannot be linguistically

representationalism, and thus into an intellectual world

accountable to it (or to Reality, Truth, Nature, God, and the

in which human beings are responsible only to each

Good). We can only be linguistically accountable to other

other” (2004, 474). Since the language we use may carry

human beings. We recalibrate our relationship with other

the weighty baggage of nature-mirroring, an alternative

beings, objects, and concepts in the world based on this

intellectual world entails changing the way we speak. For

human context of accountability.

our purposes, let’s call the languages that we ought to

Rorty adopted this conclusion after radically
changing his mind about language. In 1967, he edited

48

stop using as authoritarian languages.
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2.2. The Redemptive Function of Authoritarian Languages

statements like these arouse neither interest nor suspicion,
they serve as an easy fallback when discourse becomes

Following

Colin

Koopman’s

Rorty’s

complex and demanding. Third, authoritarian languages

authoritarian

come into conflict with other languages, authoritarian or

languages as vocabularies that purchase “normative

otherwise. Different rules govern different vocabularies.

authority (correctness) only at the cost of buying into

Fruitful engagement is hard to achieve since they operate

dogmatic

69).

on premises and arguments that are not only difficult to

Authoritarian languages share three features in Rorty’s

square off with each other but are also often irreconcilable.

view, which I go over briefly in this section and go into more

For example, in terms of philosophical anthropology, Rorty

detail in the next. First, authoritarian languages rely on

counts the vocabularies of Plato, Aquinas, and Kant as

transcendent support, a kind of support that is justified by

authoritarian. He argues that their arguments, such as

antifoundationalism,

we

authoritarianism

description

can

describe

(infallibility)”

of

(2011,

1

the mirroring enterprise. Transcendent claims are designed

“moral intuitions are our recollections of the Form of the

to override all other claims. Rorty thinks that religion,

Good,” or that human beings “are the disobedient children

philosophy, and science are disciplinary areas that are prone

of a loving God,” or that persons “differ from other kinds of

to formulating authoritarian languages; in his view,

animals by having dignity rather than mere value” make

statements such as the “true religion” and “objective

transcendent claims about human nature (1993, 354-355).

science” usually indicate the mirroring agenda. Second,

Notice that playing the language game of Aquinas, which

authoritarian languages dominate interpretation, since

finds its home in the Divine command theory, would not

users treat their truths as self-evident. Rorty points to

make much sense in the language game of Enlightenment

common sense and cant as vocabularies that reveal

ethics. In Rorty’s view, they belong to different paradigms

inflections of authoritarianism. Philosophical assumptions

that both depend on transcendent premises for

such as “truth is independent of the human mind” and

justification.

“humans are compelled to pursue the good” undergird so-

Authoritarian languages do not sound troublesome

called commonsensical views. Those who abide by

when analyzed in terms of religious and philosophical

convenient, commonsensical thinking are resistant to the

theory. But their dangers come to life when they serve a

challenges of contingency and historicism (Rorty 1989).

practical end; or, in Rortyan lingo, when they play a

Rorty also criticizes our reliance on cant, or sanctimonious

“redemptive” function in human lives. The notion of

and moralizing talk. An example of cant is “the unthinking

redemptive

reiteration of quotations from the sacred scripture” (2010,

redemptive function. Rorty defines redemptive truth as

390), such as “love your neighbor as you love yourself” and

a set of essentialist beliefs that fulfil “the need to fit

“thou shalt not bear false witness.” Since religious

everything — every thing, person, event, idea, and

truth

is

helpful

in

articulating

this

poem, into a single context, a context that will somehow
1

It is important to note the difference between the
religious term “transcendent” and the philosophical
term “transcendental”: the former indicates a link to
spiritual or otherworldly commitments, while the latter
refers to, following Kant, the the necessary conditions of
possibility of knowledge. While transcendent and the
transcendental are distinct by definition, Rorty points
out that they are indeed connected, since they have
both been used as conceptual tools for justifying the
existence of the Objective or the Really Real, which
Rorty’s anti-absolutist, anti-metaphysical stance rejects.
In this paper, the religious definition of the transcendent
is relevant.

reveal itself as natural, destined and unique” (2004:
476). Redemptive truths are ultimate and final, offering
“maximal clarity” and “maximal coherence” (2001: 391).
Using the word “redemptive” is not coincidental since
religion plays a big part in Rorty’s historical narrative.
God served as the first redemptive truth in the West. For
a long period, religion governed human life and its
spiritual, material, and moral needs. In time, other Godsurrogates rose to the level of redemptive truth; Rorty

49
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names science, scientism, philosophy as materialist

of religious language-use in American politics. As we

metaphysics, essentialist theories of Marxism and

shall see, his approach to the problem of religion’s

humanism as examples. In their extreme form, these

linguistic authoritarianism is political, not metaphysical

God-surrogates supplied foundations for “our culture,

or epistemological.

our moral lives, our politics, our religious beliefs, upon
‘philosophical bases’” (1980: 112). These redemptive

2.3.

The Conversation-Stopper Model of Religious

truths present the opportunity to “end, once and for all,

Language

the process of reflection on what to do with ourselves”
(2004: 475). The redemptive function of an authoritarian

Religious language demonstrates the three features of

language is epistemically and existentially valuable. It

authoritarianism stated in the previous section. First,

aids users in making sense of their way of life.

religious language uses transcendent claims – claims

Epistemically, claims do not need to be maximally clear

issued by an infallible God and/or the authority and

or maximally coherent in order for the redemptive

coherence of a religious framework – to back up its

function to work. Not all users of authoritarian

beliefs and practices. These transcendent claims are

languages can articulate every claim about religion or

clear and reasonable within the language game of

science that they espouse. It is in the existential sense

religion. If a claim fails to be seen as self-evident or

that authoritarian languages are maximally clear and

reasonable - i.e., when a claim is introduced within a

maximally coherent, in the sense that they provide a

non-religious framework, or the claim extends beyond

general, centralizing, and integrating sense of identifi-

the realm of human reason (requiring the notion of

cation with an ideal, infallible authority. In short, an

faith) - the user trusts, defers, and falls back on the

authoritarian language-user is likely to be invested in the

authority of religion for defense. In public discourse,

redemptive function of her vocabulary. She is likely to

transcendent claims are often congealed in well-known

frame her practical concerns and articulate her deepest

biblical passages that are used to campaign against

convictions using this authoritarian language. She may

controversial policies, ranging from abortion to same-sex

also use this language in a militant way. Religious

marriage. For example, Rorty sees the debates on gay

language is a good example of an authoritarian

equality as a deadlock between those who think “gays

vocabulary that may serve a redemptive function and be

and lesbians as contemptible and despicable” versus

2

used militantly. Rorty is concerned about the ubiquity

those “who quote Leviticus 18:22 as contemptible and
despicable.” As Rorty points out, “religious reasons are

2

This analysis outlines how languages can turn militant
when appealing to transcendent foundations. However,
it does not follow that only having transcendent
conditions suffices to turn languages militant. We can
imagine many other languages – for instance, versions of
fascism, communism or militant atheism – that do not
require transcendent conditions to serve a redemptive
purpose or generate an unwavering commitment from
its users. Rorty would regard these languages as proof
that we can manage to live with strong commitments
without relying on transcendent conditions; he himself
endorses a deep, pragmatic commitment to liberal
democracy (see 1999). Since militant but nontranscendent languages require a different philosophical
analysis, I concentrate on what we can glean from
Rorty’s unique critique of authoritarian languages in this
paper.

50

pretty much the only reasons brought forward in favor
of treating [gays and lesbians] with contempt” (2010,
458). Second, religious language may dominate the
moral conceptions of its users, crippling the ability to
think beyond religious considerations. By virtue of its
redemptive function, a user may elevate religious
language as the most important vocabulary to consider
in all spheres of life. Religious concerns can override the
claims of competing languages in the moral, legal, and
political domains in this case. Take for instance the
slogan “God created Adam and Eve, not Adam and
Steve”

which

became

popular

following

the
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Massachusetts’ Supreme Judicial Court’s case ruling in

of religious language in the public sphere, Rorty

Goodridge v. Dept. of Public Health (2003). Stuart

proposes that the language of religion should be

Rosenbaum rightly argues that people who opposed gay

privatized (see 1989, 1999, 2010). If the goal is to make

marriage deferred to this religious slogan as their final

better decisions for everyone, then the transcendent

decision-making authority (2004, 395). Moreover,

conditions set by religion need “to opt out of this game”

religious language-use is morally and socially enforced.

(2005, 37).

Rorty states that “Catholic bishops, the Mormon General

In sum, Rorty argues that religious language is

Authorities, the televangelists, and all the other religious

incompatible with democratic practice, in the sense that

professionals who devote themselves not to pastoral

its users prioritize their accountability to a divine being

care but to promulgating orthodoxy and acquiring

over the everyday concerns of their fellow citizens. Put

economic and political clout” are responsible for this

in simplistic terms, there is something worrying when a

enforcement (2010, 456). He points out how the clerical

person ultimately acts or fails to act because of the

hierarchy authorizes “godly” courses of action and that

injunction “God said so, and so it is.” Note that the

failure to follow these injunctions may lead to negative

project of fostering a healthy liberal democracy takes

consequences for members of a religious group.

priority over all other considerations for Rorty. He thinks

Believers may be intimidated to compliance in their fear

that liberalism stands for Western social thought’s “last

of being ostracized by their community; e.g., members

conceptual revolution” (1989,

of Christian evangelical groups in the United States today

happiness and social cohesion, Rorty thinks that “just

have experienced backlash for supporting same-sex

ordinary liberal democracy is all the ideology anybody

marriage or criticizing Donald Trump (See Green 2017;

needs” (Mendieta 2005, 60). For Rorty, our challenge in

3

63). In promoting

Dias 2018). Third, religious language often conflicts with

the modern world is to sustain and advance our

the language of inclusive politics. Rorty laments that the

democratic achievements of freedom, security, human

“belief in post-mortem rewards and punishments meted

rights, and civil liberties. But it is one thing to say that

out by a non-human person” plays a substantial role in

Rorty is against the use of religious language in

the political deliberation of believers, and that most of

democratic politics; it is another to imagine that this

the time the transcendent serves as the most significant

even at all is possible. Against Rorty’s faith in the

“basis of conduct in this mortal life” (Auxier and Hahn

secularization thesis, Stout points out that public

2010, 547). Religious reasoning makes considering the

religiosity is alive in regions as diverse as Africa,

rights and desires whom religious people see as deviant

Lebanon, and Poland, and that religions wield great

(such as homosexuals, ex-offenders, or atheists) harder

political force in India and the United States, the world’s

to do. The quality of non-conformist lives in liberal

biggest democracies. Nancy Frankenberry adds that the

democratic societies is sacrificed in favour of heeding

USA is “the most glaring example of the easy compati-

the moral demands of a deity. Pessimistic about the use

bility of modernity and religiosity” (2007, 282). She notes
that in 2004, The Gallup Poll revealed that 84% of adults

3

Green summarizes: “Donald Trump has divided conservative Christian communities. Most white Christians
support Trump, or at least voted for him. Some who
have spoken out against his presidency or his policies,
though, have encountered backlash. For a small group of
people working in Christian ministry, music, and nonprofit advocacy, the consequences have been tangible:
They’ve faced pressure from their employers, seen funds
withdrawn from their mission work, or lost performing
gigs because of their political beliefs” (2017).

call themselves Christian in the United States; 82%
regard Jesus as the Son of God, and 79% believe in the
Virgin Birth. Around 50% maintain the belief that human
life was created about ten thousand years ago, 1/3 are
biblical literalists, and 81% think that God exists (2007,
282). As a rejoinder to these criticisms, Rorty admits that
a secularist political agenda remains infeasible, given the

51
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religious culture of the United States. However, he

self-reliance and service to the community)” (2013). At

regards this only as a short-term compromise “for the

other times, shifts in language-use signal impending

next couple of centuries, at least,” since there is

social threats and elucidate the reasons behind a

something to be won in pursuing “a long-term, militantly

country’s sinister political turns. Viktor Klemperer

secularist, philosophical agenda” (Auxier and Hahn 2010,

(1957/2013) and Lynne Tirrell (2012) have shown that

549). Overall, Rorty stands by his argument that politics

changes in the German and Kinyarwanda language

works better when we take metaphysical propositions of

preceded and even engendered the rise of National

religion (or philosophy) for granted in the process of

Socialism and the Rwandan genocide of the Tutsis. The

deliberating law and social policy.

Philippines today is undergoing a political shift,

Notice that in his analysis, Rorty gets the most riled

prompting us to be attentive to the changes in its

up when religious language meddles with democratic

linguistic landscape. As Nicole Curato puts it, its

politics. Religious language hinders public discourse by

democracy seems to be flirting with fantasies of

issuing transcendent claims that terminate the exchange

authoritarian populism (2017a). Philippine studies

of reasons for its users. But let’s examine this problem

scholars note that Rodrigo Duterte’s brutal and violent

differently: what about cases where religious language

presidency marks this populist transition (see essays in

acts as a political ally and works to bolster public

Curato 2017b). What has happened so far is unpre-

discourse? Counterintuitively, I argue that when religion

cedented in the history of Philippine democracy. Since

and politics are on friendly terms, we ought to become

Duterte assumed office in 2016, at least 33 people have

more suspicious. When the authoritarianism of a

been killed daily; the body count today is approximately

religious language reconciles itself with political power,

27, 800, inclusive of vigilante-style executions and police

it may signal that a subtle and more pernicious danger is

operation killings (Talabong 2018). This 2-year casualty

at hand. The religious language-use of militant Christian

count is over seven times the amount of extrajudicial

leaders in the Philippines exemplifies one such case. I

killings and forced disappearances in the 22-year period

expand and complicate Rorty’s conversation-stopper

of Martial Law under the late President Ferdinand

model using this alternative case in the next section.

Marcos. Despite the violence, Duterte remains popular.
His administration has recently set a new record: a
whopping +72 net satisfaction score for general

3.

Religious Language and the Philippine Drug War

3.1. Language and Philippine Politics

performance in March 2019, the highest rating for any
administration in the Philippines since 1989 (SWS).

4

Emerging research reflects shifts in language-use
I want to begin by justifying my interest in examining

under Duterte’s rule. Central to these changes is the

religious language-use in the current Philippine context.

president’s employment of strong and provocative

Broadly put, changes in language-use accompany shifts

“gutter” language, touted as an effective “masa”

in political climates. At times, they communicate a

(common people) communication strategy. The unique

country’s national optimism. We can take Barack

vocabulary of Dutertismo, as Randolf David puts it, “is

Obama’s 2008 presidential campaign as one such
example; Mark Ferrara describes Obama’s rhetoric of
hope as “a form of political discourse characterized by a
forward-looking vision of social progress brought about
by collective effort and adherence to shared values
(including discipline, temperance, a strong work ethic,

52

4

st

The 1 Quarter 2019 Social Weather Survey (March 2831, 2019) found 81% of adult Filipinos satisfied, 10%
neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, and 9% dissatisfied with
the general performance of the current National Administration, for a new record-high net satisfaction rating
of +72 (% satisfied minus % dissatisfied), classified by
SWS as excellent.
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pure theatre—a sensual experience rather than a

public speeches to everyday conversations between

rational application of ideas to society’s problems”

Filipinos. My paper in particular concentrates on how

(2016; see also Curato 2017b). Sharmila Parmanand’s

militant Christian leaders are using religious language to

work examines the dangers behind Duterte’s flagrant

justify Duterte’s politics. I rely on Jayeel Cornelio’s and

use of sexist language. Not only does his “macho”

Erron Medina’s commendable sociological research on

language reinforce misogyny, but it also “builds support

the religious responses to the Philippine drug war

for authoritarian projects and stigmatises criticism

(2019). The empirical work reveals that militant Christian

against his administration” (2018, 13). In this section of

leaders are using the transcendent claims of religious

the paper, I focus on the use of religious language in

language to justify the violence and brutality of Duterte’s

contemporary Philippine democracy. It must be clear

politics. As I will show later on, this reconciliatory use of

from the start that the Philippines is no stranger to co-

religious language creates pernicious harm in public

opting religious language to justify its politics in overt

discourse – a harm that is more insidious and complex

and ingenious ways. For instance, bible verses regularly

than the overt, conversation-stopping kind that Rorty

pepper

describes in his analysis.

the

political

speeches

of

World-boxing-

champion-cum-Senator Manny Pacquiao, with topics
ranging from his opposition to homosexuality to his

3.2. Militant Christian Groups

support of Duterte’s regime (Yap 2018). Duterte has
used messianic discourse effectively to frame his political

Christian groups in the Philippines are militant and global

relevance; before the 2016 elections, he proclaimed that

(Cornelio). They are militant in four senses. Militant in

“if only to save this country, I can run for president”

an intellectual sense, these groups share a literalist view

(Curato 2017a, 149). Foreign Secretary Alan Peter

of the Bible. Using scripture as their primary basis of

Cayetano said in the recent UN General Assembly that

justification, they adopt a fundamentalist outlook

the Philippine government is “on track in salvaging our

towards controversial social issues such as divorce,

deteriorating country from becoming a narco-state”

same-sex marriage, and abortion. These groups are also

(Cepeda 2018). That Cayetano used the religiously laden

militant a spiritual sense: Iglesia ni Cristo, Ang Dating

word “salvaging” is significant. The word “salvage” has a

Daan, and the Kingdom of Jesus Christ follow a

chilling resonance to the post-Martial Law Filipino

Restorationist theology, a kind of theology that frames

consciousness. Ordinarily, to salvage means to rescue; in

their movements as the authentic form of Christianity.

the Philippines, it means to kill. Jose Lacaba, a Filipino

Third, these groups are militant politically: Jesus is Lord

journalist, explains: “To salvage is to save things from a

has fielded political candidates and members of Iglesia ni

wreckage, but the visual similarity of the word to the

Cristo vote as an entire block. Scoring an easy one

Tagalog salbahe (naughty, abusive), which is itself

million votes is a big deal, and many politicians court the

derived from the Spanish salvaje (savage), inevitably led

leaders of Christian groups to secure their electoral

to the present denotation of salvaging as extrajudicial or

support. Finally, these Christian groups are militant in an

5

summary execution of both criminal and subversive
elements” (1995).
Based on these examples, my hunch is that unique
linguistic inflections and shifts, especially those with
religious undertones to them, signal something unusual
or interesting in Philippine politics. We can map these
changes by examining forms of communication, from

5

In terms of religion, Catholics constitute 80% of the
Philippine population. 10% are Evangelicals and
Protestants of different denominations and 5% are
Muslims. Indigenous churches like Iglesia ni Cristo and
the Philippine Independent Church constitute 3%. The
rest belong to Jehovah's Witnesses, Latter-day Saints,
and Buddhism. Ethnic groups also practice indigenous
spirituality, collectively referred to as the lumad
(Cornelio and Medina 2019; Cornelio).
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institutional sense. They follow a top-down hierarchy in

Charismatic leader, a Baptist preacher, and lay leaders

general, i.e., whatever leaders declare as the moral

from an Evangelical church and a Basic Ecclesial

course of action, their followers are expected to follow

Community.

to the letter. Christian groups are also global in their

Cornelio’s work shows that religious language is

scope and ambition (Cornelio). They are aggressive in

employed at the urban grassroots of Philippine society. The

converting members into their flock from within and

observations yielded by their ethnographic research are

outside the Philippines (note that there were 2.3 million

interesting in light of our discussion about the authoritarian

overseas Filipino workers in 2018). David thinks that the

power of religious language. I briefly outline three inter-

missionizing zeal of Evangelical churches is the greatest

connected cases of religious language-use, quoted verbatim

challenge to the Philippine Catholic Church (2013).

from “Christianity and Duterte’s War on Drugs in the

In comparison to the younger and smaller Christian

Philippines” (Cornelio). First, some militant Christian leaders

groups, the Catholic Church is a giant civil society player

interpret Duterte’s government as part of God’s divine

in the democratic life of the Philippines. It played an

judgment. According to Julius, a Baptist Pastor, “God

important role in galvanizing Filipinos to join the 1986

needed to appoint Duterte in order to get Filipinos to

EDSA

Marcos

repent.” Ross, a pastor of a prominent mega-church with

dictatorship. Today, it has significant influence and eight

community outreaches to Payatas, says something similar:

times more members than all other Christian groups

“God gave us government... to protect the innocent and

combined. But it would be a mistake to think that the

punish the guilty. They have swords and guns for a reason.”

mandate of the Catholic Church over its 74 million

Second, militant Christian leaders frame the war on drugs as

followers is as overarching compared to the social power

a spiritual problem. Nick, an Evangelical Pastor, thinks that

that militant Christian groups have over its most devout

his primary task is to remind people to return to “how God

members. David Buckley points out that the Catholic

has designed them.” When drug users realize what God’s

Church has been struggling to turn its social capital into a

plans are for them, he believes that they will “flee from

unified voice in politics (2014). It has come under fire

their vices like substance abuse.” The individual’s obligation

today for three reasons: first, it is facing credibility issues

is to realize an authentic purpose, a task that involves the

due to corruption, sexual misconduct, and political

spiritual guidance of the (right kind of) Church. Third,

collusion; second, Duterte has been attacking the

militant Christian leaders describe drug users as anomalies

Catholic Church in response to its ongoing critique of his

in an already just society. As Pastor Nick says: “it is God's

regime; and third, many Filipinos are unhappy with the

design that there is law and order in society. For example,

Church’s involvement in politics, calling for the

we prohibit jaywalking because we don't want anyone to

separation between Church and State (Dionisio 2014;

die because of accidents. If you are law-abiding, you will be

Buckley 2014; Cornelio). The weakened authority of the

safe from any of these accidents. And you have to realize

Catholic Church has opened the doors for various

that the law of the land has God's anointing. There is no law

Christian groups to stake their evangelizing claim, as the

on earth meant to harm people. You look for one that hurts

research by Cornelio shows. His team recently

people. You will not find any. Never.”

Revolution,

which

toppled

the

conducted interviews in Payatas, a poor urban

What is interesting in the Philippine-Payatas case is that

community in Metro Manila, where 65 individuals were

transcendent claims are not used to combat a controversial

killed during the anti-drug operations in 2017. They

social policy or defend a religious view from more secular

interviewed religious leaders from different groups and

interests, the problems that Rorty’s religion as a conver-

denominations in Payatas and nearby areas, which

sation-stopper model militates against. Rather, transcen-

includes

dent claims are used to justify and empower state-

Catholic

priests,

Evangelical

pastors,

a
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sponsored violence and murder. If we go by the totalizing

torture around here”; “freedom of speech is my right”). As

picture that leaders of militant Christian groups paint of the

Macagno puts it, they can supply the hearer with “a pre-

Drug War, then Duterte’s regime is effectively addressing

packaged suggested evaluation of an entity or event” (2014,

the social, political, moral and spiritual needs of society by

104). When they are used effectively, emotive terms can act

weeding out its undesirables. So what kind of pernicious

as an instrument of control and persuasion. They can shut

harm is generated by this unholy alliance of politics and

down criticism and distract listeners from the real sources

religious language? To highlight the insidious power of

of a particular problem. Macagno suggests that emotive

religious language, I propose framing the word “sinner” - a

words are heavily used in political rhetoric to influence and

regular trope in religious language - as an emotive term in

sway public opinion. He points out that some of the best

the Philippine Drug War. I argue that its emotive power can

examples of emotive words “can be found in the public

influence and take the need for other kinds of reasoning out

debates, speeches, and declarations of the 2013 Italian

of the equation, at least for the militant religious leaders

general elections” (2014, 105). Despite appearing neutral,

and the followers that hang by their every word.

trivial, or harmless, emotive terms can function as a covert
mechanism of manipulation in public discourse.

3.3. Victim or Sinner? Emotive Terms

How can we apply an emotive interpretation on the
word “sinner” in the Philippine Drug War? It helps to go

Emotive terms are conceptually loaded and emotionally

back on how “sin” is used in traditional religion. Rorty gives

charged words. They come pre-coded with cognitively

a description of what having a conception of sin is like,

forceful and emotionally salient content. According to

independent of its social function:

Fabrizo Macagno, emotively powerful words can “modify
our judgment, arouse our emotions, and influence our
decisions” (2014, 103). He credits Charles Leslie Stevenson
for giving us a clear philosophical account of ethical or
emotive language:
He [Stevenson] noticed there are words that do not
simply describe a possible fragment of reality. For
example, “terrorist” is not used simply to refer to a
person who commits specific actions with a specific
intent. Words such as “torture” or “freedom” carry
with them something more than a simple
description of a state of affairs or mere conceptual
content (Stevenson, 1944, p. 210). These words
have a “magnetic” effect (Stevenson, 1937, p. 16),
an imperative force, a tendency to influence the
interlocutor's decisions (Stevenson, 1937, p. 18-19;
see also Weaver, 1985). They are strictly bound to
moral values leading to value judgments and
potentially triggering specific emotions. For this
reason, they have an emotive dimension (2014,
103-104).

To have a sense of Sin, it is not enough to be appalled by the way human beings treat each other,
and by your own capacity for malice. You have to
believe that there is a Being before whom we
humans should humble ourselves. This Being issues
commands which, even if they seem arbitrary and
unlikely to increase human happiness, must be
obeyed. When trying to acquire a sense of Sin, it
helps a lot if you can manage to think of a specific
sexual or dietary practice as forbidden, even though
it does not seem to be doing anybody any harm. It
also helps to anguish about whether you are calling
this Being by the name He or She prefers (1996, 7-8).
Now let’s think of sin as both a social and religious act. A sin
is a transgression committed simultaneously against a person (or persons, or a community of persons) as well as the
divine law. Committing a sin indicates accountability not
only to the person wronged but also to a higher being that
governs and maintains the moral and spiritual order.
Sinning requires choice and moral agency; in the Christian

Put in a more insidious manner, emotive terms work by

tradition, man’s original sin is his disobedience. A sinner is

suggestion. They can operate by sleight of hand in a speech

bound to the guilt and responsibility that accompanies the

act by triggering particular reasoning mechanisms and

act forbidden by God, the final and ultimate authority. Since

moral responses (“a terrorist is a bad person”; “we don’t

sinners are inherently at fault, they are bound to the
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consequences of their actions. They also deserve punish-

conceptual framework, deserving of both reprimand as well

ment. Absolution from sin involves both repentance from

as help. The real and pressing danger is that drug peddlers

the sinner as well as forgiveness from the being or beings

and users reside in a complex social environment where

wronged. Forgiveness often requires divine intervention or

drugs and crime are thriving, requiring a multilevel response

the invocation of grace. If unrepented for and unforgiven, a

from the government and civil society actors. Thus,

deadly sin has grave costs in the afterlife; in Christian

combating narco-politics is not about targeting particular

doctrine, the torment of hell enforces divine justice in its

individuals but about addressing the social condition from

final form. Salvation is ultimately God’s call. This short

multiple angles. A better strategy involves prosecuting

description is not in any way exhaustive, but it gives us a

criminals and at the same time providing the rehabilitation

pretty good idea of how the concept of sin works in a socio-

and legal assistance for those in need of them. It also

religious framework. I will show how some descriptive

involves keeping the door open for implementing harm

elements of the term “sinner” are salient in the reasoning of

reduction strategies and social reintegration models for

militant Christian leaders, which may help explain their

drug users in the system. Members of the Catholic clergy

complicity and even active support for the Philippine Drug

who do not fall under the militant Christianity schema adopt

War.

this more comprehensive position.

Religious leaders respond differently depending on how
they conceptualize the drug user:

The narco-politics story becomes brutally narrow when
the drug user is conceptualized as a “sinner.” Condensing
the character of drug users as sinners can have what

Our argument is that the way a religious community
responds to the War on Drugs is heavily informed
by how it understands the nature of the drug
addict. If the person is seen as a victim of larger
social forces such as poverty, the intervention of the
church is more political and legal. But if the drug
addict is primarily characterized as a sinful being,
the response of the church is largely concerned
with the person's spiritual salvation. Many churches
resort to this latter discourse, which, in our view,
hints at an implicit religious underpinning for the
popular support for the War on Drugs (Cornelio and
Medina 2019; emphasis mine).
The moral elements of fault and responsibility are crucial
analytical tools here. If drug users are framed as victims,
then the view that they are not entirely to blame for their
addiction remains salient in public discourse. The structural
and material conditions of extreme poverty, unemployment, social inequality, and corruption in the Philippines are
recognized as partially responsible for creating and
sustaining a widespread culture of drug use. Note that being
portrayed as a victim does not let a drug user off the hook;
in Philippine criminal law, drug use is illegal and
involvement in the drug trade carries heavy penalties even
prior to Duterte’s War on Drugs. What is important is that
criminals could simultaneously be seen as victims in this

Stevenson calls an “imperative force” (1937, 18-19; cf.
Macagno 2014, 104) on the reasoning mechanisms of
militant Christians. Recall our discussion of the redemptive
function of an authoritarian language in Rorty’s work. An
authoritarian language can have epistemic and existential
power. It works to help its user understand and navigate her
environment and her practical concerns. A militant Christian
would naturally regard her religious language as her
redemptive framework. If the concept of sin – centrally
informed by its co-concepts of blame, retribution, and
spiritual intervention – dominates her conception of the
Drug War, then important ramifications enter the picture.
As we have seen previously, militant Christian leaders are
conditioning the response to the Philippine Drug War. They
present it as a logical weapon of God’s justice and Duterte’s
government as an institution mandated to execute it.
According to the Baptist pastor Julius, Duterte was ordained
by God to “teach the country a lesson.” For these militant
Christians, policies and institutions are already just and
ethical, so that culpability rests entirely on persons who
transgress religious and social law. Because the authority of
the Philippine government is valid, punitive action is thus
justified. The pernicious use of the emotive term “sinner”
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fits coherently in this narrative. It provides transcendental

By contrast, when drug users are primarily characterized as

justification (conceptual) and affective valence (emotional)

sinful, then a person’s culpability and the need for spiritual

to declare these deaths as called for by God. It suggests that

intervention become more prominent features in the

there is nothing deeply wrong or horrific in killing these drug

reasoning process, debilitating the capacity to frame the

users, from a militant Christian perspective, because they

problem differently. Convinced that drug users are solely

deserve it. Since the concept of sin is “strictly bound to

responsible for their crime, the “sinner” trope licenses the

moral values leading to value judgments” (Macagno 2014,

view that they deserve the brutality of extrajudicial

104), its use in analyzing fault can also mobilize powerful

retribution. Of course, the word “victim” can also be used

reactions – e.g., self-righteous anger, blame, resentment,

as an emotive term, but two things must be emphasized

and condescension – against drug users, whom they regard

from the perspective of the Philippine Drug War. First,

as having repetitively rejected God in favor of their worldly

victimization is not an exclusively religious trope. A person

addiction. This conceptual framing can also have, as

can be a victim within a religious or secular framework.

Stevenson suggests, “a tendency to influence the

Victimization does not depend on transcendent conditions

interlocutor's decisions” (1937, 18-19; cf. Macagno 2014,

to exert its conceptual power and there is no accountability

104). In terms of practical consequences, some religious

to divine law involved. Second, the word “victim” does not

leaders have even taken steps to support the Drug War. For

have the narrowing, enfeebling effect on the response to

instance, the Evangelical pastor Nick actively works with the

the Drug War. The harm that the emotive trope “sinner”

police and local community officials to identify and locate

brings is more insidious, as we have discussed in this paper.

drug users. It is important to note that house visits from the

Note also that the idea of sin needs to operate within the

Philippine National Police are often fatal in the drug war

schema of religious language for social uptake. Duterte

context, resulting in thousands of arrests and deaths

himself seems to recognize its power; he admitted recently

without due process (Talabong 2018; Curato 2017b). While

that the only sin he has ever committed in his life is the

redemption remains available for the drug user according to

extrajudicial killings. Given the legal and political context of

militant Christian leaders, theological reasoning also informs

Duterte’s admission of state-sponsored violence, the word

the next steps: if a drug user manages not to get killed in the

“crime” is more appropriate to describe his offence. But

drug war, he needs to radically and unequivocally change

Duterte is deliberate in using the word; the term “sin”

his life. This process involves abandoning drug use,

suggests that he is accountable to God, that God alone can

returning to God, listening to the Gospel, and converting

judge him, that he deserves to be cross-examined in a

into the Church (ideally where the militant religious leader

religious tribunal, not a political one. We can interpret

preaches). The “sinner” discourse is the predominant

Duterte’s use of sin as a curious but unsurprising move, in

approach taken by militant Christian leaders.

light of his attempts to evade the clutches of the

It is easy to see what is going on here. Applied in the

6

7

International Criminal Court (see Emasquel II 2018).

Philippine context, the effect of the emotive term “sinner” is
pernicious: in public discourse, its use deflects the issue
away from all its social and material dimensions, such as
extreme poverty, unemployment, and corruption. The distinction between the tropes of “victims” and “sinners”
makes this point clear: seeing drug addicts as victims
accommodates the reality of wider social injustices and
requires moral, social, and legal perspectives for painting a
more comprehensive approach to the culture of drug use.

6

I don’t think that this interpretation is exclusive to
militant Christians. If many Filipino users of religious
language frame their approach using the “sinner” trope,
then it might help explain why 78% of Filipinos – many of
whom profess to be deeply religious and morally
conscientious people – support the drug war and the
extrajudicial killings. I have been trying to make sense of
this paradox since the beginning of Duterte’s regime (see
Llanera 2016a, 2016b).
7
Note that the uptake of the word “sin”, i.e., Duterte
sinned by killing evil-doers to save the country, differs
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Without working too hard, Duterte’s regime finds an easy

social legislation is a result of his belief that God, in such

and cooperative ally in the transcendent claims of militant

passages as Psalm 72, has commanded that the cause of the

Christian language.

poor should be defended.” Rorty explains why he changed
his mind: “I can think of no law or custom that would hinder

4.

Can’t We All Just Get Along? American Politics

him from doing so that would not hinder me from citing
passages in John Stuart Mill in justification of the same

My analysis augments Rorty’s case against the irresponsible

legislation” (2003, 142-143). In my reading, Rorty finds

employment of religious language in public discourse. In his

Wolterstorff’s position acceptable since it is morally

writings, Rorty accentuates the conflict between religion

uncontroversial and it fits his vision of a good and healthy

and politics, framing religious language as a conversation-

liberal democracy. But there’s a philosophical distinction to

stopper. However, this model is too simple. It is insufficient

be made here: the use of J.S. Mill in defending redistribu-

for describing the messy and complex politics of religious

tionist social legislation does not depend on transcendent

language. As I argue in my analysis of the Philippine case,

conditions. The persuasiveness of Mill’s view is based on the

when religion and politics become happy bedfellows, we

strength of his utilitarian argument and not on the authority

ought to be more alert about the pernicious harms their

of a divine tradition. However, what is important for Rorty is

alliance brings into the conversation. I see no reason why

that they work to support the same cause. In short, it seems

Rorty would disagree with this conclusion since it adds

that there is no problem when religious language

another layer of justification as to why religious language

complements non-transcendent arguments from a different

ought to be distrusted in democratic politics. In closing, I

language game and supports policies that are morally good

remark on several key points.

and desirable in democratic societies. This position takes us

The first point concerns the use of religious language.
Should we treat all kinds of religious language as

back to Rorty’s ambivalence about religious language, as I
pointed out in the introduction.

undesirable in the public sphere? Do they always hinder the

Another worry I have is that silencing religious language

work of critical thought in democratic practice, serving both

means we stand to lose the good that comes from its

as conversation-stoppers and purveyors of transcendentally

positive practice, i.e., in terms of combating injustices,

justified emotive terms? I do not think so, and even Rorty

inspiring compassion, building solidarity, and the like.

wobbles on this point. In “Religion in the Public Square: A

Democracies need the elevated podiums for the likes of

Reconsideration”, Rorty admits that he was convinced by

Martin Luther King, Pope Francis, and Desmond Tutu to

Wolterstorff’s argument, i.e., that Wolterstorff should be

enrich and enlarge the self-awareness of the people who

free to declare that “his endorsement of redistributionist

follow and admire them. Without their influence, religious
people would be disempowered from mobilizing the

from how it is considered in the victim vs. sinner
framework of the drug war. Duterte’s sin has a messianic
and self-sacrificial angle that is absent in its other use in
the same context. This example indicates that there are
many ways to use emotive words and that the uptake
will depend on many factors, such as the relationship
between the descriptive content and the emotive
dimension of the term, the local language, the speaker,
the hearer, the intended and non-intended audience, as
well as the dynamics of the social environment. This
fascinating topic deserves a separate analysis. I plan to
address emotive terms and the various and conflicting
emotive uses of “sin” in the Philippine context more
carefully in future work.
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spiritual inspiration from their religious faith to promote
love, freedom, and community-building. This loss of
motivation, notwithstanding that religion fuels it, is not a
favourable outcome in a democracy buttressed by shared
values. But Rorty stakes his claim that banning religion in
politics is the right way to go, based on his interpretation of
history:
So we secularists have come to think that the best
society would be one in which political action
conducted in the name of religious belief is treated
as a ladder up which our ancestors climbed, but one
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that now should be thrown away. We grant that
ecclesiastical organizations have sometimes been
on the right side, but we think that the occasional
Gustavo Gutiérrez or Martin Luther King does not
compensate for the ubiquitous Joseph Ratzingers
and Jerry Falwells. History suggests to us that such
organizations will always, on balance, do more
harm than good (2003).
But is it so easy to weigh the good and the bad in these
examples? I do not think so. Doing so is a disservice to
Gutiérrez and King, whose legacies in liberation theology

prohibits non-profit organizations, which includes churches,
universities, and charitable foundations, from participating
in political campaigns. Trump argues that in order to defend
the freedom of religion and speech, more religious language
should be heard in the public domain. If this comes to pass,
then Americans should be more cautious and sensitive to
the pernicious harms that accompany the greater
proliferation of religious language-use and its emotive
terms.

9

and the American Civil Rights movement are monumental
and remain relevant today. Rorty’s contentious view of
history and religion naturally remains up for debate.
Finally, I’d like to mention the implication of my analysis
on contemporary American politics. Rorty’s conversationstopper model does not accurately capture the fraught
relationship between religion and politics in the United
States, a country where religious language-use is copious in
8

government and the law. But more than that, it is
important to underscore that the insidious co-mingling of
militant Christianity and American politics is being set up by
current administration. President Trump is getting support
from right-wing Evangelical Christians, with Jerry Falwell, Jr.,
having served as Trump’s former “spiritual adviser.” Trump
hosted a dinner at the White House for his Evangelical
supporters from the South (Martin 2018). He was also the
first president to speak at the Values Voter Summit, an
event hosted every year by the Family Research Council.
Southern Poverty Law Center lists the Family Research
Council as a right-wing hate group, known for supporting
conversion-therapy for LGBT people (Bort 2018). If we take
these groups as militant in the way that Christian groups in
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