Philosophy of Religion Day 13, 4
Philosophy of Religion Day 13:		The Ethics of Belief

	Content:
1. The parable of the ship owner
2. Mock Trial (optional)
3. The ethics of belief
4. Intellectual virtue (optional)
	Method:
1. Discussion (* minutes)
2. Activity (* minutes
3. Lecture (* minutes)
4. Discussion  (* minutes)



Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to understand the ethics of belief. Clifford argues that belief without good reason is not only wrongheaded, but actually immoral. This brings up the question of how epistemology and value theory are related to each other. Clifford has also inspired many discussions about the requirements for virtuous intellectual inquiry and discourse.



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand the ethics of belief.
2. Key Concepts: Ethics of belief, epistemic value, moral value


* For timing, this lesson has a couple of options. 
If you use the mock trial:
1. Discussion (5 minutes)
2. Activity (30 minutes
3. Lecture (15 minutes)
If you use the intellectual virtue discussion instead:
1. Discussion (15 minutes)
2. Lecture (20 minutes)
3. Discussion (15 minutes)


1. The Parable of the Ship Owner
Suppose some émigrés want to book passage on a ship. The ship owner is concerned that the ship is falling into disrepair. He considers having a marine engineer inspect it, but convinces himself that it will be fine—the ship has made the journey many times before. Providence will see it through. He genuinely believes that the ship will successfully complete the voyage, though he hasn’t investigated the situation or consulted experts. He books the voyage; the ship sinks and all the émigrés perish. 

DISCUSSION QUESTION: Has the ship owner done anything wrong? Why or why not? As the class discusses this issue, try to get the students to think about whether “wrong” in this case is a moral or epistemic notion, or both. (In other words, has the ship owner done something morally wrong—something unethical—or has the ship owner made an error like accidentally getting his facts incorrect, or both.) 

2. Mock Trial (Optional)
If you choose to do the mock trial, you’ll need to take volunteers or assign roles a day or several days in advance. At the least, there should be a prosecutor, a defense lawyer, the ship owner, an expert marine engineer, and a witness or two, who could include perhaps a surviving shipwreck victim or two or some observers. You could also have family members of the victims to testify about their loss. You can have the rest of the class serve as the jury. Write up some facts for the witnesses/participants or just meet with them and work out some back story. You don’t need to be too detailed. The key idea is that the prosecutor should be arguing that the ship owner is guilty of negligence, while the defense lawyer argues that the ship owner, if mistaken, did nothing morally wrong. This is basically a vehicle for having a debate about the discussion question above in a more elaborate and active manner. 

3. The Ethics of Belief
Considering the parable of the ship owner, Clifford says there are two facts:
1. There was no good reason/evidence for belief.
2. The ship owner acted in a negligent fashion to allow the trip without good reason for belief.
Clifford’s claim is that the ship owner was morally wrong to believe without sufficient reason. Furthermore, he argues that it wouldn’t change anything if the ship had actually been safe; it’s not the content of the belief, but the justification that matters. The ship owner may have gotten lucky if the ship completed the journey, but he still would have been negligent. 

Clifford gives another example of libel against religious leaders, in which the leaders are falsely accused by people who did no investigation of using unfair means to get their doctrine taught to children. He says that the claim is not just that the accusers’ beliefs are irrational and unjustified, nor that they were wrong to act on them, but that the very holding of the beliefs is immoral. (In other words, they weren’t wrong in a narrowly epistemic sense—mistaken about facts or beliefs—but that they wrong in a moral sense. He is making a broad claim that believing without sufficient reason is wrong morally, blurring epistemology and value theory. Hence the title: the ethics of belief.) He adds that it wouldn’t change anything if the accusations had luckily been right; again, the truth of the belief doesn’t matter, the justification does.

Clifford considers an obvious possible objection to his claim: that it’s not the belief that is judged wrong, but the action based on the belief. After all, we normally think of actions as being morally good or bad, not beliefs. Clifford offers several responses:
· We can’t separate belief and action fully. Belief biases the person in later investigation. For example, the ship owner couldn’t fairly evaluate the seaworthiness of the ship given his beliefs.
· Even if someone doesn’t act on an unjustified belief in the short run, it’s more difficult to keep it from influencing other beliefs and eventually actions in the long run.
· These beliefs influence other people and the culture at large, both with respect to that specific issue and with respect to the general practice of inquiry.
· Since it’s not just the act that influences others, but belief as well, we have a universal duty to others to be properly justified, to question all that we believe.
· The harm that comes to society is not merely holding a wrong belief, but that society loses the habit of testing things.
· It then fosters lying and cheating—if I don’t care about truth in my friend’s mind, how shall she care about truth in my mind?

Note that Clifford is concerned about the individual and social consequences of not having proper respect for intellectual inquiry. His claim that we have a universal duty to others to be properly justified, to question all that we believe, is powerful, and has given rise to much discussion of the value of proper intellectual discourse.

Clifford concludes the following: it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence (and without adequate critical scrutiny).

He says that if someone is taught a belief in childhood and purposely avoids questioning it, the life of that man is one long sin against mankind. He quotes Milton that simple, unquestioning Christians, even if right in belief, sin if they don’t investigate their beliefs. Interestingly, this is the first, oblique allusion Clifford makes religious belief. But clearly Clifford has religious belief in mind throughout. In fact, though he never mentions Pascal or his wager, the ethics of belief is a critique of the wager argument. Clifford is arguing that one should not believe unless there is good reason for thinking the belief is likely to be true. Obviously, Pascal suggested people should believe in God’s existence for other reasons—without ever giving reasons to think it’s true or probably true that God does exist, but rather for prudential reasons. Clifford is saying that it’s immoral (negligent) to believe for prudential (or other) reasons rather than epistemic reasons. In this sense, Clifford is championing rationality (and empirical investigation) above emotion, faith, and even prudential concerns as necessary to justify belief.

Clifford goes on to clarify that inquiry is not a once-and-for-all sort of thing. You don’t just settle it. One should never stifle doubt, for either it can honestly be answered by inquiry already made or else that proves the inquiry was not complete. He also answers those who ask what if you’re too busy to investigate. Then, he says, you have no time to believe!

Discussion question: What if there are issues that make an essential practical difference to how we act, but we have no time or perhaps capacity to investigate in the way that Clifford requires? Could there be circumstances in which it’s unreasonable to reserve judgment until completing an investigation?

4. Discussion: Intellectual Virtue (Optional)
Most likely, you’ll do this discussion if you don’t do the mock trial. Lead a discussion about what it means to have virtuous intellectual inquiry and discourse. What requirements are there for justifying beliefs? Do we have a universal duty to others to be properly justified, to question all that we believe? Does our current public discourse live up to this?


HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: Read William James, The Will to Believe, in the Bonjour and Baker text, pp. 582-591.
