Philosophy of Religion Day 12, 5
Philosophy of Religion Day 12:		Faith and Rationality

	Content:
1. Game theory and expected value (20 minutes)
2. Pascal’s Wager (10 minutes)
3. Objections to Pascal’s Wager (20 minutes)
	Method:
1. Activity
2. Lecture
3. Lecture and Class Discussions



Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to understand Pascal’s Wager, which is an argument that we should believe in God for prudential reasons—that believing leads to a better expected outcome on average than not believing. Some basic objections will be considered.



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand Pascal’s wager.
2. Students should understand basic criticisms and some responses.
3. Key Concepts: Game theory, expected value, decision matrix



1. Activity: Game Theory and Expected Value
Show students the following video clip: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p3Uos2fzIJ0

Divide students into groups of three to play the game like in the video clip. Prepare in advance some sort of “split” and “steal” balls or discs. It can be plastic poker chips with the appropriate word painted on or taped on one side, or whatever creative item you’d like to make. For each group, have two people play against each other while the third acts as host, telling the “contestants” when to reveal their choices. The contestants can just have both discs face down, move one forward, then flip it over when prompted by the host. To make it more fun, you can give the hosts play money to distribute to winners. Have the groups rotate roles and repeat the process several times so that everyone is able to try out different strategies.

Bring the whole class back together. Ask what they learned. In particular, what do the students think is the best strategy and why?

Explain that we can analyze strategies by looking at all the possible choices and seeing what outcomes are possible. In other words, we can write down a payoff matrix or decision matrix for the game:

	
	
	Contestant B

	
	
	Split
	Steal

	Contestant A
	Split
	£50k, £50k
	0, £100k

	
	Steal
	£100k, 0
	0, 0




If contestant A steals and contestant B splits, contestant A wins £100k instead of £50k. If contestant A steals and contestant B steals, then contestant A gets the same as if she would have split. (In either case, since contestant B steals, contestant A has no way of getting any money.) So in all cases, contestant A would do as well as or better by stealing than by splitting. (In such a case, we say that stealing is a weakly dominant strategy; if a strategy leads to doing better than any other strategy in every case, we say that it is a strictly dominant strategy.) Stealing is the best strategy. A rational player should always steal!

We can even figure out the expected value of the different decisions, as long as we can assign a probability to how contestant B will act. Not knowing anything about contestant B’s inclinations, it seems reasonable to suppose contestant B will split ½ the time and steal ½ the time. So if contestant A steals, ½ the time she will win £100k and ½ the time she will win £0. So contestant A should win ½(£100k) + ½ (£0) = £50k + £0 = £50k. If contestant A splits, she will win £50k the ½ the time that contestant B splits and £0 the ½ the time contestant B steals. So contestant A would win ½(£50k) + ½(£0) = £25k + £0 = £25k. Since £50k > £25k, stealing is the more profitable decision. (If we know contestant B will have different probabilities for the two actions, then we would get different expected values, but the manner of calculating expected values remains the same.)

When we analyze possible decisions in this way—considering the probability of ending up with possible outcomes and the expected value of those results—we are using game theory. (Some students may have also heard of the term decision theory; for strategic games of this particular sort, the two basically overlap.)

2. Pascal’s Wager 
Tell students we now want to consider making a decision about whether to believe in God. Break them up into small groups and ask each group to try to work out the decision matrix and “best strategy” for this decision (remind them that we have only one person rather than two contestants now, so there will be only one outcome in each square—you may need to give them a few hints about how to set things up to make sure they head down the right track). Specifically:

What are the possible choices (decisions)?
What are the possible outcomes?
What does the payoff matrix look like?
What are the expected values for each choice? Exact values are not necessary, just getting an idea of ranking what is better and what is worse. (Ask them to think about what the probabilities of each outcome might be, but also whether that matters and, if not, why not.)
What is the best “strategy,” i.e., which decision does game theory tell us we should make?

Have each group put their payoff matrix and approximate expected values (or orderings) on the board, along with which strategy (decision) the group concluded is best. Lead a discussion about what they come up with and what this exercise teaches us. Ideally, the payoff matrix should be like this:

	
	
	Actual Case

	
	
	God Exists
	God Does NOT Exist

	Decision
	Do Believe
	Eternal happiness
	Wasted a little time and missed out on some fun

	
	Don’t Believe
	Eternal damnation
	Had more fun




We get the following analysis of expected values for the different cases:

a. Believe and God exists: eternal happiness is infinitely good, so whatever the probability, p, of God existing is, the expected value is p times infinity, which is infinity!

b. Believe and God doesn’t exist: this negative, because we get a bad result (wasting time), but it’s a small, finite bad result, so whatever the probability is that God doesn’t exist (which is 1 – p, if the probability that God exists is p, since the total probability has to sum to 1), the expected value will be a small, finite, negative number.

c. Don’t believe and God does exist: eternal damnation is infinitely bad, so the expected value is negative infinity, no matter the probability.

d. Don’t believe and God doesn’t exist: you get a small, finite positive result. So the expected value will in turn be positive but finite.

When we consider the expected values, we quickly see that believing is the “strategy” with the best payoff. If God exists, believing gives up positive infinitive as opposed to negative infinity, so that’s way (infinitely) better. If God doesn’t exist, not believing gives a better result, but it’s a small positive finite amount versus a small, finite negative amount. Thus the gain we get by not believing is (infinitely) smaller than the advantage we get for believing if God does exist. So it’s in our best interest, prudentially (thinking about practical results for us), to believe.

This is (sort of) the argument of Pascal’s wager. To be precise, Pascal actually only considered the choice of believing (the top row in the matrix). He argued that if God exists we get an infinitely good outcome, but if God doesn’t exist, we lose only a small, finite amount. So, on balance, believing is overwhelmingly a good decision. (He didn’t try to “scare” people by considering the punishment for not believing and being wrong.) Regardless, the point remains the same: we should believe in God because on balance it gives us the best results.

3. Objections to Pascal’s Wager
In the next lesson, we’ll consider a position fundamentally opposed to Pascal’s wager. For now, though, let’s look at some brief objections.

a. accepting that it’s prudential doesn’t lead to belief:
A common response to Pascal’s wager is that, even if you accept the argument that it’s in your (prudential) best interest to believe in God, that doesn’t make you actually believe. Belief is often not under our voluntary control. For example, suppose I’m taking an exam and think that if I believe that I’m going to do well I’ll relax and perform better. Sadly, I’m not likely to be able to force myself to be confident, especially if I haven’t been successful in this subject previously—even though I accept that believing I’ll do well is in my best interest.

Pascal did have a response to this criticism. He suggested, in a sense, that people should fake it until they develop belief. In other words, if you accept that it’s in your best interest to believe but don’t yet believe in God’s existence, you should go to church, take part in services, etc. By going through the motions, Pascal argues, people will condition themselves and habituate themselves to religious life, making it likely that belief will start to take root. 

Discussion question: Does Pascal’s response to this objection seem reasonable? Does it seem plausible that “going through the motions” will generate belief?

b. it doesn’t seem to be in the “spirit” of religion:
Most people think that, at least when it comes to traditional Judeo-Christian religions, belief is not supposed to be for personal gain. Pascal’s wager is an argument which puts forth as the reason for belief that the believer will personally benefit—it’s the strategy which leads to the highest expected value. 
Discussion question: Does Pascal’s wager fit in with the spirit of religion? Does it support belief for the right reasons?

c. it doesn’t seem to support belief in a particular conception of God:
This is known as the many Gods objection. Let’s say you’re convinced by Pascal and want to believe in God. Then it seems that you still have to choose which religion to adopt. Pascal’s wager only requires that the God in question promises to deliver eternal life to believers and not to nonbelievers. There are many concepts of a God which fit this requirement—versions could be presented for not just a Christian God, a Jewish God, a Muslim God, a Hindu God, etc., but for infinitely many possible descriptions of God. This situation isn’t just unsettling because it leaves one wondering about which religious rituals to take part in, but truly holds the potential to undermine the argument. Remember that a believer only gains the reward of eternal life if they believe in the correct God—the one who actually exists. If an infinite number of versions of Pascal’s wager can be made, each supporting a different description of God, then the expected value of believing in any one of them becomes very small. The expected value is the value of that outcome multiplied times the probability of that outcome happening. If there are infinitely (or nearly infinitely) many possible Gods, then the probability that you select the right one to believe in becomes infinitesimally tiny, making the expected value rather tiny as well!

Discussion question: What might Pascal say in response to the many Gods objection? Is there any way out of this objection?


HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: Read W.K. Clifford, The Ethics of Belief, available here: http://ajburger.homestead.com/ethics.html 
