Philosophy of Religion Day 14, 2
Philosophy of Religion Day 14:		The Will to Believe

	Content:
1. The will to believe
2. Epistemic values
3. Genuine options and religious belief
4. Faith and rationality
	Method:
1. Lecture/discussion (15 minutes)
2. Lecture/discussion (15 minutes)
3. Lecture/discussion (10 minutes)
4. Discussion (10 minutes)



Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to understand the will to believe. Responding to Clifford’s The Ethics of Belief, James argues that there are situations in which withholding belief while awaiting good reasons is counterproductive. Rather than avoiding error in our beliefs, we should attempt to gain truth (with truth defined pragmatically).



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand the will to believe.
2. Key Concepts: Will to believe, epistemic values, avoiding error, gaining truth, pragmatism



1. The Will to Believe
William James’ The Will to Believe is a direct response to Clifford’s The Ethics of Belief. James argues basically that there are situations in which simply reserving judgment isn’t possible or at least isn’t worthwhile. In those situations, it may be permissible and perhaps even best to believe. In essence, as a pragmatist, James is arguing that the primary epistemological goal shouldn’t be avoiding error, but rather trying to gain truth (with truth measured by practical success). 

James begins with some definitions. A hypothesis is anything that may be proposed to our belief—a possible belief for us to consider, so to speak. An option is a choice between two hypotheses. James says that options may be:

· Living or dead: A living option is one in which both hypotheses are live ones for the person considering them, meaning ones they may actually adopt because they make some appeal to the person’s belief. Some hypotheses, obviously, wouldn’t even be under consideration for some people.
· Forced or avoidable: A forced option is one in which the person must make a decision. For example, if given the choice to go out with or without your umbrella, you can avoid the option completely by not going out. Likewise, you can avoid loving or hating someone by remaining indifferent. On the other hand, when faced with a logical dilemma, for example P  P, there is no possibility of not choosing.
· Momentous or trivial: Some options are momentous because they hold significance and/or present a unique opportunity. Options are trivial when the opportunity is not unique, the stake is insignificant, or when the decision is reversible later. For example, a chemist may invest some time in testing a hypothesis, but if experiments are inconclusive, she loses some time, but no vital harm has been done.

James defines a genuine option as one which is living, forced, and momentous. He will argue that the option to believe in God is a genuine option, and that in the case of genuine options it is correct to adopt a belief, even if there is a risk of being in error.

James acknowledges that we can’t choose to believe just anything voluntarily. Here he comments on Pascal’s Wager. If you recall, this observation was one of the objections to Pascal’s Wager that we discussed. It seems that Pascal’s own belief in God came from some other source (not the Wager), and the Wager argument is actually a last-ditch effort to convince nonbelievers! After all, the Wager doesn’t lead one to believe for the right reasons—the deity would likely want to deny the reward (of eternal bliss) to someone who believes just because he or she wants that reward. Furthermore, he says, the argument wouldn’t work for someone from a different tradition, such as a Muslim, because belief in Christianity likely wouldn’t be live for that person (just as, he says, a version supporting some other God would likely not be live for a Christian). James admits that talk of our believing by our volition (rather than for good reason) seems, from one point of view, silly, or even immoral.

However, James says that the assumption that all that remains for generating beliefs is pure reason is wrong as a matter of fact. Almost all our beliefs result from our “willing nature,” that is, factors besides evidence: fear, hope, prejudice, social pressures and influence, etc. This seems unavoidable, he says. [Discussion question: is it really unavoidable? Even if it is, should we strive to avoid it, or willingly embrace it?] Even our belief in truth itself, he claims, is just a passionate desire we have backed up by our social system. [Discussion question: What would it mean to say that truth doesn’t exist? Is this intelligible?] So beliefs can be voluntary, and only claims that are not “live” can’t be accepted voluntarily, James concludes. [Discussion question: is James conflating voluntary beliefs with beliefs that result from the “passional factors” he described. In other words, couldn’t a belief coming from passional factors be involuntary—isn’t that actually most likely?] From this light, James says that Pascal’s Wager is actually a clincher, it seals the deal for those already (passionally) going this way.

Having recognized that beliefs seem to actually result from our passional natures, he asks whether this is wrong and pathological, or normal. James says he will defend this principle: Our passional nature not only lawfully may, but must, decide an option between propositions, whenever it is a genuine option that cannot by its nature be decided on intellectual grounds; for to say, under such circumstances, “Do not decide, but leave the question open,” is itself a passional decision—just like deciding yes or no—and is attended with the same risk of losing the truth. [Discussion question: what exactly does this principle mean?]


2. Epistemic Values
James considers two duties of knowledge:
· We must know the truth.
· We must avoid error.
These are not the same. If we know the truth, we avoid error, but if we avoid falsehood we might fall into other falsehoods or not believe anything at all. How we weight these colors differently our intellectual lives. Clifford exhorts us to shun error, to reserve judgment if there is insufficient evidence so that we don’t believe lies. James suggests that the blessings of real knowledge outweigh the risk; we should be ready to be duped many times in investigations so that we don’t postpone indefinitely the chance of guessing true. James goes on to say that these feelings of our duty about either truth or error are only expressions of our passional life, i.e., how horrible do you feel it is to be duped?

James goes on, as we’ll see, to clarify and defend his position. But we’ve hit the important crux. James is suggesting some pretty powerful ideas. For one, that epistemology is about not just facts or objective criteria for evaluating claims, but relies on values (epistemic values). He provides two main values to choose between, and presents himself and Clifford as essentially choosing opposite sides. [Discussion question: could there be other epistemic values?] We tend to think of epistemology as providing guidelines for what to believe. But if James is right about there being values at the basis of epistemology, then how should we figure out which to believe in? It seems like we can quickly get into a problem of regress. James suggests that we decide based upon our passions, which Clifford would surely not agree with! [Discussion question: is James begging the question by suggesting that our feelings be used to choose our epistemic values? How else might we go about it?]

3. Genuine Options and Religious Belief
James goes on to consider how we should balance gaining truth and avoiding error, because it is hard to do both. James admits that we should reserve judgment if an option is not momentous. In these cases, gaining truth is not so rewarding that we need to risk believing falsehoods. This is almost always the case, he says, in scientific questions, and also in human affairs in general in which the need of acting is not so urgent. A court of law, though, would be the opposite. James thinks that with science, the questions are trivial options, the hypotheses are “hardly living” (at least for nonscientist spectators), and the choice between believing truth or falsehood is avoidable. [Discussion question: is this claim about science really correct?] So with science, the ideal is to wait, unbiased, for sufficient evidence. 

With moral questions, though, the solution can’t wait for sensible proof. Moral questions are not about what exists, but what is good or would be good if it did exist; with moral questions, we compare worths, whereas science tells us what exists. Are there moral truths? If so, which are true? James says these can only be answered by heart, by passion, not by intellect. The question of having moral beliefs or not is decided by our will. [Discussion question: how, in contrast, would Clifford likely try to answer these questions?] James goes on to say that some facts cannot come without a preliminary faith in its coming; faith in a fact can help create the fact, e.g., a team having faith in each other.

In truths dependent on our personal action, then, faith based on desire is lawful and possibly indispensible. Our actions may affect the truth, and our beliefs affect how we act; this is how faith in a fact may help create that very fact. So how about religion? James suggests that science says things are, morality that some things are better than others. Religion says two things, according to James: 1. the best things are the more eternal things; 2. we’re better off, even now, if we believe #1. [Discussion question: is this really all religion says? Doesn’t this seem rather meager?] For those people who consider religion to be a live option, it’s momentous (we are supposed to gain by belief and lose by non-belief a vital good) and also forced (if we reserve judgment we forfeit the good just as if we disbelieve). The non-faithful say that it’s better to risk loss of truth than to chance error, according to James, but the non-faithful person is backing the field against the religious hypothesis, just as a believer backs the religious hypothesis versus the field. The non-believer says we should yield to the fear of error as wiser than to yield to hope that it may be true. [Discussion question: note the rhetoric James uses here, assigning fear and hope to support his side; does this seem reasonable?] James says it’s not intellect versus all the passions, but rather it’s intellect with one passion (fear) laying down its law—but dupery through hope is no worse than dupery through fear, James says. [Discussion question: are there really only two options, to accept religion and have a chance at a great good or to refuse to accept it and lose that chance? This sounds like Pascal again, but aren’t there really many more options because there are many possible Gods and religions?] Also, just as a person who doesn’t trust others cuts himself off from social rewards, one who doesn’t consider religion a live option would cut himself off from interacting with a personal God, like a team member not trusting teammates. [Discussion question: is this begging the question? Is James grasping at straws for how to make headway with someone who doesn’t consider belief in God a live option?] James says that a rule of thinking which would absolutely prevent one from acknowledging (believing) certain kinds of truth if those kinds of truth were really there would be an irrational rule, so we should not limit ourselves just to the intellect. Freedom to believe covers only living options which the intellect of the individual cannot by itself resolve. We have to act either way, and belief is measured by action, so forbidding belief also forbids us to act as we should if we did believe it to be true.

4. Faith and Rationality
To summarize, James is saying that for those people who consider religion to be a live option, it is also momentous and forced, and hence a genuine option. For genuine options, we should follow his principle that we must decide on passional grounds if the option can’t be decided by the intellect. Hence, we should decide about religion (if it’s a live option for us) based on our passions. James is championing faith over rationality when it comes to religious belief. Of course, Clifford takes a very different line. Clifford is a champion of rationality. It’s negligent and immoral to believe without sufficient reason. With the time remaining, lead a discussion about which view students think is more reasonable: should beliefs be founded on rationality, or in some circumstances should faith trump reason?
