Dr. Ari Santas’ Notes on

Clifford and James on Religious Belief
I. William Clifford, “The Ethics of Belief”

A. The Shipowner
· doubts the safety of his ship
· this makes him uncomfortable (the discomfort of doubt)
· so, he stifles the doubt by convincing himself that the ship’s okay
· he does this by rationalizing

· by deceiving himself, he comes to sincerely believe that the ship is sound
· the ship goes down
B. Guilty!

· despite the sincerity of his belief
· his belief was not a product of earnest investigation (how might it have been)
· he had no right to believe on the evidence before him
C. Still Guilty
· even if the ship didn’t go down!
· he still let the ship go without honestly inquiring into its safety
· the act was wrong regardless of the consequences

why?
Consider selling prescription drugs without test them first


Flying an airliner without check all the mechanisms

D. The Island

· a place where a different sort of religion is taught—no original sin, no eternal punishment

· a suspicion gets abroad that this religion has been taught by unscrupulous means (stealing children, etc.)

· a group of people form a society to “inform” the public

· they do this without any evidence because they want to believe such a religion could only be learned in this way

· a commission finally investigates and finds there’s no evidence of these unscrupulous practices

E. Guilty

· the society is guilty of being untrustworthy and dishonorable
· despite the sincerity of belief

· they had no right to believe on such evidence

F. Still Guilty

· even if their suspicions turned out to be correct!

· the correctness was incidental—its still dishonorable

G. More Examples?

· think of cases where someone holds a belief because they want to or its to their advantage

-Rebuilding my Subaru engine


-oh, the crankshaft probably doesn’t need machining…

-Space Shuttle disasters

H. Belief and Action

· should we be held morally accountable for our beliefs?

· yes, because one cannot separate belief from action

I. The Seeds of Action

· I believe it will rain today—how might that affect my behavior?

· I believe you are from Students for Academic Freedom—how might that affect my behavior?

· a racial supremacist believes so and so belongs to an inferior race…

· beliefs prompt us to act
J. No Belief Is Insignificant

· all of them imply action one way or another

· the “little ones” make room for bigger ones

-if I believe women can’t do math, I might then believe we shouldn’t bother teach it in school, and vote on it, etc.

· they eventually swell up and surface in action

-my vote will contribute to injustice

K. No Belief is Private
· our beliefs get transmitted to others one way or another
· we all set examples and encourage others to act as we do—not just professors and poets do it
· anything we say may be taken up and believed by another
-the drunk in the alehouse

-the housewife and her children

-influencing the malleable (children, peers, underlings)

L. The Sin Against Mankind
· so, when we rationalize our beliefs and stifle our doubts, we:

-harm ourselves

-we harm other directly involved

-we harm humanity
· even if we don’t directly harm ourselves or others, we are harming mankind by putting a bad thread in the fabric of society

-when we steal, the loss of property is not as bad as the contribution to thievery

-when we are credulous we contribute to credulity, and make it easy to lie and cheat

-a dupe is the father of liars and cheats (M-in-law)

M. Conclusion

· it is wrong always to believe on insufficient evidence

· it is our duty, therefore, to question all our beliefs

· this is admittedly a tough duty, but we owe it to mankind

· NO time to inquire? Too busy?

Then you have no time to believe!
Summary 
A. The Argument


Two examples shows obvious instances of where

believing with insufficient evidence is wrong






Belief and Action are inseparable
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-strong beliefs bring action







-no belief is insignificant







-no belief is private






Every Act/Belief Counts







-stealing creates a den of thieves


To Believe On



-credulity is the father of dupes, liars and

  cheats







Believing because it’s comfortable is believing on

insufficient evidence

testimony of others can only be trusted if:


-the testifier is veracious


-the testifier is knowledgeable


-the testifier is of good judgment

B. The Implications

· everything you can believe (and do) has moral import (no distinctions between moral and non-moral)

· we must not act on any belief unless we’re certain that it is not mistaken

· can we do this? Do we want to?

-consider the legal system


-speedy trials?


-burden of proof?

II. William James, “The Will to Believe”

A. Preliminary Remarks

· the context of this debate is whether we should believe in God

· Clifford says no, since we cannot have scientific evidence

· James says yes, since some beliefs are of a nature that we must believe them in the absence of evidence

· James’ view boils down to:

Not every belief should be suspended until all the facts are in

B. Some Definitions

· a hypothesis is anything proposed for belief

· a live hypothesis presents a real possibility—something that is at least plausible; dead hypotheses are implausible
Eg. 
Be a Manichean   <dead>


Be a Patriotic American   <live>

· an option is a decision between two hypotheses or courses of action

· a living option is one where both hypotheses are live

Eg.
Pay attention or don’t come to class!


Put up the Spectator or get out!

· a dead option is one where one or both of the hypotheses are dead

Eg. 
Listen to me or commit suicide!


Join a monastery or a nunnery!

C. Belief and Willing

· we turn to the issue

· can we believe something, just because we want to?

Eg.
-I want to believe my parents are filthy rich


-I want to believe my car will never need another repair


-I want to believe 2+2=5

· most of the time—no! you can’t will to believe something you know is false
· that is we cannot will to believe a dead hypothesis, but we can will to believe a live one

-Clifford’s examples

-History: whites wanted to believe the slaves were inferior

· the interesting thing is that what counts as live or dead depends on who you are
D. The Source of Belief

· Descriptive Analysis: how is it that different people take different hypotheses to be live or dead?
-Christians vs. Moslems

-Racists vs. Civil Rights leaders

· often what makes things plausible for us is our familiarity with them—what we have been taught
· the source of many of our beliefs is not in our inquiries, but on our upbringing

· many beliefs are a function of passion, not intellect
· the intellect is used to rationalize our passioned beliefs

-“Proofs” of God’s Existence <or Non-Existence>

-“Proofs” of the inferiority of one race

-“Scientific” Creationism

· A Normative Question: When, and to what extent should we allow this?

Clifford would say: Never and none!

E. More Definitions

· to answer for James, we must consider some more kinds of options

-a forced option is one which involves a true dilemma—you must choose one or the other

Eg. 
Get up or stay there


Join me for lunch or not

-an avoidable option is not forced

Eg.
Love me or Hate me


Have lunch with me or with Jack

-a momentus option is one which has significant consequences, is unique, and is irrevocable

Eg.
Come to the North Pole with me


Jump on that hand grenade or not

-a trivial option is not momentus

Eg.
Buy now or miss the sale


Coke or Pepsi

F. Genuine Options

· options which are live, forced, momentus
· genuine options are the focus of James’ answer to whether and when we should believe by virtue of our willing faculties
· James’ thesis is that

we should allow our willing nature to determine our beliefs if and when the option is genuine, and the nature of the case is such that evidence cannot be had. (before the act)

· if the option is not genuine, or if it is genuine and evidence is handy, James will agree with Clifford

· why does James differ with Clifford?

Two main reasons:
one about evidence and inquiry



one about genuine options
G. Truth and Method

· there are varying views on what we can know

	Believe with certitude
	Absolutists believe that there is truth, that we can know it, and that we can know when we know it

	Believe nothing
	Skeptics believe that there either isn’t any truth or that if there is, we can’t know it anyway

	Believe, but without  guarantee of certitude
	Empiricists believe that there is truth, and that we can know it, but not that we can know when we know it


· everyone tends to be an absolutist insofar as when we have a strong belief, we can’t believe we could be wrong
· we are empiricists only on reflection
H. We Should Be Empiricists

· Skepticism is out of the question

· Absolutism won’t work because we have no reason to believe that we can’t be mistaken
-the history of philosophy and science offers plenty of examples:


“All swans are white”


“Only Euclidean Geometry”


“The Earth is flat…”

-we often don’t know what the new evidence will bring

· Luckily, evidence is not the only test of a hypothesis
I. Testing Hypotheses

· there are two ways to test them according to James:

	Checking the Origins

involves thinking only
	      -what is the evidence? (argument, data)

               -are we sure it’s true?

	Checking the Destinations
involves thinking and acting

	      -what is the consequence of believing it?

                -will it predict phenomena?

                -will it make life better?


· absolutists restrict themselves to origins, since they are confident that the evidence is there
· empiricists use both, but take destination to be more fundamentally important

-will not reject a hypothesis simply because he isn’t certain it’s true

J. Fear of Dupery

· Clifford wants us to be certain before we believe
· this is because he is afraid of being mistaken
· we should fear being mistaken, but not to the degree that we are afraid to believe anything

-in science, where the stakes are often low, it’s okay to sit back and wait for evidence


-no need to hurl yourself into a belief in quarks!

-in practical affairs, however, we often must act, in absence of evidence


-the general and his soldiers

-more examples?

K. Genuine Options Revisited

· but there are restrictions on this

· the situation must be such that the option is genuine (live, forced, momentus) and that we can’t wait for evidence

· in other words, it must be a real moral dilemma
· Question: why does this warrant willing to believe?

· Answer: because in these cases truth depends on our belief in the fact
· This shows a new connection between belief and action
L. Truth, Belief, and Action
· some genuine options have the property that belief in the hypothesis is a significant contribution towards making it true
-Being chased by a bear—jump!

-Drowning—swim!

-Pollution—yes we can make it cleaner!

-Civil Rights—we can get them

· this illustrates the self-fulfilling prophesy involved in many moral situations

· if we always sat back and waited for all the facts, the world would pass us by!

· when the truth depends on action, and action on belief, we must believe to make the truth

-when it doesn’t depend on action… read Clifford again!

Summary 

A. The Argument


When the option is genuine (live, forced, momentus)

And evidence is not available







Some truths depend on human action
But to create the fact, we must believe in it








We can evaluate hypotheses not just by origins
We can also use destinations
B. Two Questions
· is this a good position to hold?
· what’s the real difference between Clifford and James?
Clifford and James on Belief 
A Table

	Hypothesis
	Testing Procedure

	
	by Origins
(suspend belief, ask questions first)
	by Destinations
(believe first, ask questions later)

	1. This is a good chair


	study design for function, aesthetics, ergonomics, etc.
	put it to use and see how it works

	2. a2 × b2 = c2
	construct geometric proof


	try building something using the formula

	3. This fruit is safe to eat
	consult book on poisonous plants/fruit
	eat it and see

	4. There are (no) bears in this cave
	look for tracks and other indicators


	go in and look

	5. Dinosaurs were warm-blooded
	study fossils, theorize


	get in time machine and bring thermometer (!)

	6. The Earth is (not) flat
	consult authoritative texts


	act as if it were

	7. This ship is seaworthy
	have engineers and crew check it out
	go to sea with it

	8. I can jump over the cleft
	measure distance of cleft and my jumps
	take to leap and see

	9. We can achieve civil rights
	study history and movement theory
	fight for more

	10. This car can safely withstand rear impact
	have safety engineers test it for design flaws
	let consumers drive it around and see

	11. I can trust my neighbors
	study human nature


	act as if you can

	12. There is ultimate meaning in life
	study theology and human nature
	act as if there is

	13. There is a God
	study theological (ontological and cosmological) proofs
	????





   It’s Wrong








     Always








  Insufficient Evidence		





We Must Sometimes


   





Believe and Hence Act


     





In the Absence of Evidence


  		








� Won’t find out unless we commit ourselves to it—take the plunge





