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The Wager 77

The reason why we have received a Scripture with both an apparent and
an inner meaning lies in the diversity of people’s natural capacities and the
difference of their innate dispositions with regard to assent. The reason why
we have received in Scripture texts whose apparent meanings contradict
each other is in order to draw the attention of those who are well grounded
in science to the interpretation which reconciles them. This is the idea re-
ferred to in the words received from the Exalted (111, 7), “He it is who has sent
down to you the Book, containing certain verses clear and definite” [and so
on] down to the words “those who are well grounded in science.” . . .

On such difficult questions, error committed by a qualified judge of his sub-
ject is excused by God, while error by an unqualified person is not excused.

It seems that those who disagree on the interpretation of these difficult
questions earn merit if they are in the right and will be excused [by God] if
they are in error. For assent to a thing as a result of an indication [of it] aris-
ing in the soul is something compulsory, not voluntary: i.e. it is not for us [to
choose] not to assent or to assent, as it is to stand up or not to stand up. And
since free choice is a condition of obligation, a man who assents to an error as
a result of a consideration that has occurred to him is excused, if he is a
scholar. This is why the Prophet, peace on him, said, “If the judge after exert-
ing his mind makes a right decision, he will have a double reward; and if he
makes a wrong decision he will [still] have a single reward.” And whatjudge
is more important than he who makes judgements about being, that it is thus
or not thus? These judges are the scholars, specially chosen by God for [the
task of] allegorical interpretation, and this error which is forgivable accord-
ing to the Law is only such error as proceeds from scholars when they study
the difficult matters which the Law obliges them to study. . . .

BLAISE PASCAL The Wa ger

In his famous Wager, Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) poses the question: If you had
to decide for or against belief in the Christian God with no evidence whatso-
ever—no reason either to believe God exists or to believe that he does not—
what should you choose? Basing his case on probability theory, Pascal argues
that the only rational choice under such circumstances is to believe. Note,
however, that Pascal does not think it really is in our power simply to “decide
to believe.” On the contrary, he thinks that our desires will keep us from be-

From Penses, in Pensées and the Provincial Letters by Blaise Pascal, trans. W. E. Trotter. New York:
Modern Library, 1941.



78 Faith and Reason

lieving even when we can clearly see that this is the rational choice; thus, we
must purify our hearts so as to be able to believe. Nor does he really think the
believer has no good reasons in support of his or her faith; Pascal’s Pensées as
a whole constitutes a forceful defense of the truth of Christianity.

3

If there is a God, He is infinitely incomprehensible, since, having neither
parts nor limits, He has no affinity to us. We are then incapable of knowing
either what He is or if He is. This being so, who will dare to undertake the de-
cision of the question? Not we, who have no affinity to Him.

Who then will blame Christians for not being able to give a reason for
their belief, since they profess a religion for which they cannot give a reason?
They declare, in expounding it to the world, that it is a foolishness, stultitiam;
and then you complain that they do not proveit! If they proved it, they would
not keep their word; it is in lacking proofs that they are not lacking in sense.
“Yes, but although this excuses those who offer it as such, and takes away
from them the blame of putting it forward without reason, it does not excuse
those who receive it.” Let us then examine this point, and say, “God is, or He
is not.” But to which side shall we incline? Reason can decide nothing here.
There is an infinite chaos which separated us. A game is being played at the
extremity of this infinite distance where heads or tails will turn up. What will
you wager? According to reason, you can do neither the one thing nor the
other; according to reason, you can defend neither of the propositions.

Do not then reprove for error those who have made a choice; for you
know nothing about it. “No, but I blame them for having made, not this
choice, but a choice; for again both he who chooses heads and he who
chooses tails are equally at fault, they are both in the wrong. The true course
is not to wager at all.”

Yes; but you must wager. It is not optional. You are embarked. Which will
you choose then? Let us see. Since you must choose, let us see which interests
you least. You have two things to lose, the true and the good; and two things
tostake, your reason and your will, your knowledge and your happiness; and
your nature has two things to shun, error and misery. Your reason is no more
shocked in choosing one rather than the other, since you must of necessity
choose. This is one point settled. But your happiness? Let us weigh the gain
and the loss in wagering that God is. Let us estimate these two chances. If you
gain, you gain all; if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager, then, without hesita-
tion that He is.—“That is very fine. Yes, I must wager; butImay perhaps wager
too much.”—Let us see. Since there is an equal risk of gain and of loss, if you
had only to gain two lives, instead of one, you might still wager. But if there
were three lives to gain, you would have to play (since you are under the ne-
cessity of playing), and you would be imprudent, when you are forced to play,
not to chance your life to gain three at a game where there is an equal risk of
loss and gain. But there is an eternity of life and happiness. And this being so,
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if there were an infinity of chances, of which one only would be for you, you
would still be right in wagering one to win two, and you would act stupidly,
being obliged to play, by refusing to stake one life against three at a game in
which out of an infinity of chances there is one for you, if there were an infin-
ity of an infinitely happy life to gain. But there is here an infinity of an infi-
nitely happy life to gain, a chance of gain against a finite number of chances
of loss, and what you stake is finite. It is all divided; wherever the infinite is
and there is not an infinity of chances of loss against that of gain, there is no
time to hesitate, you must give all. And thus, when one is forced to play, he
must renounce reason to preserve his life, rather than risk it for infinite gain,
as likely to happen as the loss of nothingness.

For it is no use to say it is uncertain if we will gain, and it is certain that
we risk, and that the infinite distance between the certainty of what is staked
and the uncertainty of what will be gained, equals the finite good which is cer-
tainly staked against the uncertain infinite. It is not so, as every player stakes
a certainty to gain an uncertainty, and yet he stakes a finite certainty to gain
a finite uncertainty, without transgressing against reason. There is not an in-
finite distance between the certainty staked and the uncertainty of the gain;
that is untrue. In truth, there is an infinity between the certainty of gain and
the certainty of loss. But the uncertainty of the gain is proportioned to the cer-
tainty of the stake according to the proportion of the chances of gain and loss.
Hence it comes that, if there are as many risks on one side as on the other, the
course is to play even; and then the certainty of the stake is equal to the un-
certainty of the gain, so far is it from fact that there is an infinite distance be-
tween them. And so our proposition is of infinite force, when there is the fi-
nite to stake in a game where there are equal risks of gain and of loss, and the
infinite to gain. This is demonstrable: and if men are capable of any truths,
this is one.

“I confess it, [ admit it. But, still, is there no means of seeing the faces of
the cards?”—Yes, Scripture and the rest, etc. “Yes, but I have my hands tied
and my mouth closed; Iam forced to wager, and am not free.  am not released,
and am so made that I cannot believe. What, then, would you have me do?”

True. But at least learn your inability to believe, since reason brings you
to this, and yet you cannot believe. Endeavour then to convince yourself, not
by increase of proofs of God, but by the abatement of your passions. You
would like to attain faith, and do not know the way; you would like to cure
yourself of unbelief, and ask the remedy for it. Learn of those who have been
bound like you, and who now stake all their possessions. These are people
who know the way which you would follow, and who are cured of an ill of
which you would be cured. Follow the way by which they began; by acting
as if they believed, taking the holy water, having masses said, etc. Even this
will naturally make you believe, and deaden your acuteness.—”But this is
what I am afraid of.”—And why? What have you to lose?

But to show you that this leads you there, it is this which will lessen the
passions, which are your stumbling-blocks.




WILLIAM CLIFFORD  The Ethics of Belief

What moral obligations pertain to our decisions about what to believe and what
not to believe? Although many people think that moral obligations are irrele-
- vant to belief, William Clifford (1845-1879) argues that “it is wrong always,
everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.”
This is true, first of all, because if we act on poorly supported beliefs we are very
likely to harm others as well as ourselves. But also, and more fundamentally, by
habitually accepting beliefs not supported by evidence, we make ourselves and
other people credulous, so that we and they will more easily be seduced by
falsehood in the future.

3*

A shipowner was about to send to sea an emigrant ship. He knew that she
was old, and not over-well built at the first; that she had seen many seas and
climes, and often had needed repairs. Doubts had been suggested to him that
possibly she was not seaworthy. These doubts preyed upon his mind, and
made him unhappy; he thought that perhaps he ought to have her thor-
oughly overhauled and refitted, even though this should put him to great ex-
pense. Before the ship sailed, however, he succeeded in overcoming these
melancholy reflections. He said to himself that she had gone safely through
S0 many voyages and weathered so many storms that it was idle to suppose
she would not come safely home from this trip also. He would put his trust
in Providence, which could hardly fail to protect all these unhappy families
that were leaving their fatherland to seek for better times elsewhere. He
would dismiss from his mind all ungenerous suspicions about the honesty of
builders and contractors. In such ways he acquired a sincere and comfortable
conviction that his vessel was thoroughly safe and seaworthy; he watched
her departure with a light heart, and benevolent wishes for the success of the
exiles in their strange new home that was to be; and he got his insurance
money when she went down in mid-ocean and told no tales.

What shall we say of him? Surely this, that he was verily guilty of the
death of those men. It is admitted that he did sincerely believe in the sound-
ness of his ship; but the sincerity of his conviction can in no wise help him,
because he had no right to believe on such evidence as was before him. He had ac-
quired his belief not by honestly earning it in patient investigation, but by sti-
fling his doubts. And although in the end he may have felt so sure about it
that he could not think otherwise, yet inasmuch as he had knowingly and
willingly worked himself into that frame of mind, he must be held responsi-
ble for it.

From Lectures and Essays. New York: Macmillan, 1974.
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Let us alter the case a little, and suppose that the ship was not unsound
after all; that she made her voyage safely, and many others after it. Will that
diminish the guilt of her owner? Not one jot. When an action is once done, it
is right or wrong for ever; no accidental failure of its good or evil fruits can
possibly alter that. The man would not have been innocent, he would only
have been not found out. The question of right or wrong has to do with the
origin of his belief, not the matter of it; not what it was, but how he got it; not
whether it turned out to be true or false, but whether he had a right to believe
on such evidence as was before him.

There was once an island in which some of the inhabitants professed a re-
ligion teaching neither the doctrine of original sin nor that of eternal punish-
ment. A suspicion got abroad that the professors of this religion had made use
of unfair means to get their doctrines taught to children. They were accused
of wresting the laws of their country in such a way as to remove children from
the care of their natural and legal guardians; and even of stealing them away
and keeping them concealed from their friends and relations. A certain num-
ber of men formed themselves into a society for the purpose of agitating the
publicabout this matter. They published grave accusations against individual
citizens of the highest position and character, and did all in their power to in-
jure these citizens in the exercise of their professions. So great was the noise
they made, thata Commission was appointed to investigate the facts; but after
the Commission had carefully inquired into all the evidence that could be got,
it appeared that the accused were innocent. Not only had they been accused
on insufficient evidence, but the evidence of their innocence was such as the
agitators mighteasily have obtained, if they had attempted a fair inquiry. After
these disclosures the inhabitants of that country looked upon the members of
the agitating society, not only as persons whose judgment was to be dis-
trusted, but also as no longer to be counted honourable men. For although
they had sincerely and conscientiously believed in the charges they had made,
yet they had no right to believe on such evidence as was before them. Their sincere
convictions, instead of being honestly earned by patient inquiring, were stolen
by listening to the voice of prejudice and passion.

Let us vary this case also, and suppose, other things remaining as before,
that a still more accurate investigation proved the accused to have been really
guilty. Would this make any difference in the guilt of the accusers? Clearly
not; the question is not whether their belief was true or false, but whether
they entertained it on wrong grounds. They would no doubt say, “Now you
see that we were right after all; next time perhaps you will believe us.” And
they might be believed, but they would not thereby become honourable men.
They would not be innocent, they would only be not found out. Every one of
them, if he chose to examine himself in foro conscientiz, would know that he
had acquired and nourished a belief, when he had no right to believe on such
evidence as was before him; and therein he would know that he had done a
wrong thing.

It may be said, however, that in both of these supposed cases it is not the
belief which is judged to be wrong, but the action following upon it. The
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shipowner might say, “I am perfectly certain that my ship is sound, but still I
feel it my duty to have her examined, before trusting the lives of so many
people to her.” And it might be said to the a gitator, “However convinced you
were of the justice of your cause and the truth of your convictions, you ought
not to have made a public attack upon any man’s character until you had ex-
amined the evidence on both sides with the utmost patience and care.”

In the first place, let us admit that, so far as it goes, this view of the case
is right and necessary; right, because even when a man'’s belief is so fixed that
he cannot think otherwise, he still has a choice in regard to the action sug-
gested by it, and so cannot escape the duty of investigating on the ground of
the strength of his convictions; and necessary, because those who are not yet
capable of controlling their feelings and thoughts must have a plain rule deal-
ing with overt acts.

But this being premised as necessary, it becomes clear that it is not suffi-
cient, and that our previous judgment is required to supplement it. For it is
not possible so to sever the belief from the action it suggests as to condemn
the one without condemning the other. No man holding a strong belief on
one side of a question, or even wishing to hold a belief on one side, can in-
vestigate it with such fairness and completeness as if he were really in doubt
and unbiassed; so that the existence of a belief not founded on fair inquiry
unfits a man for the performance of this necessary duty.

Nor is that truly a belief at all which has not some influence upon the ac-
tions of him who holds it. He who truly believes that which prompts him to
an action has looked upon the action to lust after it, he has committed it al-
ready in his heart. If a belief is not realized immediately in open deeds, it is
stored up for the guidance of the future. It goes to make a part of that aggre-
gate of beliefs which is the link between sensation and action at every mo-
ment of all our lives, and which is so organized and compacted together that
no part of it can be isolated from the rest, but every new addition modifies the
structure of the whole. No real belief, however trifling and fragmentary it
may seem, is ever truly insignificant; it prepares us to receive more of its like,
confirms those which resembled it before, and weakens others; and so grad-
ually it lays a stealthy train in our inmost thoughts, which may some day ex-
plode into overt action, and leave its stamp upon our character for ever.

And no one man’s belief is in any case a private matter which concerns
himself alone. Our lives are guided by that general conception of the course
of things which has been created by society for social purposes. Our words,
our phrases, our forms and processes and modes of thought, are common
property, fashioned and perfected from age to age; an heirloom which every
succeeding generation inherits as a precious deposit and a sacred trust to be
handed on to the next one, not unchanged but enlarged and purified, with
some clear marks of its proper handiwork. Into this, for good or ill, is woven
every belief of every man who has speech of his fellows. An awful privilege,
and an awful responsibility, that we should help to create the world in which
posterity will live.

In the two supposed cases which have been considered, it has been
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judged wrong to believe on insufficient evidence, or to nourish belief by sup-
pressing doubts and avoiding investigation. The reason of this judgment is
not far to seek: it is that in both these cases the belief held by one man was of
great importance to other men. But forasmuch as no belief held by one man,
however seemingly trivial the belief, and however obscure the believer, is
ever actually insignificant or without its effect on the fate of mankind, we
have no choice but to extend our judgment to all cases of belief whatever. Be-
lief, that sacred faculty which prompts the decisions of our will, and knits
into harmonious working all the compacted energies of our being, is ours not
for ourselves, but for humanity. It is rightly used on truths which have been
established by long experience and waiting toil, and which have stood in the
fierce light of free and fearless questioning. Then it helps to bind men to-
gether, and to strengthen and direct their common action. It is desecrated
when given to unproved and unquestioned statements, for the solace and
private pleasure of the believer; to add a tinsel splendour to the plain straight
road of our life and display a bright mirage beyond it; or even to drown the
common sorrows of our kind by a self-deception which allows them not only
to cast down, but also to degrade us. Whoso would deserve well of his fel-
lows in this matter will guard the purity of his belief with a very fanaticism
of jealous care, lest at any time it should rest on an unworthy object, and catch
a stain which can never be wiped away.

It is not only the leader of men, statesman, philosopher, or poet, that
owes this bounden duty to mankind. Every rustic who delivers in the village
alehouse his slow, infrequent sentences, may help to kill or keep alive the
fatal superstitions which clog his race. Every hard-worked wife of an artisan
may transmit to her children beliefs which shall knit society together, or rend
it in pieces. No simplicity of mind, no obscurity of station, can escape the uni-
versal duty of questioning all that we believe.

It is true that this duty is a hard one, and the doubt which comes out of
it is often a very bitter thing. It leaves us bare and powerless where we
thought that we were safe and strong. To know all about anything is to know
how to deal with it under all circumstances. We feel much happier and more
secure when we think we know precisely what to do, no matter what hap-
pens, than when we have lost our way and do not know where to turn. And
if we have supposed ourselves to know all about anything, and to be capable
of doing what is fit in regard to it, we naturally do not like to find that we are
really ignorant and powerless, that we have to begin again at the beginning,
and try to learn what the thing is and how it is to be dealt with—if indeed
anything can be learnt about it. It is the sense of power attached to a sense of
knowledge that makes men desirous of believing, and afraid of doubting.

The sense of power is the highest and best of pleasures when the belief
on which it is founded is a true belief, and has been fairly earned by investi-
gation. For then we may justly feel that it is common property, and holds
good for others as well as for ourselves. Then we may be glad, not that I have
learned secrets by which I am safer and stronger, but that we men have got
mastery over more of the world; and we shall be strong, not for ourselves, but
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in the name of Man and in his strength. But if the belief has been accepted on
insufficient evidence, the pleasure is a stolen one. Not only does it deceive
ourselves by giving us a sense of power which we do not really possess, but
it is sinful, because it is stolen in defiance of our duty to mankind. That duty
is to guard ourselves from such beliefs as from a pestilence, which may
shortly master our own body and then spread to the rest of the town. What
would be thought of one who, for the sake of a sweet fruit, should deliber-
ately run the risk of bringing a plague upon his family and his neighbours?

And, as in other such cases, it is not the risk only which has to be con-
sidered; for a bad action is always bad at the time when it is done, no matter
what happens afterwards. Every time we let ourselves believe for unworthy
reasons, we weaken our powers of self-control, of doubting, of judicially and
fairly weighing evidence. We all suffer severely enough from the mainte-
nance and support of false beliefs and the fatally wrong actions which they
lead to, and the evil born when one such belief is entertained is great and
wide. But a greater and wider evil arises when the credulous character is
maintained and supported, when a habit of believing for unworthy reasons
is fostered and made permanent. If I steal money from any person, there may
be no harm done by the mere transfer of possession; he may not feel the loss,
or it may prevent him from using the money badly. But I cannot help doing
this great wrong towards Man, that I make myself dishonest. What hurts so-
ciety is not that it should lose its property, but that it should become a den of
thieves; for then it must cease to be society. This is why we ought not to do
evil that good may come; for at any rate this great evil has come, that we have
done evil and are made wicked thereby. In like manner, if I let myself believe
anything on insufficient evidence, there may be no great harm done by the
mere belief; it may be true after all, or may never have occasion to exhibit it
in outward acts. But I cannot help doing this great wrong towards Man, that
I make myself credulous. The danger to society is not merely that it should
believe wrong things, though that is great enough; but that it should become
credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and inquiring into them; for
then it must sink back into savagery.

The harm which is done by credulity in a man is not confined to the fos-
tering of a credulous character in others, and consequent support of false be-
liefs. Habitual want of care about what I believe leads to habitual want of care
in others about the truth of what is told to me. Men speak the truth to one an-
other when each reveres the truth in his own mind and in the other’s mind;
but how shall my friend revere the truth in my mind when I myself am care-
less about it, when I believe things because I want to believe them, and be-
cause they are comforting and pleasant? Will he not learn to cry, “Peace,” to
me, when there is no peace? By such a course I shall surround myself with a
thick atmosphere of falsehood and fraud, and in that I must live. It may mat-
ter little to me, in my cloud-castle of sweet illusions and darling lies; but it
matters much to Man that I have made my neighbours ready to deceive. The
credulous man is father to the liar and the cheat; he lives in the bosom of this
his family, and it is no marvel if he should become even as they are. So closely
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are our duties knit together, that whoso shall keep the whole law, and yet of-
fend in one point, he is guilty of all.

To sum up: it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe
anything upon insufficient evidence.

If a man, holding a belief which he was taught in childhood or per-
suaded of afterwards, keeps down and pushes away any doubts which arise
about it in his mind, purposely avoids the reading of books and the company
of men that call in question or discuss it, and regards as impious those ques-
tions which cannot easily be asked without disturbing it—the life of that man
is one long sin against mankind.

If this judgment seems harsh when applied to those simple souls who
have never known better, who have been brought up from the cradle with a
horror of doubt, and taught that their eternal welfare depends on what they
believe, then it leads to the very serious question, Who hath made Israel to sin?

It may be permitted me to fortify this judgment with the sentence of
Milton.1

A man may be a heretic in the truth; and if he believe things only because
his pastor says so, or the assembly so determine, without knowing other
reason, though his belief be true, yet the very truth he holds becomes his
heresy.

And with this famous aphorism of Coleridge.2

He who begins by loving Christianity better than Truth, will proceed by
loving his own sect or Church better than Christianity, and end in loving
himself better than all.

Inquiry into the evidence of a doctrine is not to be made once for all, and
then taken as finally settled. It is never lawful to stifle a doubt; for either it can
be honestly answered by means of the inquiry already made, or else it proves
that the inquiry was not complete.

“But,” says one, “Iam a busy man; I have no time for the long course of
study which would be necessary to make me in any degree a competent
judge of certain questions, or even able to understand the nature of the argu-
ments.” Then he should have no time to believe.

NOTES

1. Areopagitica.
2. Aids to Reflection.




WILLIAM JAMES The Will to Believe

In this essay William James (1842-1910) is responding to William Clifford, who
had argued that “it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe
anything upon insufficient evidence.” (Clifford strongly suggests that religious
beliefs will fail to meet this test.) In reply, James argues for the “will to be-
lieve”—or, more accurately, the right to believe—in some cases in which we
lack the strong supporting evidence Clifford considers essential. In the case of
genuine options—choices that are “living, forced, and momentous”—we may
and indeed must make our decisions to believe or disbelieve with our “pas-
sional nature.” It should be noted, however, that James endorses this conclusion
only when clear-cut, objective evidence is unavailable; he does not advocate
ignoring or denying the evidence.

*

Let us give the name of hypothesis to anything that may be proposed to our
belief; and just as the electricians speak of live and dead wires, let us speak of
any hypothesis as either live or dead. A live hypothesis is one which appeals
as a real possibility to him to whom it is proposed. If I ask you to believe in
the Mahdi, the notion makes no electric connection with your nature—it re-
fuses to scintillate with any credibility at all. As an hypothesis it is completely
dead. To an Arab, however (even if he be not one of the Mahdi’s followers),
the hypothesis is among the mind'’s possibilities: it is alive. This shows that
deadness and liveness in an hypothesis are not intrinsic properties, but rela-
tions to the individual thinker. They are measured by his willingness to act.
The maximum of liveness in an hypothesis means willingness to act irrevo-
cably. Practically, that means belief; but there is some believing tendency
wherever there is willingness to act at all.

Next, let us call the decision between two hypotheses an option. Options
may be of several kinds. They may be—first, living or dead; secondly, forced or
avoidable; thirdly, momentous or trivial; and for our purposes we may call an
option a genuine option when it is of the forced, living, and momentous kind.

1. A living option is one in which both hypotheses are live ones. If I say
to you: “Be a theosophist or be a Mohammedan,” it is probably a dead option,
because for you neither hypothesis is likely to be alive. But if I say: “Be an ag-
nostic or be a Christian,” it is otherwise: trained as you are, each hypothesis
makes some appeal, however small, to your belief.

2. Next, if I say to you: “Choose between going out with your umbrella
or without it,” I do not offer you a genuine option, for it is not forced. You can

From Essays in Pragmatism. New York: Hafner, 1969.
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easily avoid it by not going out at all. Similarly, if I'say, “Either love me or hate
me,” “Either call my theory true or call it false,” your option is avoidable. You
may remain indifferent to me, neither loving nor hating, and you may decline
to offer any judgment as to my theory. But if I say, “Either accept this truth or
go withoutit,” I put on you a forced option, for there is no standing place out-
side of the alternative. Every dilemma based on a complete logical disjunc-
tion, with no possibility of not choosing, is an option of this forced kind.

3. Finally, if I were Dr. Nansen and proposed to you to join my North
Pole expedition, your option would be momentous; for this would probably
be your only similar opportunity, and your choice now would either exclude
you from the North Pole sort of immortality altogether or put at least the
chance of it into your hands. He who refuses to embrace a unique opportu-
nity loses the prize as surely as if he tried and failed. Per contra, the option is
trivial when the opportunity is not unique, when the stake is insignificant, or
when the decision is reversible if it later proves unwise. Such trivial options
abound in the scientific life. A chemist finds an hypothesis live enough to
spend a year in its verification: he believes in it to that extent. But if his ex-
periments prove inconclusive either way, he is quit for his loss of time, no
vital harm being done.

It will facilitate our discussion if we keep all these distinctions well in
mind.

The next matter to consider is the actual psychology of human opin-
fon. . . . Evidently . . . ournon-intellectual nature does influence our con-
victions. There are passional tendencies and volitions which run before and
others which come after belief, and it is only the latter that are too late for the
fair; and they are not too late when the previous passional work has been al-
ready in their own direction. . . . The state of things is evidently far from
simple; and pure insight and logic, whatever they might do ideally, are not
the only things that really do produce our creeds.

Our next duty, having recognized this mixed-up state of affairs, is to ask
whether it be simply reprehensible and pathological, or whether, on the con-
trary, we must treat it as a normal element in making up our minds. The the-
sis I defend is, briefly stated, this: Our passional nature not only lawfully may,
but must, decide an option between propositions, whenever it isa genuine option that
cannot by its nature be decided on intellectual grounds; for to say, under such cirum-
stances, "Do not decide but leave the question open, is itself a passional decision—
just like deciding yes or no—and attended with the same risk of losing the truth. The
thesis thus abstractly expressed will, I trust, soon become become quite
clear. . . .

There are two ways of looking at our duty in the matter of opinion—
ways entirely different, and yet ways about whose difference the theory of
knowledge seems hitherto to have shown very little concern. We must know
the truth; and we must avoid error—these are our first and great command-
ments as would-be knowers; but they are not two ways of stating an identi-
cal commandment, they are two separable laws. Although it may indeed
happen that when we believe the truth A, we escape as an incidental conse-
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quence from believing the falsehood B, it hardly ever happens that by merely
disbelieving B we necessarily believe A. We may in escaping B fall into be-
lieving other falsehoods, C or D, just as bad as B; or we may escape B by not
believing anything at all, not even A.

Believe truth! Shun error!—these, we see, are two materially different
laws; and by choosing between them we may end by coloring differently our
whole intellectual life. We may regard the chase for truth as paramount, and
the avoidance of error as secondary; or we may, on the other hand, treat the
avoidance of error as more imperative, and let truth take its chance. Clif-
ford . . . exhorts us to the latter course. Believe nothing, he tells us, keep
your mind in suspense forever, rather than by closing it on insufficient evi-
dence incur the awful risk of believing lies. You, on the other hand, may think
that the risk of being in error is a very small matter when compared with the
blessings of real knowledge, and be ready to be duped many times in your in-
vestigation rather than postpone indefinitely the chance of guessing true. |
myself find it impossible to go with Clifford. We must remember that these
feelings of our duty about either truth or error are in any case only expressions
of our passional life. Biologically considered, our minds are as ready to grind
out falsehood as veracity, and he who says, “Better go without belief forever
than believe a lie!” merely shows his own preponderant private horror of be-
coming a dupe. He may be critical of many of his desires and fears, but this
fear he slavishly obeys. He cannot imagine any one questioning its binding
force. For my own part, I have also a horror of being duped; but I can believe
that worse things than being duped may happen to a man in this world: so
Clifford’s exhortation has to my ears a thoroughly fantastic sound. It is like a
general informing his soldiers that it is better to keep out of battle forever than
to risk a single wound. Not so are victories either over enemies or over nature
gained. Our errors are surely not such awfully solemn things. In a world
where we are so certain to incur them in spite of all our caution, a certain light-
ness of heart seems healthier than this excessive nervousness on their behalf.
Atany rate, it seems the fittest thing for the empiricist philosopher.

And now, after all this introduction, let us go straight at our question. I
have said, and now repeat it, that not only as a matter of fact do we find our
passional nature influencing us in our opinions, but that there are some op-
tions between opinions in which this influence must be regarded both as an
inevitable and as a lawful determinant of our choice.

I fear here that some of you my hearers will begin to scent danger, and
lend an inhospitable ear. Two first steps of passion you have indeed had to
admit as necessary—we must think so as to avoid dupery, and we must think
so as to gain truth; but the surest path to those ideal consummations, you will
probably consider, is from now onwards to take no further passional step.

Well, of course, I agree as far as the facts will allow. Wherever the option
between losing truth and gaining it is not momentous, we can throw the
chance of gaining truth away, and at any rate save ourselves from any chance
of believing falsehood, by not making up our minds at all till objective evidence
has come. In scientific questions, this is almost always the case; and even in
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human affairs in general, the need of acting is seldom so urgent that a false
belief to act on is better than no belief at all. Law courts, indeed, have to de-
cide on the best evidence attainable for the moment, because a judge’s duty
is to make law as well as to ascertain it, and (as a learned judge once said to
me) few cases are worth spending much time over: the great thing is to have
them decided on any acceptable principle, and got out of the way. But in our
dealings with objective nature we obviously are recorders, not makers, of the
truth; and decisions for the mere sake of deciding promptly and getting on to
the next business would be wholly out of place. Throughout the breadth of
physical nature facts are what they are quite independently of us, and seldom
is there any such hurry about them that the risks of being duped by believing
a premature theory need be faced. The questions here are always trivial op-
tions, the hypotheses are hardly living (at any rate not living for us Specta-
tors), the choice between believing truth or falsehood is seldom forced. The
attitude of sceptical balance is therefore the absolutely wise one if we would
escape mistakes. What difference, indeed, does it make to most of us whether
we have or have not a theory of the Rontgen rays, whether we believe or not
in mind-stuff, or have a conviction about the causality of conscious states? It
makes no difference. Such options are not forced on us. On every account it
is better not to make them, but still keep weighing reasons pro et contra with
an indifferent hand.

I'speak, of course, here of the purely judging mind. For purposes of dis-
covery such indifference is to be less highly recommended, and science
would be far less advanced than she is if the passionate desires of individu-
als to get their own faiths confirmed had been kept out of the game. See for
example the sagacity which Spencer and Weismann now display. On the
other hand, if you want an absolute duffer in an investigation, you must, after
all, take the man who has no interest whatever in its results: he is the war-
ranted incapable, the positive fool. The most useful investigator, because the
most sensitive observer, is always he whose eager interest in one side of the
question is balanced by an equally keen nervousness lest he become de-
ceived. Science has organized this nervousness into a regular technique, her
so-called method of verification; and she has fallen so deeply in love with the
method that one may even say she has ceased to care for truth by itself at all.
It is only truth as technically verified that interests her. The truth of truths
might come in merely affirmative form, and she would decline to touch it.
Such truth as that, she might repeat with Clifford, would be stolen in defiance
of her duty to mankind. Human passions, however, are stronger than techni-
cal rules. “Le ceeur a ses raisons,” as Pascal says, “que la raison ne connait pas”;
and however indifferent to all but the bare rules of the game the umpire, the
abstract intellect, may be, the concrete players who furnish him the materials
to judge of are usually, each one of them, in love with some pet “live hypoth-
esis” of his own. Let us agree, however, that wherever there is no forced op-
tion, the dispassionately judicial intellect with no pet hypothesis, saving us,
as it does, from dupery at any rate, ought to be our ideal.

The question next arises: Are there not somewhere forced options in our
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speculative questions, and can we (as men who may be interested at least as
much in positively gaining truth as in merely escaping dupery) always wait
with impunity till the coercive evidence shall have arrived? It seems a priori
improbable that the truth should be so nicely adjusted to our needs and pow-
ers as that. In the great boarding-house of nature, the cakes and the butter and
the syrup seldom come out so even and leave the plates so clean. Indeed, we
should view them with scientific suspicion if they did.

Moral questions immediately present themselves as questions whose so-
lution cannot wait for sensible proof. A moral question is a question not of
what sensibly exists, but of what is good, or would be good if it did exist. Sci-
ence can tell us what exists; but to compare the worths, both of what exists and
of what does not exist, we must consult not science, but what Pascal calls our
heart. Science herself consults her heart when she lays it down that the infi-
nite ascertainment of fact and correction of false belief are the supreme goods
for man. Challenge the statement, and science can only repeat it oracularly,
or else prove it by showing that such ascertainment and correction bring man
all sorts of other goods which man’s heart in turn declares. The question of
having moral beliefs at all or not having them is decided by our will. Are our
moral preferences true or false, or are they only odd biological phenomena,
making things good or bad for us, but in themselves indifferent? How can
your pure intellect decide? If your heart does not want a world of moral real-
ity, your head will assuredly never make you believe in one. Mephistophe-
lian scepticism, indeed, will sa tisfy the head’s play-instincts much better than
any rigorous idealism can. Some men (even at the student age) are so natu-
rally cool-hearted that the moralistic hypothesis never has for them any pun-
gent life, and in their supercilious presence the hot young moralist always
feels strangely ill at ease. The appearance of knowingness is on their side, of
naiveté and gullibility on his. Yet, in the inarticulate heart of him, he clings to
it that he is not a dupe, and that there is a realm in which (as Emerson says)
all their wit and intellectual superiority is no better than the cunning of a fox.
Moral scepticism can no more be refuted or proved by logic than intellectual
scepticism can. When we stick to it that there is truth (be it of either kind), we
do so with our whole nature, and resolve to stand or fall by the results. The
sceptic with his whole nature adopts the doubting attitude; but which of us
is the wiser, Omniscience only knows,

Turn now from these wide questions of good to a certain class of ques-
tions of fact, questions concerning personal relations, states of mind between
one man and another. Do you like me or not?—for example. Whether you do or
not depends, in countless instances, on whether I meet you half-way, am will-
ing to assume that you must like me, and show you trust and expectation.
The previous faith on my part in your liking’s existence is in such cases what
makes your liking come. But if I stand aloof, and refuse to budge an inch until
T'have objective evidence, until you shall have done something apt, as the ab-
solutists say, ad extorquendum assensum meum, ten to one your liking never
comes. How many women'’s hearts are vanquished by the mere sanguine in-
sistence of some man that they must love him! He will not consent to the hy-
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pothesis that they cannot. The desire for a certain kind of truth here brings
about that special truth’s existence; and so it is in innumerable cases of other
sorts. Who gains promotions, boons, appointments, but the man in whose life
they are seen to play the part of live hypotheses, who discounts them, sacri-
fices other things for their sake before they have come, and takes risks for
them in advance? His faith acts on the powers above him as a claim, and cre-
ates its own verification.

Asocial organism of any sort whatever, large or small, is what it is because
each member proceeds to his own duty with a trust that the other members
will simultaneously do theirs. Wherever a desired result is achieved by the co-
operation of many independent persons, its existence as a fact is a pure con-
sequence of the precursive faith in one another of those immediately con-
cerned. A government, an army, a commercial system, a ship, a college, an
athletic team, all exist on this condition, without which not only is nothing
achieved, but nothing is even attempted. A whole train of passengers (indi-
vidually brave enough) will be looted by a few highwaymen, simply because
the latter can count on one another, while each passenger fears that if he makes
a movement of resistance, he will be shot before any one else backs him up. If
we believed that the whole car-full would rise at once with us, we should each
severally rise, and train-robbing would never even be attempted. There are,
then, cases where a fact cannot come at all unless a preliminary faith exists in
its coming. And where faith in a fact can help create the fact, that would be an in-
sane logic which should say that faith running ahead of scientific evidence is
the “lowest kind of immorality” into which a thinking being can fall. Yet such
is the logic by which our scientific absolutists pretend to regulate our lives!

In truths dependent on our personal action, then, faith based on desire is
certainly a lawful and possibly an indispensable thing.

But now, it will be said, these are all childish human cases, and have
nothing to do with great cosmical matters, like the question of religious faith.
Let us then pass on to that. Religions differ so much in their accidents that in
discussing the religious question we must make it very generic and broad.
What then do we now mean by the religious hypothesis? Science says things
are; morality says some things are better than other things; and religion says
essentially two things.

First, she says that the best things are the more eternal things, the over-
lapping things, the things in the universe that throw the last stone, so to
speak, and say the final word. “Perfection is eternal”—this phrase of Charles
Secrétan seems a good way of putting this first affirmation of religion, an af-
firmation which obviously cannot yet be verified scientifically at all.

The second affirmation of religion is that we are better off even now ifwe
believe her first affirmation to be true.

Now, let us consider what the logical elements of this situation are in case
the religious hypothesis in both its branches be really true. (Of course, we must
admit that possibility at the outset. If we are to discuss the question at all, it
must involve a living option. If for any of you religion be a hypothesis that
cannot, by any living possibility, be true, then youneed go no farther. I speak
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to the “saving remnant” alone.) So proceeding, we see, first, that religion of-
fers itself as a momentous option. We are supposed to gain, even now, by our
belief, and to lose by our non-belief, a certain vital good. Secondly, religion is
a forced option, so far as that good goes. We cannot escape the issue by re-
maining sceptical and waiting for more light, because, although we do avoid
error in that way if religion be untrue, we lose the good, if it be true, just as cer-
tainly as if we positively chose to disbelieve. It is as if a man should hesitate
indefinitely to ask a certain woman to marry him because he was not per-
fectly sure that she would prove an angel after he brought her home. Would
he not cut himself off from that particular angel-possibility as decisively as if
he went and married some one else? Scepticism, then, is not avoidance of op-
tion; it is option of a certain particular kind of risk. Better risk less of truth than
chance of error—that is your faith-vetoer’s exact position. He is actively play-
ing his stake as much as the believer is; he is backing the field against the re-
ligious hypothesis, just as the believer is backing the religious hypothesis
against the field. To preach scepticism to us as a duty until “sufficient evi-
dence” for religion be found, is tantamount therefore to telling us, when in
presence of the religious hypothesis, that to yield to our fear of its being error
is wiser and better than to yield to our hope that it may be true. It is not in-
tellect against all passions, then; it is only intellect with one passion laying
down its law. And by what, forsooth, is the supreme wisdom of this passion
warranted? Dupery for dupery, what proof is there that dupery through hope
is so much worse than dupery through fear? I, for one, can see no proof; and
I simply refuse obedience to the scientist’s command to imitate his kind of
option, in a case where my own stake is important enough to give me the
right to choose my own form of risk. If religion be true and the evidence for
it be still insufficient, I do not wish, by putting your extinguisher upon my
nature (which feels to me as if it had after all some business in this matter), to
forfeit my sole chance in life of getting upon the winning side—that chance
depending, of course, on my willingness to run the risk of acting as if my pas-
sional need of taking the world religiously might be prophetic and right.

All this is on the supposition that it really may be prophetic and right,
and that, even to us who are discussing the matter, religion is a live hypoth-
esis which may be true. Now, to most of us religion comes in a still further
way that makes a veto on our active faith even more illogical. The more per-
fect and more eternal aspect of the universe is represented in our religions as
having personal form. The universe is no longer a mere It to us, but a Them,
if we are religious; and any relation that may be possible from person to per-
son might be possible here. For instance, although in one sense we are pas-
sive portions of the universe, in another we show a curious autonomy, as if
we were small active centres on our own account. We feel, too, as if the ap-
peal of religion to us were made to our own active goodwill, as if evidence
might be forever withheld from us unless we met the hypothesis half-way. To
take a trivial illustration: just as a man who in a company of gentlemen made
no advances, asked a warrant for every concession, and believed no one’s
word without proof, would cut himself off by such churlishness from all the
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social rewards that a more trusting spirit would earn—so here, one who
should shut himself up in snarling logicality and try to make the gods extort
his recognition willy-nilly, or not get it at all, might cut himself off forever
from his only opportunity of making the gods” acquaintance. This feeling,
forced on us we know not whence, that by obstinately believing that there are
gods (although not to do so would be so easy both for our logic and our life)
we are doing the universe the deepest service we can, seems part of the liv-
ing essence of the religious hypothesis. If the hypothesis were true in all its
parts, including this one, then pure intellectualism, with its veto on our mak-
ing willing advances, would be an absurdity; and some participation of our
sympathetic nature would be logically required. I, therefore, for one, cannot
see my way to accepting the agnostic rules for truth-seeking, or wilfully agree
to keep my willing nature out of the game. I cannot do so for this plain rea-
son, that a rule of thinking which would absolutely prevent me from acknowledging
certain kinds of truth if these kinds of truth were really there, would be an irrational
rule. That for me is the long and short of the formal logic of the situation, no
matter what the kinds of truth might materially be.

I confess I do not see how this logic can be escaped. But sad experience
makes me fear that some of you may still shrink from radically saying with
me, in abstracto, that we have the right to believe at our own risk any hy-
pothesis that is live enough to tempt our will. I suspect, however, that if this
is 50, it is because you have got away from the abstract logical point of view
altogether, and are thinking (perhaps without realizing it) of some particular
religious hypothesis which for you is dead. The freedom to “believe what we
will” you apply to the case of some patent superstition; and the faith you
think of is the faith defined by the schoolboy when he said, “Faith is when
you believe something that you know ain’t true.” I can only repeat that this
is misapprehension. In concreto, the freedom to believe can only cover living
options which the intellect of the individual cannot by itself resolve; and liv-
ing options never seem absurdities to him who has them to consider. When I
look at the religious question as it really puts itself to concrete men, and when
[ think of all the possibilities which both practically and theoretically it in-
volves, then this command that we shall put a stopper on our hearts, in-
stincts, and courage, and wait—acting of course meanwhile more or less as if
religion were not truel—till doomsday, or till such time as our intellect and
senses working together may have raked in evidence enough—this com-
mand, I say, seems to me the queerest idol ever manufactured in the philo-
sophic cave. Were we scholastic absolutists, there might be more excuse. If we
had an infallible intellect with its objective certitudes, we might feel ourselves
disloyal to such a perfect organ of knowledge in not trusting to it exclusively,
in not waiting for its releasing word. But if we are empiricists, if we believe
that no bell in us tolls to let us know for certain when truth is in our grasp,
then it seems a piece of idle fantasticality to preach so solemnly our duty of
waiting for the bell. Indeed we may wait if we will—I hope you do not think
that I am denying that—but if we do so, we do so at our peril as much as if
we believed. In either case we act, taking our life in our hands. No one of us
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ought to issue vetoes to the other, nor should we bandy words of abuse. We
ought, on the contrary, delicately and profoundly to respect one another’s
mental freedom: then only shall we bring about the intellectual republic; then
only shall we have that spirit of inner tolerance without which all our outer
tolerance is soulless, and which is empiricism’s glory; then only shall we live
and let live, in speculative as well as in practical things.

NOTE

1. Since belief is measured by action, he who forbids us to believe religion to be true, neces-
sarily also forbids us to act as we should if we did believe it to be true. The whole defence of
religious faith hinges upon action. If the action required or inspired by the religious hy-
pothesis is in no way different from that dictated by the naturalistic hypothesis, then reli-
gious faith is a pure superfluity, better pruned away, and controversy about its legitimacy is
a piece of idle trifling, unworthy of serious minds. I myself believe, of course, that the relj-
gious hypothesis gives to the world an expression which specifically determines our reac-
tions, and makes them in a large part unlike what they might be on a purely naturalistic
scheme of belief.

S o
R ERKEGAARD Truth Is Subjectivity

In this selection, Seren Kierkegaard (1813-1855), writing under the pseudonym
Johannes Climacus, strongly emphasizes the deeply subjective and personal
nature of religious truth. While he does not deny that there is a difference be-
tween truth and falsehood, he insists that an attitude of detached, objective in-
quiry is totally inappropriate in religious matters. In religion, he maintains, what
is crucial is the way in which one is related to the truth that one believes. Inter-
estingly, “Climacus” stresses that in order to have a vital faith it is essential that
one should not be able to prove that one’s belief is true. A point that should be
kept in mind is that views expressed under a pseudonym (such as Johannes Cli-
macus) are not necessarily those of Kierkegaard himself, and recent scholarship
suggests that Kierkegaard's overall attitude toward reason is less negative than
the view Climacus expresses here. Nevertheless, this selection remains a pow-
erful statement of the attitude toward faith and reason known as fideism.
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In an attempt to make clear the difference of way that exists between an ob-
jective and a subjective reflection, I shall now proceed to show how a subjec-
tive reflection makes its way inwardly in inwardness. Inwardness in an ex-
isting subject culminates in passion; corresponding to passion in the subject
the truth becomes a paradox; and the fact that the truth becomes a paradox is
rooted precisely in its having a relationship to an existing subject. Thus the
one corresponds to the other. By forgetting that one is an existing subject, pas-
sion goes by the board and the truth is no longer a paradox; the knowing sub-
ject becomes a fantastic entity rather than a human being, and the truth be-
comes a fantastic object for the knowledge of this fantastic entity.

When the question of truth is raised in an objective manner, reflection is di-
rected objectively to the truth, as an object to which the knower is related. Reflection
is not focussed upon the relationship, however, but upon the question of whether
it is the truth to which the knower is related. If only the object to which he is related
is the truth, the subject is accounted to be in the truth. When the question of
the truth is raised subjectively, reflection is directed subjectively to the nature of the
individual’s relationship; if only the mode of this relationship is in the truth, the
individual is in the truth even if he should happen to be thus related to what is not
true. Let us take as an example the knowledge of God. Objectively, reflection
is directed to the problem of whether this object is the true God; subjectively,
reflection is directed to the question whether the individual is related to a
something in such a manner that his relationship is in truth a God-relation-
ship. On which side is the truth now to be found? Ah, may we not here resort
to a mediation, and say: It is on neither side, but in the mediation of both?
Excellently well said, provided we might have it explained how an existing
individual manages to be in a state of mediation. For to be in a state of medi-
ation is to be finished, while to exist is to become. Nor can an existing indi-
vidual be in two places at the same time—he cannot be an identity of subject
and object. When he is nearest to being in two places at the same time he is
in passion; but passion is momentary, and passion is also the highest expres-
sion of subjectivity.

The existing individual who chooses to pursue the objective way enters
upon the entire approximation process by which it is proposed to bring God
to light objectively. But this is in all eternity impossible, because God is a sub-
ject, and therefore exists only for subjectivity in inwardness. The existing in-
dividual who chooses the subjective way apprehends instantly the entire di-
alectical difficulty involved in having to use some time, perhaps a long time,
in finding God objectively; and he feels this dialectical difficulty in all its
painfulness, because every moment is wasted in which he does not have
God. That very instant he has God, not by virtue of any objective delibera-
tion, but by virtue of the infinite passion of inwardness. The objective in-
quirer, on the other hand, is not embarrassed by such dialectical difficulties
as are involved in devoting an entire period of investigation to finding God-
since it is possible that the inquirer may die tomorrow; and if he lives he can
scarcely regard God as something to be taken along if convenient, since God
is precisely that which one takes a tout prix, which in the understanding of
passion constitutes the true inward relationship to God.
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It is at this point, so difficult dialectically, that the way swings off for
everyone who knows what it means to think, and to think existentially;
which is something very different from sitting at a desk and writing about
what one has never done, something very different from writing de omnibus
dubitandum and at the same time being as credulous existentially as the most
sensuous of men. Here is where the way swings off, and the change is
marked by the fact that while objective knowledge rambles comfortably on
by way of the long road of approximation without being impelled by the urge
of passion, subjective knowledge counts every delay a deadly peril, and the
decision so infinitely important and so instantly pressing that it is as if the op-
portunity had already passed.

Now when the problem is to reckon up on which side there is most truth,
whether on the side of one who seeks the true God objectively, and pursues
the approximate truth of the God-idea; or on the side of one who, driven by
the infinite passion of his need of God, feels an infinite concern for his own
relationship to God in truth (and to be at one and the same time on both sides
equally, is as we have noted not possible for an existing individual, but is
merely the happy delusion of an imaginary I-am-I): the answer cannot be in
doubt for anyone who has not been demoralized with the aid of science. If
one who lives in the midst of Christendom goes up to the house of God, the
house of the true God, with the true conception of God in his knowledge, and
prays, but prays in a false spirit; and one who lives in an idolatrous commu-
nity prays with the entire passion of the infinite, although his eyes rest upon
the image of an idol: where is there most truth? The one prays in truth to God
though he worships an idol; the other prays falsely to the true God, and hence
worships in fact an idol.

When one man investigates objectively the problem of immortality, and
another embraces an uncertainty with the passion of the infinite: where is
there most truth, and who has the greater certainty? The one has entered
upon a never-ending approximation, for the certainty of immortality lies pre-
cisely in the subjectivity of the individual; the other is immortal, and fights
for his immortality by struggling with the uncertainty. Let us consider
Socrates. Nowadays everyone dabbles in a few proofs; some have several
such proofs, other fewer. But Socrates! He puts the question objectively in a

problematic manner: if there is an immortality. He must therefore be ac-
counted a doubter in comparison with one of our modern thinkers with the
three proofs? By no means. On this “if” he risks his entire life, he has the
courage to meet death, and he has with the passion of the infinite so deter-
mined the pattern of his life that it must be found acceptable—if there is an
immortality. Is any better proof capable of being given for the immortality of
the soul? But those who have the three proofs do not at all determine their
lives in conformity therewith; if there is an immortality it must feel disgust
over their manner of life: can any better refutation be given of the three
proofs? The bit of uncertainty that Socrates had, helped him because he him-
self contributed the passion of the infinite; the three proofs that the others
have do not profit them at all, because they are dead to spirit and enthusiasm,
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and their three proofs, in lieu of proving anything else, prove just this. A
young girl may enjoy all the sweetness of love on the basis of what is merely
a weak hope that she is beloved, because she rests everything on this weak
hope; but many a wedded matron more than once subjected to the strongest
expressions of love, has in so far indeed had proofs, but strangely enough has
not enjoyed quod erat demonstrandum. The Socratic ignorance, which Socrates
held fast with the entire passion of his inwardness, was thus an expression
for the principle that the eternal truth is related to an existing individual, and
that this truth must therefore be a paradox for him as long as he exists; and
yetitis possible that there was more truth in the Socratic ignorance as it was
in him, than in the entire objective truth of the System, which flirts with what
the times demand and accommodates itself to Privatdocents.

The objective accent falls on WHAT is said, the subjective accent on HOW it is
said. This distinction holds even in the aesthetic realm, and receives definite
expression in the principle that what is in itself true may in the mouth of such
and such a person become untrue. In these times this distinction is particu-
larly worthy of notice, for if we wish to express in a single sentence the dif-
ference between ancient times and our own, we should doubtless have to say:
“In ancient times only an individual here and there knew the truth; now all
know it, except that the inwardness of its appropriation stands in an inverse
relationship to the extent of its dissemination.” Aesthetically the contradic-
tion that truth becomes untruth in this or that person’s mouth, is best con-
strued comically: In the ethico-religious sphere, accent is again on the “how.”
But this is not to be understood as referring to demeanor, expression, or the
like; rather it refers to the relationship sustained by the existing individual, in
his own existence, to the content of his utterance. Objectively the interest fo-
cussed merely on the thought-content, subjectively on the inwardness. At its
maximum this inward “how" is the passion of the infinite, and the passion of
the infinite is the truth. But the passion of the infinite is precisely subjectivity,
and thus subjectivity becomes the truth. Objectively there is no infinite deci-
siveness, and hence it is objectively in order to annul the difference between
good and evil, together with the principle of contradiction, and therewith
also the infinite difference between the true and the false. Only in subjectiv-
ity is there decisiveness, to seek objectivity is to be in error. It is the passion of
the infinite that is the decisive factor and not its content, for its content is pre-
cisely itself. In this manner subjectivity and the subjective “how” constitute
the truth.

But the “how” which is thus subjectivity accentuated precisely because
the subject is an existing individual, is also subject to a dialectic with respect
to time. In the passionate moment of decision, where the road swings away
from objective knowledge, it seems as if the infinite decision were thereby re-
alized. But in the same moment the existing individual finds himself in the
temporal order, and the subjective “how” is transformed into a striving, a
striving which receives indeed its impulse and a repeated renewal from the
decisive passion of the infinite, but is nevertheless a striving.

When subjectivity is the truth, the conceptual determination of the truth
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must include an expression for the antithesis to objectivity, a memento of the
forkin the road where the way swings off; this expression will at the same time
serve as an indication of the tension of the subjective inwardness. Here is such
a definition of truth: An objective uncertainty held fast in an appropriation-process
of the most passionate inwardness is the truth, the highest truth attainable for an
existing individual. At the point where the way swings off (and where this is
cannot be specified objectively, since it is a matter of subjectivity), there objec-
tive knowledge s placed in abeyance. Thus the subject merely has, objectively,
the uncertainty; but it is this which precisely increases the tension of that infj-
nite passion which constitutes his inwardness. The truth is precisely the ven-
ture which chooses an objective uncertainty with the passion of the infinite, |
contemplate the order of nature in the hope of finding God, and I see om-
nipotence and wisdom; but 1 also see much else that disturbs my mind and ex-
cites anxiety. The sum of all this is an objective uncertainty. But it is for this
very reason that the inwardness becomes as intense as it is, for it embraces this
objective uncertainty with the entire passion of the infinite. In the case of a
mathematical proposition the objectivity is given, but for this reason the truth
of such a proposition is also an indifferent truth.

But the above definition of truth is an equivalent expression for faith.
Without risk there is no faith. Faith is precisely the contradiction between the
infinite passion of the individual’s inwardness and the objective uncertainty.
If Tam capable of grasping God objectively, I do not believe, but precisely be-
cause I cannot do this I must believe. If | wish to preserve myself in faith I
must constantly be intent upon holding fast the objective uncertainty, so as to
remain out upon the deep, over seventy thousand fathoms of water, still pre-
serving my faith.

WILLIAM J. : .
ABRAHAM Soft Rationalism

In advocating soft rationalism, William J. Abraham (1947— ) mediates in a cer-
tain way between the more extreme and Opposing views represented in the two
preceding selections. He rejects the hard rationalism of Clifford and (to a cer-
tain extent) Aquinas, which holds that there must be rationally conclusive evi-
dence for what one believes. On the other hand, Abraham also rejects the
fideism of Kierkegaard (and, to a lesser extent, of Pascal and William James), ac-
cording to which the truth-claims of religion are not subject to rational adjudi-
cation. He maintains that there are ways in which “global metaphysical sys-
tems” such as those found in religious belief can be rationally assessed, and that

From Introduction to the Philosophy of Religion, by William J. Abraham. © 1985. Reprinted by per-
mission of Prentice-Hall, Inc,, Upper Saddle River, N.J.




