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Preface

It is easy to feel frightened at the beginning of the twenty-first century. And among the most frightening things are the minds of other people. The beliefs and faiths that move people to behave as they do are opaque to others; as we read or watch the news, lunacy together with mutual suspicion and contempt seem to be the order of the day.

If only people would be sensible. If only they would submit to the order of reason. This has been the lament of philosophers for millennia, and in times like these it becomes the lament of more than mere philosophers. But it is to the philosophical tradition that we have to look if we want to know what is required to be sensible, or what the order of reason might be.

Unfortunately, when we do look to the tradition, the picture is confused and convoluted, and it may not give us much help. This is particularly true if we look to the recent picture. Many of the philosophers I talk about in this book have been suspicious of the whole project of epistemology – of saying which intellectual habits deserve respect, and which ones do not. Words like ‘relativism’ and ‘post modernism’ signal a resulting culture in which ‘anything goes’, and although this itself is an object of suspicion to innocent outsiders, they are unlikely to understand them well enough to oppose them effectively. This book tries to help us to do better. It is therefore something of a guide for the perplexed.

In writing it I have many sources to acknowledge. The material was presented as a set of eight Gifford lectures at the University of Glasgow in the spring of 2004, and my first debt is to the Trustees of that excellent fund, and to the questioning audience. Lord Gifford’s will is a shining example of a kind of liberalism that is often sneered at, and seldom equalled. A theist himself, he made it very clear that the lectures he founded were not for theists only, but for any serious thinkers to explore serious questions about the place of humanity in the world. I do not believe that the gods of human beings do much credit to their inventors and interpreters, but I hope my lectures qualified as serious. A second class of debts arise because the material here draws upon or overlaps a number of published papers of mine. Chapters 2 and 3 follow in some parts the Voltaire Lecture that I gave to the British Humanists Association in 2002. I am grateful to the University of Aarhus for the invitation to give the first Justin Hartnack Lecture in 2004, which was a predecessor of part of chapter 3. Chapter 4, on Nietzsche, owes much to a conference at Urbana-Champaign in the autumn of 2003, to which, although I am no Nietzsche scholar, I was kindly invited by Richard Schacht and Michael Moore. I profited a great deal from the presence of Maudemarie Clark, Lanier Anderson and Nadeem Hussain. Chapter 5.7, on some features of Wittgenstein, closely follows my ‘Wittgenstein’s Irrealism’, in Wittgenstein: Towards a Re-Evaluation, ed. Rudolph Haller and Johannes Brandl, Vienna: Verlag Hölder-Adler-Tempsky, 1990, pp. 13–26. Chapter 6 includes material that originally appeared in Prospect, in a survey article on the philosophy of Richard Rorty, as well as thoughts occurring in my review of Robert Brandom’s collection Reading Rorty, in The New Republic. Chapter 7 draws heavily on my ‘Realism: Deconstructing the Debate’, Ratio, vol. 15, June 2002, 111–34, while aspects of my discussion of Davidson in chapter 8 also appeared in ‘Relativism and the Abolition of the Other’, in International Journal of Philosophical Studies, vol. 12(3), 245–58. I am grateful to editors and publishers for their generosity in enabling me to revisit this work. Finally, chapter 8 also contains material on Hume and Collingwood given to a historical seminar run by John Marenbon in Trinity College, Cambridge, shortly after I arrived in 2001, and has benefited from the discussion the paper received on that occasion.

In 2001 an Erskine Fellowship at the University of Canterbury, in Christchurch, New Zealand, enabled me to try out many of these ideas, and I owe thanks to the Trustees of the fund, and particularly to Cindy and Graham Macdonald for the invitation. I am also grateful to the City University of New York graduate school which invited me to give joint seminars with Paul Horwich in autumn 2003, and to Paul himself for his insights and criticisms on those occasions.

Finally, like all writers, I owe a frighteningly large debt to those immediately around me: college and faculty, editors, colleagues and students. As always I had the unceasing support of my wife Angela, who had to put up with it all.

Simon Blackburn
 Cambridge, 2004
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1

Faith, Belief and Reason


The human understanding is not composed of dry light, but is subject to influence from the will and the emotions, a fact that creates fanciful knowledge; man prefers to believe what he wants to be true.

Francis Bacon, The New Organon, XLIX, p. 441






1. Clifford’s Duties

In the Introduction I mentioned that for classical sceptics, a dearth of arguments, or a clash of countervailing arguments, led to peaceful suspension of belief, whereas in our own times it is seen more as a licence for people to believe what they like. Perhaps this is a consequence of our general appetite for freedom and licence. And there is a general impression that ‘scepticism’, like ‘atheism’, is a bad thing. Not having convictions is often bad form, unsociable or unpatriotic. ‘Faith’ is a word with a positive ring to it, although of course it rings really positively only when it means ‘faith like ours’ rather than the conflicting faiths of others.

Insincerity still bothers us: even a politician should not be caught saying what he does not believe. But as for what a person does believe, well that, we tend to think, is much more his or her own business. It is a morally important fault, we suppose, if politicians claim that some country has weapons of mass destruction when they know that it does not, or if NASA says that a shuttle is safe when it knows it is far from it. But it is not a morally important fault if they believe the same thing although all the evidence points against it. How we weigh evidence, like religion, tends to be regarded as a private affair. Perhaps it does not matter if a thousand flowers bloom, or if we are none too good at distinguishing weeds from flowers. Perhaps our situation is like that of Rome as described by Gibbon: ‘The various modes of worship, which prevailed in the Roman world, were all considered by the people, as equally true; by the philosopher, as equally false; and by the magistrate as equally useful.’2 But is it really the cranky, oversensitive philosopher who spoils the party?

William Clifford was a nineteenth-century Cambridge mathematician and polymath, who partly anticipated Einstein by claiming that mass and energy are each perturbations in space-time. He also has an algebra named after him. He is remembered in philosophy mainly for one classic essay, ‘The Ethics of Belief’, and that in turn is famous because of the reply to it given by the American philosopher William James.3 Their dispute may appear to have a dated air about it, defining as it does the state of late-Victorian anxiety specifically about religious faith. But philosophically the issues it raises go deeper than that. They concern not only the right to belief, but also the nature of belief, and my aim is not so much to judge the debate about anyone’s right to conviction, as to follow it into those deeper waters. The philosophy of religion is here only an introductory taster, or a laboratory example, of a wider perplexity.

In his essay Clifford argues that there is a duty to believe carefully, in the light of reason alone. He begins with a story nicely designed to induce a sense of outrage:


A shipowner was about to send to sea an emigrant-ship. He knew that she was old, and not overwell 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 thoroughly overhauled and refitted, even though this should put him at great expense. Before the ship sailed, however, he succeeded in overcoming these melancholy reflections. He said to himself that she had gone safely through so 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.



Clifford is surely right that we censure the negligent shipowner. We would find his ‘faith’ in his ship discreditable, even though Clifford is careful to tell us that it is sincere. About this Clifford comments that:


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 acquired his belief not by honestly earning it in patient investigation, but by stifling his doubts.



In a marvellous passage Clifford enlarges on the danger of ignoring our duty to reason:


He who truly believes that which prompts him to an action has looked upon the action to lust after it; he has committed it already 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 aggregate of beliefs which is the link between sensation and action at every moment 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 gradually it lays a stealthy train in our inmost thoughts, which may someday explode into overt action.



A train, here, is a train of explosive leading from a detonator to a mine. And of course, Clifford is right. Someone sitting on a completely unreasonable belief is sitting on a time bomb. The apparently harmless, idiosyncratic belief of the Catholic Church that one thing may have the substance of another, although it displays absolutely none of its empirical qualities, prepares people for the view that some people are agents of Satan in disguise, which in turn makes it reasonable to destroy them. Clifford also emphasizes our social duty. Our beliefs help to create the world in which our descendants will live. Making ourselves gullible or credulous, we lose the habit of testing things and inquiring into them, and that means ‘sinking back into savagery’.

Clifford is admirably stern about the position of the untroubled, unclouded innocent who just believes what he has been told:


If a man, holding a belief which he was taught in childhood or persuaded 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 into question or discuss it, and regards as impious those questions which cannot easily be asked without disturbing it – the life of that man is one long sin against mankind.


Thus apologists for religious identity politics sometimes describe themselves as having been born one thing or another: born a Muslim, or a Hindu, or a Jew. According to Clifford this is false consciousness. People are born human beings, but nothing else. They may have been taught to regard themselves as one thing or another, and they may have been taught as well the doctrines and attitudes of particular traditions. But if they choose to go on refusing to question what they have been told, and if, as is so commonly the case, what they have been told is incredible or pernicious, then their continued adherence is, in Clifford’s eyes, a sin against mankind.

That’s all very well, but what then is the mark of reason? How are we to tell whether particular convictions escape Clifford’s rather strenuous call to doubt and query? Are we, like the Greek sceptics, to regard all questions as open questions? That way (as Clifford acknowledges) lies paralysis. Even to conduct the inquiries that Clifford demands, we will have to stand somewhere. To try to unearth historical or metaphysical or other error, we will need to establish contrary truth, and to do that we will need to take many things for granted.

Clifford sees the problem, and answers it in terms of method rather than in terms of results:


In regard, then, to the sacred tradition of humanity, we learn that it consists, not in propositions or statements which are to be accepted and believed on the authority of the tradition, but in questions rightly asked, in conceptions which enable us to ask further questions, and in methods of answering questions. The value of all these things depends on their being tested day by day.



2. Will and Passion in James

Clifford’s moral broadside attracted a radical answer, the essay ‘The Will to Believe’ by William James, and it is some of the insights and confusions of that essay that now define our landscape.

James sees belief in terms of a choice between options. At a particular moment something that we may be asked to believe in may strike us as a ‘live’ hypothesis, meaning that we think it has some chance of being true. Our choice between believing it and avoiding belief in it is a ‘forced’ option, for there is no third alternative. And the choice may be momentous, in that important consequences hang on it. When this is all true, James calls the option of belief a ‘genuine’ option. He thinks there are then the same risks either way:


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.


There are several things to notice here, all of which, from Clifford’s point of view, serve to confuse the discussion. First, we should not be blind to the forces that lead to issues becoming ‘live’. James himself recognizes the cultural background to such a view. Perhaps for me the question of whether Jupiter prefers oxen to sheep as a sacrifice, or whether Mohammed took a night flight to Jerusalem, are about as dead as can be. Neither is of any interest at all. If for someone else one or the other or both these questions matter a great deal, we already have a kind of clash. By having a mind prepared to take such an issue seriously, you are already half-way to perdition. Everyone is dead to innumerable actual and possible objects of conviction, from tooth fairies to Santa Claus, so from Clifford’s perspective, resurrecting some arbitrarily favoured few from the dead is already to be a victim of unknown dark forces, silently betraying the rule of reason.

Second, we should not be so sure in advance that an issue cannot be ‘decided on intellectual grounds’. Many things which have appeared to some people as articles of faith are to others intellectually sufficiently improbable as to be, in effect, decidable: astrology, homeopathy, the transmigration of souls or the belief that the world is the product of an all-good, all-powerful, all-knowing intelligence, for example.

Third, we should certainly not accept that whenever something is not decidable, its probability is evens (so that the risk of believing it and the risk of avoiding belief are the same). It may not now be decidable whether the roulette wheel will show 34 on its next spin, but it is very unwise to be convinced that it will, and very unwise to bet at evens that it will. Where we have a whole slew of possibilities (which is always so since the realm of the supernatural, or in other words the realm of human imagination, has many inhabitants: our gods and other objects of conviction can come in all shapes and sizes) then in the absence of ‘intellectual grounds’ the probability of any one being true is vanishingly small.

Finally, we may suspect the role of ‘passion’ in these matters. James is probably not asserting that we have the right to believe whatever we like, or whatever would be pleasant for us to believe, although he comes quite close to it.4 He does allow our wishes to close the gaps or uncertainties that reason leaves open. And this interplay between what we would like to believe and what we end up believing is deeply disturbing. It is as if James is objectifying belief. He treats it as one might treat an ornament, for which the only questions would be: does this suit me; is it a good thing to wear to the social party? And then taking the ornament (conviction) or leaving it behind (avoiding it) are options that may be quite evenly balanced.

Now this is not the ordinary way of thinking about beliefs. Beliefs, we usually suppose, answer to a different set of values: those of truth and falsity. Fairly obviously, there are things it may be expedient (even in the widest sense) for me to believe (for instance, that I am the most popular person in the class) but which are not true, and there are things that may be true which it may be deeply uncomfortable and threatening to believe. Truth has rights and privileges of its own, and they are not just the same as those of utility.

A related charge is that James is privatizing belief, concentrating not upon the social trust that is at the forefront of Clifford’s discussion, but upon the private satisfactions that follow upon settling a matter in one’s own mind. And it is this privatization of belief that leads to relativism: my belief ceases to exist in a public space, up for acceptance or rejection by all who pay attention. It starts to be a matter of ‘my truth’ or ‘your truth’, like my ornaments or your ornaments, which serve fine if they are to my taste or yours, and about which we can be indifferent to the taste of others.

This is not how we need to think of beliefs. In philosophers’ jargon, a belief is a state with a ‘content’. We believe propositions, and when an issue arises, it is some proposition and its truth and falsity upon which our attention turns. If the issue is an historical one, then our attention will be turned to the historical period and the sources that help to establish what occurred. If it is a scientific one, our attention will be turned to whatever experiments or theories are most likely to establish a verdict. The issue determines its own epistemology. The satisfactions of people who hold one or other conviction are not to the point, unless the issue itself is one about those very satisfactions.

This suggests that we simply cannot, self-consciously, bring our passions and desires into the matter as James suggests (although he is also aware of the objection). However vividly we present to ourselves the happiness of believing something (that our children are uniquely brilliant, that our partners are immune to temptation) it will not by itself make us believe it. At best it may dispose us to be seduced into believing it, making us likely to seize upon confirming evidence and to ignore any which fits badly. Our happiness can give us a biased disposition to pay attention to some evidence and to ignore other evidence, but it does not independently give us belief. Indeed, any feeling that it had done so would undermine belief: we would recognize ourselves as defective instruments for registering how things stand. To say that someone is a victim of wishful thinking is to criticize them, and to think that we ourselves may be the victims of wishful thinking is to doubt our own judgement.

Similarly, the conversational move of expressing a belief is not, one hopes, a ploy of pursuing the advantage of having the hearer believe something. It is, or should be, a matter of cooperation rather than manipulation. I may want you to become like-minded with me about some issue, but this should be because that is the truth about the issue in my eyes. It should not be because it would be expedient to me for you to be so minded. It is sometimes said that one of the casualties of the general suspicion and mistrust that permeated the old Soviet Union was that the distinction between truth and other motivations to believe tended to break down. Upon hearing a purported piece of information, the reaction was not ‘Is this true?’ but ‘Why is this person saying this? – What machinations or manipulations are going on here?’ The question of truth did not, as it were, have the social space in which it could breathe. This is a generalization of the attitude behind the question the trenchant British television interviewer Jeremy Paxman is supposed to ask himself on talking to a politician: ‘Why is this lying bastard lying to me?’

Sadly, it may indeed be wise to ask this question, especially in a political culture of mistrust, rhetoric and spin. There are plenty of people of whom Paxman’s question is the one to ask, but this is because they are manipulative villains, not because the issue of truth and the issue of utility come to the same thing.

There are other rhetorical devices at James’s disposal:


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. Clifford … exhorts us to the latter course. Believe nothing, he tells us, keep your mind in suspense forever, rather than by closing it on insufficient evidence 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 investigation rather than postpone indefinitely the chance of guessing true. I 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.


Here the device is to suppose that the leap of faith (when, we must remember, an issue cannot be decided by other means) gives us ‘the blessings of real knowledge’. How can this be so? Suppose, for instance, it occurs to you that the oak tree in your garden might contain the spirit of Napoleon. You find this a momentous thing, and manage to convince yourself that it is so. Now how does ‘real knowledge’ get into the picture? Even supposing that we waive the difficulties with this notion of ‘spirit’, the likelihood of you being right must be next to nothing. Even if it makes metaphysical sense to suppose that you are right, which most philosophers would deny, your guess is overwhelmingly improbable. (Why your oak tree? Why Napoleon?) And even if you are, against all the odds, right, having guessed so luckily still scarcely brings you the title of knowing anything.

And always, against the alleged blessing of your conviction, we have to lay Clifford’s train of social and practical disasters, ready to explode. If the oak tree contains the spirit of Napoleon, perhaps the child contains the spirit of the devil, and the people next door are all creatures of Satan, and need dealing with accordingly.

James also casts doubt on Clifford’s attachment to scientific and empirical method:


Objective evidence and certitude are doubtless very fine ideals to play with, but where on this moonlit and dream-visited planet are they found?


But immediately following he protests that he is not after all offering an indiscriminate defence of any kind of irrationality, dogma or bigotry:


I am, therefore, myself a complete empiricist so far as my theory of human knowledge goes. I live, to be sure, by the practical faith that we must go on experiencing and thinking over our experience, for only thus can our opinions grow more true; but to hold any one of them – I absolutely do not care which – as if it never could be reinterpretable or corrigible, I believe to be a tremendously mistaken attitude, and I think that the whole history of philosophy will bear me out.


This sounds close enough to Clifford’s ‘fallibilism’ or open-minded attention to evidence and experience, which he in turn was opposing to dogma and unearned conviction.

James’s final strategy is to seize Clifford’s ground, surprisingly turning Clifford’s own agnosticism into the dogmatic villain. It is, after all, Clifford who is ‘vetoing’ James’s right to whatever faith he chooses, and James rebels:


Better risk loss of truth than chance of error, – that is your faith-vetoer’s exact position. He is actively playing his stake as much as the believer is; he is backing the field against the religious hypothesis, just as the believer is backing the religious hypothesis against the field. To preach scepticism to us as a duty until ‘sufficient evidence’ 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 intellect 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?


This is the familiar charge that suspension of belief is itself a kind of faith. It is also making the issue into a practical rather than theoretical one – a transformation perhaps encouraged by Clifford’s moralizing of the issue. That is, the battle of conviction versus doubt is played as if it were a question of the costs and benefits of each. Whereas we would ideally like a pure, independent ideal of proportioning belief to evidence regardless of cost or benefit. We would like truth to have a life of its own.

Even on its own terms, however, James’s rhetoric is more impressive than his argument. Once more there is the privatization (as if our own hopes or fears were the only costs or benefits in the case). There is silence about what Clifford sees as the dire consequences of the social habit of irrational conviction. There is the implication that the probabilities are about equal (‘dupery for dupery …’). And there is the silent assumption that only one religious hypothesis is in question, having some antecedent right to get taken seriously when its innumerable possible, and equally probable, competitors do not.

And James is wrong. Refusal to believe something is not a kind of faith. You may believe that Feng shui really works. I refuse to believe it. I do not necessarily believe that it does not work, I may refuse to come down either way. I may not think it is worth thinking about. I may express myself just by saying that ‘it might not’, or ‘it’s not very convincing’. My practical expression of my state of mind would be just not being prepared to risk anything on it, not even crossing the road to look into the shop. Whereas you are prepared for all sorts of practical tests: the more dogmatic and convinced you are, the more you are happy to risk.

The more such faiths you absorb, the more your risks fail to pay off. You make an expensive partner, but is it any worse than that? Clifford, of course, tells us that it is. Your habit is dangerous. Your disrespect for caution, for evidence, for plausibility may lead anywhere. ‘Those who can make you believe absurdities,’ said Voltaire, ‘can make you commit atrocities.’ By contrast, my caution cannot do any such thing.


3. Fiction and Myth

This splendid row in the philosophy of religion – which is only a small fraction of our concerns – introduces a deeper problem of truth. For there is a problem of how we interpret religious activities, which arises whether we go in for them, or only observe them from the outside. James can be seen as opening this question. In his reply to Clifford, we found him objectifying and privatizing belief, downplaying its connection with representation and truth, and stressing instead its personal function. We may wonder whether this leaves anything recognizable as belief at all.

So here is a surprising question: is there any such thing as religious belief? Before you say (perhaps with outrage) that there obviously is, or (perhaps with cynicism) that there obviously is not, I need to explain that the question is not intended to be one about the hypocrisy or the sincerity of religious sayings, although that question may often need asking. It is rather about the state of mind that is, or perhaps should be, expressed by those sayings.

Describing how things stand is one of the things we do with language, and the one for which the question of truth directly arises. But there are many other things we also do. Suppose we accept as a datum a spectrum of religious activities, including such things as ritual, penance, prayer, music and finally sayings. What might practitioners be doing? This is the question of how religious activity or the religious ‘language game’ is to be thought of. What are people about when they perform these activities? Here are some suggestions:


They are describing events in what they take to be a distant region of space or time, in which people may one day find them.




They are describing events in what they take to be a distinct and disconnected region of space or time, in which souls and spirits exist.



These two see religion as a question of fact, truth and belief, albeit about special regions of the world. But here are others:


They are telling stories: satisfying fictions, which help to do various things.




They are finding metaphors through which to gain some understanding of the human condition.




They are insisting upon or expressing certain emotional reactions to the human condition: hope, desire, consolation, rebellion, acceptance and guilt.




They are performing, analogously to performing dances and songs, or reciting poetry.





They are promoting the old human favourites: self-interest, self-importance, the will to power, the illusion of control over events.




They are affirming identities, and cementing local loyalties, or separating themselves from others.




They are giving themselves the illusion of a foundation for their morals and their social practices, in the will of a supernatural agent.



Many of these suggestions can be held together. Unlike the first two on the list, they do not interpret religious activity as essentially a matter of describing a hidden part of reality, either connected with ours, although remote, or altogether distinct. These interpretations avoid the idea of describing or representing a part of reality at all. They substitute other activities, and it is not at all clear that these other activities express beliefs. They have nothing much to do with representing how the world stands. They have more to do with practical reactions to it or attempts to cope with it. Some of them provide the reason the Roman magistrates did not care, but liberally bestowed the freedom of the city on all the gods of mankind.

The idea that some of these capture the essence of religion is not the property of cynical philosophers and atheists; on the contrary, it is more or less orthodox in much theology. In some circles the idea that religion is an attempt to describe what exists (what has an ‘ontological’ status, or status as part of the world) is regarded as terribly naive and old-hat: ‘onto-theology’.5 The contrasting interpretation is to stress exactly the activities of ritual, prayer and the rest, which we have mentioned, to the exclusion of any ambition to describe exactly how things stand in a ‘supernatural’ part of the cosmos.

Of course, whether the everyday practitioner would like this reinterpretation of his or her doings is another matter. Perhaps contempt for onto-theology is a ‘Government House attitude’, fine for the elite, but to be kept hidden from the ordinary man or woman in the pew. Many of those react by calling such theologians atheists in disguise. It can also be argued that without the ‘ontological’ part, the bit that is supposed to describe the way things are, the attitude part could not be quite what it is. We might say ‘God gave us the land’ as a kind of amplified way of demanding the land. But the amplifier works only if we suppose we are doing more than voicing the demand – we are making a claim of title and right.

We should however remember a long tradition in philosophy of calling things ‘fictions’ without disrespect. Matter, force, energy, causes, laws of nature, space, time, possibilities, numbers, infinity, selves, freedom of the will, the will itself, desires, beliefs, identity, things, properties, society, language, money – in fact, everything you can think of, has at some time or another been declared to be a fiction by philosophers bent on keeping a firm check on reality. The German philosopher Hans Vaihinger celebrated ‘the philosophy of as-if’ in a 1911 book of that title, detailing the useful fictions of science, mathematics, politics, jurisprudence and metaphysics, let alone everyday life and religion, and demoting everything except the stream of sensation to the category of fiction. Fictions are the scaffolding with which we erect ways of dealing with that stream. Vaihinger declares Kant a great exponent of the idea of a fiction, and we meet similar tendencies in Nietzsche, whom Vaihinger much admired, in chapter 4.6 On the other hand, in the English tradition there is much less sympathy with the idea. Jeremy Bentham’s slanging attack on the English common law and its expositors derives largely from his perception that it is shot through with falsehood, corrupted by ‘the pestilential breath of fiction’. Yet even Bentham grudgingly granted some fictions (such as rights or duties) a kind of ‘verbal reality’.7

We may be inclined to grumble that if religious practitioners are not even in the business of representing the world truly, it is a pity that they chose a story told so like a recital of plain truth, in an apparently descriptive, factual language, in order to do whatever it is that they are doing instead. But this grumble may be misplaced. It seems entirely possible that there should be no better kind of language to use to do whatever it is that the religious practitioner is doing. This is suggested at one point by Wittgenstein, a prime mover of this kind of attitude to religion: ‘It says what it says. Why should you be able to substitute anything else?’8 We might even mount a Darwinian argument: if there were better ways of doing it, it is surprising that they should not have emerged during the centuries of writing and wrestling that religious people have put into the task. So, for example, suppose the religious person finds ‘I know that I shall see my redeemer’ a profoundly satisfactory and important thing to say. It seems presumptuous to suppose both that we know just what the satisfaction and importance are, and that we also know of a better way of achieving them.

We might test the non-representational account against the people’s own explanations of their doings, but the answers may be disappointing, not just here, but in general. For people can seldom do much better than stay within their chosen sphere. They tend to suppose that they say whatever it is, because … – and fill out the dots by repeating whatever it is. We think there is a chair over there because there is a chair over there. We believe the earth to be some 4 billion years old because that is how old it is. A mathematician’s explanation of why it is right to think that if five of us set out and we now number only three, two have got lost, is probably going to be that five is two greater than three. Similarly a lawyer’s explanation of the foundations of law in terms of a (fictitious) social contract is good, in his eyes, because social contracts do lie at the foundations of law, and a man of God’s explanation of why it is right to tell the story of heaven and hell that way, is predictably just to repeat the story of heaven and hell. Why is it right, we might ask the poetry-lover, to be gripped by the thought that ‘Life, like a dome of many-coloured glass, stains the white radiance of eternity’?9 And back comes the reply that it is because this is what life does.

At this point reason totters, and we may be apt to feel a strong sense of outrage. Wittgensteinian theology sounds shifty, as if it is trying to maintain all the benefits of belief without any of the costs. Its implications are serious, but it is protected as only a fiction. It skips away from Clifford’s critique too easily. Furthermore, an abyss of ‘anything goes’ relativism opens up. For these interpretations offer the sayings of religious storytellers a general-purpose immunity to any kind of criticism or evaluation. And then the all-important barrier between fantasy and fact is being dismantled on their behalf.

This is indeed a threat. But at least the Wittgensteinian interpretation does not exempt the religious language from ethical criticism. We might know enough of what the satisfaction is to wish that religious people would not go in for it. We might gesture at some of the things that go into the mix, and if we find them distasteful we may campaign against the persistence of the sayings and doings. The storytelling might leave people who go in for it much worse than they would otherwise have been. Or it may be that we can connect their sayings with nothing at all. Wittgenstein says he comes close to this, when he considers the sayings of spiritualists. God is indeed dead, and those who go on being gripped by the stories become incomprehensible.

Bertrand Russell followed Clifford by comparing religious belief with straightforwardly factual kinds of belief, which were as improbable, scientifically, as anything could be: the belief that there is a china teapot in its own orbit around the sun, for example. It is fair to say that this identifies religion with mere superstition and foolishness. Now imagine, however, that this teapot undergoes a sea change. Suppose it becomes an authority (out of its spout come forth important commands and promises). Suppose it becomes a source of comfort, as earthly teapots are, but more so. Suppose it becomes the focus of national identities: it is especially one of our teapots, not theirs. And so on: it answers prayers, adopts babies, consecrates marriages and closes grief. The teapot was cracked, but rose again and is now whole. It has achieved mythical, legendary, even religious status. It becomes crass to ask how big it is, how its orbit is shaped, what china it is made of. These questions demean and belittle the teapot, and probably suggest sacrilegious intent on the part of those who insist upon them. Above all, it becomes a sin and shame to deny the existence of the teapot, whereas it is not usually a sin to deny the existence of anything.

When we imagine a people recounting the now-biblical stories of the teapot, it also belittles them to imagine them as simply pretending or play-acting; recounting what for them are mere stories. For them, the stories very probably require telling as they have been told (perhaps in the very words in which they have always been told, as children often require of their stories). Perhaps deviation especially angers them, like heresy.

Suppose we say, neutrally, that the practitioners are animated by these stories, once they matter to them in the way I have suggested (the idea recurs in chapter 7, in the austere surroundings of the philosophy of science). Is there a difference between animation and belief? Is there really space for theology without onto-theology, and if so, how does one tell the difference?


4. Kinds of Animation

Clifford gives us a clue, when he says that he who ‘truly believes that which prompts him to an action has looked upon the action to lust after it; he has committed it already in his heart’. Beliefs are functional states. They are preparations for action. This is their biological function, or what they are for. So perhaps true believers should be distinguished from those who are animated by stories, poems or metaphors precisely by the nature of this preparation.

People who knowingly throw themselves into a story may be very like people who take the story for truth, for a time, but we expect that the difference will come out somewhere. The party finishes, the children go to bed, and Daddy is not a wolf any more. Similarly a diagnostic that people do not really believe what they say they do about, for instance, an afterlife, would be the grief that they feel at the death of a loved one. Voltaire’s character Dr Pangloss says that all is for the best in the best of all possible worlds, and in the story is presented as believing it.10 But he is also presented as wholly unnatural – most people who like to say such a thing would show well enough that they do not really believe it, either by raging at the way of the world, or by trying to improve it.

A similar phenomenon is the way in which what seem to be straightforward contradictions between different religious traditions are often smoothed away and glided over by practitioners. Whereas the belief that there are miracles owing to the divinity of Christ is simply incompatible with the view that there are miracles owing to the divine relations of the Prophet, the attitudes and emotions that gain expression in either story may be quite compatible, and we may expect to find adherents of either story (‘people of the book’) joining hands in opposing sceptics about each. Whereas in more mundane contexts we notice the contradiction between our own beliefs and those of others quickly enough.

David Hume gives a subtle, and typically humorous, example of this diagnostic. The context is one in which he has posed to himself the problem of how certain words come to have the effects they do. If I say the words ‘I promise …’ or ‘I hereby transfer ownership…’ a whole host of civil and moral consequences follow. I come to be under an obligation to you, and at risk of serious loss of credit if I renege, or you come to own a thing that a minute before you could have gone to prison for stealing. How can this be so? How do words (‘mere breath’) come to have such extraordinary powers? Hume’s answer cites the utility of such public actions. For promises and contracts, it is the public performance that determines social and legal consequences. And he points out that for the actions to have this utility the ‘secret direction’ of a person’s intention is not crucial. I can promise without intending to keep my promise, or transfer property without intending to release it. In each case I will still be bound by my public performance. The fact that I had mental reservations does not nullify my public act, but this contrasts with Church doctrine:


It is a doctrine of the Church of Rome, that the priest, by a secret direction of his intention, can invalidate any sacrament. This position is derived from a strict
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