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PHILOSOPHY OF RELIGION 
 

“SOMETIMES I THINK WE’RE ALONE. 
SOMETIMES I THINK WE’RE NOT.   

IN EITHER CASE, THE THOUGHT IS QUITE STAGGERING.” 
— R. Buckminster Fuller (1895-1983) 

[31] WHAT DOES ‘GOD’ MEAN? 
A major opinion poll of people living in the United States 

found that 92% of the respondents believed in “God or a 
universal spirit” (margin of error: ± 0.6%).  When asked how 
certain they were that God exists, 71% said they were “absolutely 
certain” and another 17% “fairly certain” (with 3% “not too 
certain,” 1% “not at all certain,” and another 1% “not sure how 
certain”).1  The source of this certainty, or lack of certainty, was 
not explored in the survey. 

As for the meaning of the word ‘god’, the most direct question 
concerned God’s relationship with individual human beings.  
While 92% believe in “God or a universal spirit,” only 60% 
believe in a “personal God,” with another 25% understanding 
God to be an “impersonal force” (with 4% claiming God to be 
either both or neither, and 3% not answering this further 
question).  Related findings: 74% believe in a life after death, but 
only 50% are “absolutely certain of this.”  74% believe in a 
heaven (where good people are rewarded), but only 59% believe 
in a hell. 

Different qualities come to mind when considering the meaning of ‘God’.  Some I often hear include the follow-
ing: 

 

• Creator of the universe/source of all being. 
• Unknowable source of all that exists. 
• Invisible, non-physical. 
• Omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent, omnibenevolent. 
• Supernatural (above or outside of nature). 
• Savior and comforter of human beings. 
• Personal and providential. 
• Source of love or human sociability. 
• Wrathful judge. 
 

Another recent study of religious belief in the United States found that, despite this fairly high agreement that God 
exists, people in the U.S. are deeply divided on the nature of this God.  Baylor sociologists Paul Froese and Christo-

                                                             
1  Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life, “U.S. Religious Landscape Survey” (May 8-August 13, 2007; 

N=35,556).  Website: http://religions.pewforum.org/ 

 

THE OMNI WORDS 
Omnipotent = all-powerful 
Omniscient = all-knowing 

Omnibenevolent = all-loving 
Omnipresent = present everywhere 
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pher Bader found a fairly even split between four different conceptions of God, which they characterize as falling on 
the axes of “engagement” and “judgment”:2 

 
(1) The Authoritative God (31%) is high engagement and high judgment.  God is involved in human his-

tory, rewarding the good and punishing the wicked in this world as well as in the hereafter, powerful, 
punishes those who disobey, and draws a clear division between the righteous and all the rest. 

(2) The Benevolent God (24%) is high engagement and low judgment.  God is a force for good who cares 
for and comforts all people.  God’s effects on the world are found everywhere, and while God acts in 
the world, these actions are not to punish humans.  These believers often see happy coincidences as mi-
raculous interventions by God to help us. 

(3) The Critical God (16%) is low engagement and high judgment.  God watches this world but rarely in-
tervenes in our lives, instead settling accounts in the afterlife.  This is a God most readily believed in by 
those who suffer deprivations but receive little assistance. 

(4) The Distant God (24%) is low engagement and low judgment.  This God created the world then left it 
alone; God is the source of the physical universe and its laws, and perhaps cares about humanity in a 
general way, but is not a personal God who might be called upon for help or consolation. 

POSITIONS ON GOD’S EXISTENCE 
In considering religion in this section, I will focus on belief 
in the existence of a personal God as commonly understood 
in the philosophical tradition of the Western monotheistic 
religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam), that is, as a per-
fect being who is related in some important way to human 
beings.  Given this rough description of God, we can con-
sider the different attitudes one might take towards the 
statement that “God exists.”  A theist is one who believes 
that God exists, an atheist denies such existence, and an 
agnostic withholds judgment on God’s existence (i.e., nei-
ther believes nor disbelieves).3   

There are also three corresponding “philosophical” vari-
ants of these three terms: a philosophical theist believes 
that God’s existence can be proven, a philosophical atheist 
believes that God’s non-existence can be proven, and a phi-
losophical agnostic believes that God’s existence can be 
neither proven nor disproven. 

These “philosophical” positions differ significantly from 
mere theism, atheism, and agnosticism.  Agnostics must also 
be philosophical agnostics (or else appear to be horribly con-
fused); for the same reason, philosophical theists are all theists, and philosophical atheists are all atheists.  But a phi-
losophical agnostic could be a theist or an atheist, as well as an agnostic.  For instance, there are many people who 
believe that God exists but do not believe that we can prove this: these people are both theists and philosophical ag-
nostics.  We will now examine each of the three proofs offered by the philosophical theist to see if any of them are 
sound, and then we will examine an argument offered by the philosophical atheist. 

                                                             
2  Paul Froese and Christopher Bader, America’s Four Gods: What we say about God — and what that says about 

us (Oxford University Press, 2010).  
3  All three terms are based on Greek words (theos for god, a- for ‘not’, and gnostos for ‘known), but ‘agnosticism’ 

is the newest term of the three, having been coined by the biologist Thomas Henry Huxley in 1869. 

 

OUR BOYS IN VIETNAM… 
“The reactions of many Americans to the My Lai 

massacre in Vietnam are a good example [of group 
loyalty distorting one’s reasoning].  On reading about 

My Lai, a teletype inspector in Philadelphia is re-
ported to have said he didn’t think it happened: ‘I 

can’t believe our boys’ hearts are that rotten.’  This 
response was typical, as was that of the person who 

informed the Cleveland Plain Dealer, which had 
printed photos of the massacre: ‘Your paper is rotten 
and anti-American.’  Surveys taken after wide circu-
lation of news about the massacre revealed that large 
numbers of Americans refused to believe ‘American 
boys’ had done such a thing.  The myth of American 
moral superiority seems to have been a better source 
of truth for them than evidence at hand.  They were 

like the clerics who refused to look through Galileo’s 
telescope to see the moons of Jupiter because they 

knew Jupiter could not possibly have moons.”  
 

Howard Kahane, Logic and Contemporary  
Rhetoric, 4th ed., p. 73. 
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ARE MY BELIEFS ABOUT GOD JUSTIFIED?   
In the chapter on Descartes and epistemology, two accounts of justification were discussed: foundationalism and 

coherentism.  With foundationalism, a belief is justified so long as it is supported by more basic (more clearly true) 
beliefs, and these all ultimately rest on a belief (or set of beliefs) that is self-justified (there’s nothing supporting it, 
nothing that we know with greater certainty than it).  This is the form of justification found in Euclidean geometry, 
and the sort that Descartes hoped to provide for the natural sciences. 

With coherentism, a belief is justified to the extent that it coheres, or fits in, with one’s other beliefs.  In this sys-
tem, the most justified beliefs are still not self-justified, they aren’t “indubitably true” like Descartes’ Cogito (I 
think, therefore I am).  Rather, the most justified beliefs are simply those that are connected with the greatest num-
ber of other beliefs; these are the beliefs that are so “central” to our system of beliefs that denying them would un-
ravel a great many of our other beliefs.  Religious beliefs (and perhaps all or most of our beliefs) would seem to gain 
their justification in this coherentist fashion, as suggested in the examples below. 

You might believe that God (as described above) exists, or you might believe that no such being exists.  Is this 
belief of yours justified?  That is, are there “good reasons” for believing that God does or does not exist, or that God 
has a certain characteristic (e.g., omnibenevolence)?  Consider the following different statements about which you 
may have beliefs:   

 

• “John’s shirt is blue.” 
• “John has a heart.” 
• “The earth is spherical, rotates on its axis, and orbits around the sun.” 
• “It is wrong to torture human beings.” 
• “God exists.” 

We all have a sense of what these statements mean and, if we know what or who they are 
about, then we may also have some opinion about their truth-value (that is, whether they are 
true or false).  If we think the statement is true, then we believe it; if we think it false, then we 
disbelieve it.  What justifies our beliefs about these statements? 

Let’s consider the first, the statement about John’s shirt.  We should note that this statement 
is understandable even if we don’t know which John it refers to, or which of John’s shirts, as-
suming he has more than one.  Any competent user of the language will understand the words 
and the sentence-structure — will know that ‘John’ is a common name for male human beings, 
and so on.  The claim appears simply to be that some fellow named ‘John’ has a shirt, and that 
this shirt is blue.  Of course, if we found this sentence scrawled on the side of a building or in a 
toilet stall or on the backside of a discarded envelope, we might find its meaning not so 

obvious, simply because of its odd location.  We might wonder, for instance, whether it was some kind of coded 
message, or perhaps a political slogan — anything other than the straightforward claim that we intend it to have in 
this context. 

So, once we come upon John and his shirt, then our understanding of the statement is even more complete, for 
now we know that this shirt is the shirt that is claimed to be blue; and now, finally, we are in a position to decide the 
statement’s truth-value.  How do we do it?  Well, we look at the shirt to see if it is in fact blue.  “Seeing is believ-
ing,” as they say.  ‘Blue’ is a color word and colors are perceived visually, so we use our eyes here.  If the claim 
were about the coarseness of John’s shirt, then we might also need to touch the shirt (although coarseness can often 
be seen as well).  So sometimes it is my immediate perception that justifies my 
belief regarding the truth-value of a statement.  Of course, sometimes things aren’t 
as they appear.  In the figure with the checkerboard-pattern of white and black 
squares, the black square marked with an ‘A’ is the very same shade of gray as the 
white square marked with a ‘B’, although the A-square appears to be much darker 
than the B-square. 

Consider another example.  We all know what it means to say that John has a 
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heart, although this really has at least two meanings, one literal (the claim that a certain organ for pumping blood is 
to be found somewhere inside John’s chest) and one metaphorical (the claim that John is compassionate).  I have in 
mind here the literal meaning and, once we locate John and see that he is up and breathing, walking about, and so 
on, all of us will believe that John does in fact have a heart.  On the other hand, if John were lying death-like on the 
ground, we might be less certain; and if he were laid out in a coffin we would be even less certain.  What justifies 
our belief here about John’s heart?  Is it immediate perception? 

I believe that I have a heart in part because of my perception (I feel it beating, and I sometimes can hear the pulse 
of blood in my ears, which I believe to be caused by the beating of my heart).  Similarly, this belief that I have a 
heart rests partially on hearsay: others have told me that human beings have hearts, and surgeons and anatomists 
have even seen and touched human hearts.  But my belief in having a heart is also deeply connected with other be-
liefs of mine — namely, those of vertebrate physiology — and, to this extent, my belief in having a heart has a theo-
retical justification as well, that is, the belief is part of an explanation for other things that I believe, and possibly 
also an explanation for some things that I perceive.  I believe that the various cells constituting my body need a con-
stant supply of food and oxygen and some means for getting rid of wastes, and I believe that the continual flow of 
blood through my body is the means for transporting this food, oxygen, and waste, and I believe that the means for 
circulating this blood is my beating heart.  In other words, my belief about hearts helps explain certain other things 
that I believe, and in general fits in with an entire system of beliefs about how certain kinds of animals function.  

Theoretically justified beliefs are typically more central and imbedded for us than perceptually justified beliefs.  I 
would not be especially troubled if it turned out that John’s shirt wasn’t really 
blue (perhaps it only appeared blue to me because of unusual lighting, or because 
my eyes were distorted, etc.).  But if it turns out that I really don’t have a heart, or 
that the earth really is flat or stands motionless in space, then I suddenly have a 
great deal of explaining to do, since both of these beliefs play an important role in 
my understanding of my body and the world around me.   

Indeed, we will often reject what our senses are telling us in order to preserve some theoretical belief.  For in-
stance, we believe that the earth is spherical, spinning on its axis once a day (with a surface speed of about 1000 
miles-per-hour in the temperate latitudes), and hurtling around the sun at the heart-stopping pace of nearly 67 thou-
sand miles-per-hour — even though the earth looks pretty flat to us and doesn’t appear to be going anywhere at all.  
We explain away this appearance as a local distortion caused by the size of the earth with respect to us and our 
closeness to its surface, and by appealing to other theoretical beliefs, such as Newton’s first law of motion and gravi-
tational attraction.4  We are all willing to reject the evidence of our senses in favor of our theoretical belief that the 
earth is spherical and mobile, for this theoretical belief is central to a great many of our other beliefs about the uni-
verse and about the nature of scientific knowledge. 

What justifies my belief that torturing human beings is wrong?  Is it 
merely perceptual?  (For instance, that I feel bad when I think of such tor-
ture, or when I perceive acts of torture.)  This is a difficulty that we will 
explore in greater detail in a later chapter.5 

What about belief in the existence of God?  It could be perceptual for 
some people: “I have seen God in a mystical vision,” or: “I see God in the 

                                                             
4 Jean Bodin (c.1529-96) — a very bright and well-educated man of his day — wrote that “no one in his senses, 

or imbued with the slightest knowledge of physics, will ever think that the earth, heavy and unwieldy from its 
own weight and mass, staggers up and down around its own center and that of the sun; for at the slightest jar of 
the earth, we would see cities and fortresses, towns and mountains thrown down.…  If the earth were to be 
moved, neither an arrow shot straight up, nor a stone dropped from the top of a tower would fall perpendicularly, 
but either ahead or behind” (qtd. in Thomas Kuhn, The Copernican Revolution [Harvard U.P., 1957], p. 190). 

5 I should note here that to claim that moral beliefs might arise through social indoctrination does not justify the 
beliefs, but rather merely explains their origin. 

 

Theists believe God exists. 
Atheists disbelieve God exists. 
Agnostics withhold judgment 

about this. 
 

The single function of religion “is to 
give man access to the powers which 
seem to control his destiny, and its 
single purpose is to induce those 
powers to be friendly to him.” 

 

—  H. L. Mencken (1880-1956) 
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world all around me,” or: “I often feel God’s presence.”  Is it theoretical?  For many, belief in God is a theoretically 
core belief, and if it goes, many of their other beliefs will also have to go. 

PERCEPTION AS “THEORY-LADEN” 
A commonplace notion developed in the philosophy of science of the late 1950s and ‘60s was that all perception 

is theory-laden, that there is no such thing as “pure observation.”  All observation, the claim goes, assumes some 
theory or other.  What we see is partly determined by the set of expectations that we bring to the observation.  Pause 
a moment to reflect on the following psychology experiment described in chapter six of Thomas Kuhn’s (1922-96) 
celebrated book, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962): 

Bruner and Postman asked experimental subjects to identify on short and controlled exposure a series 
of playing cards.  Many of the cards were normal, but some were made anomalous, e.g., a red six of 
spades and a black four of hearts.  Each experimental run was constituted by the display of a single 
card to a single subject in a series of gradually increased exposures.  After each exposure the subject 
was asked what he had seen, and the run was terminated by two successive correct identifications.  
 Even on the shortest exposures many subjects identified most of the cards, and after a small in-
crease all the subjects identified them all.  For the normal cards these identifications were usually cor-
rect, but the anomalous cards were almost always identified, without apparent hesitation or puzzle-
ment, as normal.  The black four of hearts might, for example, be identified as the four of either spades 
or hearts.  Without any awareness of trouble, it was immediately fitted to one of the conceptual catego-
ries prepared by prior experience.  One would not even like to say that the subjects had seen something 
different from what they identified.  With a further increase of exposure to the anomalous cards, sub-
jects did begin to hesitate and to display awareness of anomaly.  Exposed, for example, to the red six 
of spades, some would say: “That’s the six of spades, but there’s something wrong with it — the black 
has a red border.”  Further increase of exposure resulted in still more hesitation and confusion until fi-
nally, and sometimes quite suddenly, most subjects would produce the correct identification without 
hesitation.…  A few subjects, however, were never able to make the requisite adjustment of their cate-
gories.…  One of them exclaimed: “I can’t make the suit out, whatever it is.  It didn’t even look like a 
card that time.  I don’t know what color it is now or whether it’s a spade or a heart.  I’m not even sure 
now what a spade looks like.  My God!” 

Our observations are colored by our prior beliefs, and these beliefs often remain immune from the critical influ-
ences of what should serve as contradictory observations.  The paranoid is able to read evil intentions into any hu-
man action, and his world is a radically different world from that of the non-paranoid.  But paranoia is simply one of 
the more extreme cases.  We all have our well-imbedded beliefs, and these change the way that we see the world.  
Thus it should not surprise us greatly if the theist’s world is radically different from the atheist’s: Both might have 
their eyes pointed in the same direction, but what they observe could be two wholly separate universes. 

 

[32] WHY BELIEVE IN GOD? 
If God’s existence were obviously true, then there wouldn’t be a problem of belief.  We would all believe in God 

in the same way that we believe in the existence of our noses, or that the sky is blue, or that dogs are mammals. 
These beliefs still require justification, but this justification is straight-forwardly empirical.  As it turns out, however, 
God does not appear to us as a physical object; God cannot be seen or touched, and God’s effects, if there are any, 
do not come with a clear stamp or sign of God as their cause.  We do not directly perceive electrons or black holes 
or the molten core of the earth, but we do perceive effects of these things that give us good evidence not only of 
their existence, but also of their nature.   

This is generally not the case with God, and it is quite common to speak of “the hiddenness of God.”  (A Chris-
tian might note that contemporaries of Jesus would have been able to perceive him; but the question would still re-
main, for those people, whether this man they were perceiving was also God, and not just a man.)  Atheists will of 
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course say that there is no God to hide in the first 
place; theists will need to explain why God chooses to 
remain hidden to us (or at least to most people).   

God of the Gaps 
As it turns out, we also hear various arguments as 

to why God’s existence is doubtful.  First of all, it isn’t 
obvious that we need to believe in the existence of 
God to explain anything.  Unlike the distant past, now 
we can understand the world and our place in it with-
out any such appeals to religion.  We have science 
now, and science does a much better job of it.  In the 
past, when a child would fall sick and die, we would 
point to God or to some evil spirit as the cause, but 
now we know about bacteria and viruses, and thus 
have a much better theory of illness.  In the old days, 
lightning was thought to be a heavenly deliverance; 
now we understand it to be the result of electrical dis-
charges caused by certain atmospheric conditions.  
These modern scientific theories are better, too, insofar 
as they help us predict and control future events.  The 
old religious theories didn’t work at all in this regard, 
since the gods were typically inscrutable and beyond 
our control.  In the old days, a child would develop a 
sore throat, and the local wise man might offer up a sacrifice or some such thing, which generally would not help the 
child recover, and many of them would die.  Today, the local wise man or woman — we use the word ‘physician’ — 
writes out a prescription for a course of antibiotics, and the sore throat is cleared up within a few days. 

Of course, ignorance of scientific explanations of the natural world is still a widespread cause of belief in God.  
Many people lack the opportunity to learn much science, while others are too lazy to bother learning it, and it’s so 
much easier simply to have at hand some catch-all theory for everything, such as: “The world is thus-and-so because 
God made it thus-and-so.”  These human beings aren’t quite so dead to the world that they don’t care if they under-
stand this world; they do care, but not quite enough to explore the matter closely.  So they grasp at the easiest theory 
at hand — God.   

Now, having said this, it should be clear that the exis-
tence of people ignorant of natural science is not good 
evidence for the existence of God, and while intellectual 
laziness might be a cause of believing in this sort of god, 
it surely is not a good reason for belief.6  Using God as a 
kind of “one-stop shopping” for explaining the physical 
world is to believe in a “God of the Gaps” — a God 

                                                             
6  This is not a new observation; even the ancient Greeks were aware of the problem.  The physician Hippocrates 

(c.460-c.377 BCE), a younger contemporary to Socrates, said that “men think [a disease] divine merely because 
they do not understand it.  But if they called everything divine which they do not understand, why, there would 
be no end of divine things.” 

 

GOD’S LIGHTNING 
“When Benjamin Franklin invented the lightning-rod, 

the clergy, both in England and America, with the enthu-
siastic support of George III, condemned it as in impious 
attempt to defeat the will of God.  For, as all right-think-
ing people were aware, lightning is sent by God to punish 
impiety or some other grave sin — the virtuous are never 
struck by lightning.  Therefore if God wants to strike any-

one, Benjamin Franklin ought not to defeat His design; 
indeed, to do so is helping criminals to escape.  But God 

was equal to the occasion, if we are to believe the eminent 
Dr Price, one of the leading divines of Boston.  Lightning 
having been rendered ineffectual by the ‘iron points in-

vented by the sagacious Dr Franklin’, Massachusetts was 
shaken by earthquakes, which Dr Price perceived to be 
due to God’s wrath at the ‘iron points’.  In a sermon on 

the subject he said: ‘In Boston are more erected than else-
where in New England, and Boston seems to be more 
dreadfully shaken.  Oh! there is no getting out of the 

mighty hand of God.’  Apparently, however, Providence 
gave up all hope of curing Boston of its wickedness, for, 
though lightning-rods became more and more common, 

earthquakes in Massachusetts have remained rare.” 
 

— Bertrand Russell, “An Outline of  
Intellectual Rubbish” (1943) 

 

RELIGION AS PAINKILLER 
“Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the 

heart of a heartless world, just as it is the spirit of 
spiritless conditions.  It is the opium of the people.” 

 

— Karl Marx (1818-1883) 
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whom we invoke to make-up for our own intellectual shortcomings.  This is the god that Daniel Dennett has in mind 
when he writes: “Science has won and religion has lost.  Darwin’s idea has banished the Book of Genesis to the 
limbo of quaint mythology.”7  Similarly when Christopher Hitchens writes that: 

Religion has run out of justifications.  Thanks to the telescope and the microscope, it no longer offers 
an explanation of anything important.  Where once it used to be able, by its total command of a world-
view, to prevent the emergence of rivals, it can now only impede and retard — or try to turn back — 
the measurable advances we have made.8 

Diversity of Belief 
Another common cause of believing in God is experiencing a consensus of opinion.  If you grew up in a small ru-

ral community where everyone attended the local Lutheran church and there wasn’t much contact with the wider 
world, then pretty much everyone that you admired and looked up to would be a theist (a Lutheran, even).  What 
could be more natural, then, than to be a Lutheran as well?  But once you broaden your horizons, you soon discover 
that not everyone is a Lutheran; indeed, you’ll discover that a great many bright, honest, loving and sincere people 
do not believe that there is a God at all.   

Even where a person does believe in God, it might be the wrong one.  You will still need to find a reason for pre-
ferring one religious tradition to another.  In which god should you believe, and in which revelation?  Should you be 
a Protestant, Catholic, Mormon, Jew, Muslim, Hindu, Methodist, Jain?  The list goes on, and many of these religions 
are inconsistent with each other.  If Jews are God’s chosen people, then Jehovah’s Wit-
nesses are not — and so on.  Believing in the wrong god will leave you in great peril, 
according to many of these religions — and the wrong god is, after all, simply the god of 
another religion. 

Non-Religious Explanations of Religious Belief 
What is more, we now have various psychological, sociological, and economic 

theories that explain why some people are theists — and it’s not because there is in fact a 
God.  The reason for their believing is because they are insecure, or because they were 
raised to believe in God, or because such beliefs are conducive to the managing of a soc-
iety or a certain economic structure.  The sociologist Émile Durkheim (1858-1917), for 
instance, argued that God and religious dogma emerged in society as a means of control-

ling the behavior of the individuals.  The power and otherness of the social group is 
mystified into a supernatural power; according to Durkheim, “God is only a figurative 
expression of the society” (The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, 1912).  A similar 
point was made by the Scottish historian of religion William Robertson Smith (1846-94) 
in his Religion of the Semites (1889): “Religion did not exist for the saving of souls but for 
the preservation and welfare of society.” 

From a more psychological perspective, Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) argued that 
“religion is an illusion and it derives its strength from the fact that it falls in with our 
instinctual desires.”  Religion is a psychological defense against the more threatening 
aspects of nature — not merely nature’s violence in the shape of storms or earthquakes, 
but also its indifference to our happiness in the playing out of its powers.  We are afraid 

and isolated, and the animation of nature by god-like forces helps relieve us of this fear and isolation.9  Anthropo-

                                                             
7 Daniel Dennett, “Intuition Pumps” in John Brockman, The Third Culture: Beyond the Scientific Revolution 

(1996), p. 187. 
8  Christopher Hitchens, God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything (2009), p. 282. 
9  See Freud’s Totem and Taboo (1913), The Future of an Illusion (1927), and Civilization and Its Discontents 

(1930). 
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logical studies have supported this general idea.  For instance, Bronislaw Malinowski discovered that, among the 
Trobriand Islanders (off the coast of New Guinea), the number and complexity of superstitious rituals increased the 
further out to sea they ventured in search of fish (in the safe harbor of the lagoon, they performed none at all).  In 
general, superstitious practices increase as the environment becomes more dangerous, and control over one’s well 
being is replaced by chance:  

We find magic wherever the elements of chance and accident, and the emotional play between hope 
and fear have a wide and extensive range.  We do not find magic wherever the pursuit is certain, reli-
able, and well under the control of rational methods and technological processes.  Further, we find 
magic where the element of danger is conspicuous.10 

These same principles are exemplified not only among primitive fisher-folk, 
but also among such advanced cultures as American baseball teams.  
Michael Shermer has recently noted that… 

… in baseball, where players are expected to hit a small, white 
ball traveling at nearly 100 miles per hour, superstition leads to 
all sorts of bizarre behaviors on the part of fully modern, 
educated human beings.…  Superstitions are not at all 
uncommon among hitters, where connecting with the baseball 
is so difficult and so fraught with uncertainties that the very 
best in the business fail a full seven out of every ten times at bat.  Fielders, by contrast, typically suc-
ceed in excess of nine out of every ten times a ball is hit to them (the best succeed better than 95 per-
cent of the time), and they have correspondingly fewer superstitions associated with fielding.  But as 
soon as these same fielders pick up a bat, magical thinking goes into full swing.11 

Problem of Evil 
A final point that many find troubling for religion is captured by what David Hume called the Epicurean Di-

lemma: “Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able?  Then he is impotent.  Is he able, but not willing?  Then is he 
malevolent.  Is he both able and willing?  Whence then this evil?”  The existence of evil calls into question the exis-
tence of an all-powerful, all-knowing, all-loving God.  Indeed, it serves as the basis for the atheist’s strongest argu-
ment against theism, and we will be considering it in much greater detail later. 

IS JUSTIFICATION RELEVANT TO RELIGIOUS BELIEF? 
These various considerations call us to examine our relig-

ious beliefs more closely and to attempt to justify those we 
may hold.  As a consequence, they leave many people feel-
ing uncomfortable, for either they don’t believe in God, and 
thus feel that the question is uninteresting or irrelevant, or 
else they do believe in God, but don’t think that they should 
have to justify, or give reasons, for their beliefs. 

This takes us back to a discussion at the beginning of this 
book.  Do you believe that statements like “God exists” or 
“God cares for the well-being of human beings” lack truth-
values?  If so, then discussion of their truth-value is point-
less — but there is still quite a bit of work to justify this im-
portant claim about religious beliefs (i.e., that they are nei-

                                                             
10  Bronislaw Malinowski , “Magic, Science, and Religion” (1925).  He lived with the Trobriand Islanders from 

1914 to 1918. 
11  Michael Shermer, How We Believe: The Search for God in an Age of Science (NY: W. H. Freeman, 1999), p. 45. 

HEGEL ON FEELING 
“Those who invoke feeling as their internal oracle are 
finished with anyone who does not agree: they have 
to admit that they have nothing further to say to any-
one who does not find and feel the same in his heart 
— in other words, they trample under foot the roots 

of humanity.  For it is the nature of humanity to 
struggle for agreement with others, and humanity 

exists only in the accomplished community of con-
sciousness.  The anti-human, the animalic, consists in 

remaining at the level of feeling and being able to 
communicate only through feelings.” [from the “Pre-

face” to his Phenomenology of Mind (1807)] 
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ther true nor false).  The same is to be said of the claim that these statements do in fact have truth-values, but that 
discerning this is simply beyond human powers.  

If religion has nothing to do with reason — if it is based entirely on feelings and emotions, or is simply a matter 
of private conviction, or is based on faith alone — then perhaps religious belief should be exempted from any need 
of rational justification.  We should consider each of these points. 

Is religion based on mere feeling and emotion?  It clearly has an emotional component for many people, but that 
doesn’t mean that’s all there is to it; and even if it were, there could still be a reasonable demand for some justifica-
tion.  Does this belief-system result in the kind of life, or the kind of society, that you (and others) think is best?  
You will want to justify it to yourself, since it’s your life and, insofar as it affects them, your neighbors will demand 
a justification as well.  For instance, racist beliefs typically involve quite a bit of emotion, but the belief that one race 
is inferior to another ought to be either justified or rejected, given the negative consequences for the larger society of 
such a belief.  You can’t defend it simply on the grounds that it’s a “matter of feeling.” 

Is religious belief a matter of private conviction?  Well, suppose the decision as to which religion one accepts is in 
fact a wholly private and personal affair; that still doesn’t mean such a decision should be irrational.  You may not 
need to justify it to me or to anyone else, but you surely need to justify it to yourself.  For instance, marriage is norm-
ally a private affair, but most people don’t think they should just jump into a marriage without some thought as to 
whether it’s the right thing to do.  Similarly, buying a car is largely a private matter, but you normally take a close 
look at the car, and the person selling it to you, before you agree to the purchase.  Likewise with religious belief: if 
it’s of any importance to you at all, you will surely want to examine it closely to make sure it’s worthy of your assent. 

 
READINGS 

 

A CONVERSATION WITH GOD 
Raymond Smullyan 

 
Raymond Smullyan is a professor of philosophy at Indi-
ana University (Bloomington).  The following selection 
from his book, The Tao is Silent (1977), explores the 
problem of knowing whether God exists.  Many people 
pray, and many of those who pray would describe what 
they are doing as “talking with (or to) God.”  Some 
describe this experience as listening to “that small, still 
voice” of God, or the holy spirit, etc.  Can the atheist 
also hear that small, still voice?  And if she did, would 
she be any more inclined to believe in God’s existence?  
Would God’s existence be any less problematic for us if 
God’s voice were neither still nor small, but rather in 
plain English and quite loud?  Smullyan explores this 
question in the following dialogue. 

 

MORTAL: If I can’t see you, how do I know you exist? 
GOD: Good question!  How in fact do you know I exist? 
MORTAL: Well, I am talking to you, am I not? 
GOD: How do you know you are talking to me?  Sup-

pose you told a psychiatrist, “Yesterday I talked to 
God.”  What do you think he would say? 

MORTAL: That might depend on the psychiatrist.  Since 
most of them are atheistic, I guess most would tell 
me I had simply been talking to myself. 

GOD: And they would be right! 
MORTAL: What?  You mean you don’t exist? 
GOD: You have the strangest faculty of drawing false 

conclusions!  Just because you are talking to your-
self, it follows that I don’t exist? 

MORTAL: Well, if I think I am talking to you, but I am 
really talking to myself, in what sense do you ex-
ist? 

GOD: Your question is based on two fallacies plus a 
confusion.  The question of whether or not you are 
now talking to me and the question of whether or 
not I exist are totally separate.  Even if you were 
not now talking to me (which obviously you are), it 
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still would not mean that I don’t exist. 
MORTAL: Well, all right, of course!  So instead of say-

ing “if I am talking to myself, then you don’t ex-
ist,” I should rather have said, “if I am talking to 
myself, then I obviously am not talking to you.” 

GOD: A very different statement indeed, but still false. 
MORTAL: Oh, come now, if I am only talking to myself, 

then how can I be talking to you? 
GOD: Your use of the word “only” is quite misleading!  

I can suggest several logical possibilities under 
which your talking to yourself does not imply that 
you are not talking to me. 

MORTAL: Suggest just one! 
GOD: Well, obviously one such possibility is that you 

and I are identical. 
MORTAL: Such a blasphemous thought — at least had I 

uttered it! 
GOD: According to some religions, yes.  According to 

others, it is the plain, simple, immediately per-
ceived truth. 

MORTAL: So the only way out of my dilemma is to be-
lieve that you and I are identical? 

GOD: Not at all!  This is only one way out.  There are 
several others.  For example, it may be that you are 
part of me, in which case you may be talking to 
that part of me which is you.  Or I may be part of 
you, in which case you may be talking to that part 
of you which is me.  Or again, you and I might par-
tially overlap, in which case you may be talking to 
the intersection and hence talking both to you and 
to me.  The only way your talking to yourself 
might seem to imply that you are not talking to me 
is if you and I were totally disjoint — and even 
then, you could conceivably be talking to both of 
us. 

MORTAL: So you claim you do exist. 
GOD: Not at all.  Again you draw false conclusions!  

The question of my existence has not even come 

up.  All I have said is that from the fact you are 
talking to yourself one cannot possibly infer my 
nonexistence, let alone the weaker fact that you are 
not talking to me. 

MORTAL: All right I’ll grant your point!  But what I 
really want to know is do you exist? 

GOD: What a strange question! 
MORTAL: Why?  Men have been asking for countless 

millennia. 
GOD: I know that!  The question is not strange; what I 

mean is that it is a most strange question to ask of 
me! 

MORTAL: Why? 
GOD: Because I am the very one whose existence you 

doubt!  I perfectly well understand your anxiety.  
You are worried that your present experience with 
me is a mere hallucination.  But how can you pos-
sibly expect to obtain reliable information from a 
being about his very existence when you suspect 
the nonexistence of the very same being? 

MORTAL: So you won’t tell me whether or not you ex-
ist? 

GOD: I am not being willful!  I merely wish to point out 
that no answer I could give could possibly satisfy 
you.  All right, suppose I said, “No, I don’t exist.”  
What would that prove?  Absolutely nothing!  Or if 
I said, “Yes, I exist.”  Would that convince you?  
Of course not! 

MORTAL: Well, if you can’t tell me whether or not you 
exist, then who possibly can? 

GOD: That is something which no one can tell you.  It is 
something which only you can find out for your-
self. 

MORTAL: How do I go about finding this out for my-
self? 

GOD: That also no one can tell you.  This is another 
thing you will have to find out for yourself. 

 

RELIGION AND SCIENCE 
Albert Einstein 

 
Albert Einstein (1879-1955) was born and educated 
in Germany.  While working in a patent office in Zu-
rich, Einstein published a series of important papers 

in physics, including his paper describing the special the-
ory of relativity (1905).  He was awarded the Nobel Prize 
for physics in 1921.  Like many other German Jews, Ein-
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stein emigrated to the United States in 1933, where 
he took a post at the Institute for Advanced Study in 
Princeton (New Jersey).  He lived in Princeton the 
rest of life. 
 Einstein also wrote popular essays on matters of 
politics, ethics, and religion.  The following essay 
was written for the New York Times Magazine, 
where it appeared November 9, 1930 (pp. 1-4); the 
original German text was published in the Berliner 
Tageblatt (November 11, 1930). 

 

Everything that the human race has done and thought 
is concerned with the satisfaction of deeply felt needs 
and the assuagement of pain.  One has to keep this 
constantly in mind if one wishes to understand spiri-
tual movements and their development.  Feeling and 
longing are the motive force behind all human en-
deavor and human creation, in however exalted a 
guise the latter may present themselves to us.  Now 
what are the feelings and needs that have led men to 
religious thought and belief in the widest sense of the 
words?  A little consideration will suffice to show us 
that the most varying emotions preside over the birth 
of religious thought and experience.  With primitive 
man, it is above all fear that evokes religious notions 
— fear of hunger, wild beasts, sickness, death.  Since 
at this stage of existence understanding of causal con-
nections is usually poorly developed, the human 
mind creates illusory beings more or less analogous 
to itself on whose wills and actions these fearful hap-
penings depend.  Thus one tries to secure the favor of 
these beings by carrying out actions and offering sac-
rifices which, according to the tradition handed down 
from generation to generation, propitiate them or 
make them well disposed toward a mortal.  In this 
sense I am speaking of a religion of fear.  This, 
though not created, is in an important degree stabi-
lized by the formation of a special priestly caste 
which sets itself up as a mediator between the people 
and the beings they fear, and erects a hegemony on 
this basis.  In many cases a leader or ruler or a privi-
leged class whose position rests on other factors 
combines priestly functions with its secular authority 
in order to make the latter more secure; or the politi-
cal rulers and the priestly caste make common cause 
in their own interests. 

The social impulses are another source of the 
crystallization of religion.  Fathers and mothers and 

the leaders of larger human communities are mortal and 
fallible.  The desire for guidance, love, and support 
prompts men to form the social or moral conception of 
God.  This is the God of Providence, who protects, dis-
poses, rewards, and punishes; the God who, according to 
the limits of the believer’s outlook, loves and cherishes 
the life of the tribe or of the human race, or even life it-
self; the comforter in sorrow and unsatisfied longing; he 
who preserves the souls of the dead.  This is the social or 
moral conception of God. 

The Jewish scriptures admirably illustrate the devel-
opment from the religion of fear to moral religion, a de-
velopment continued in the New Testament.  The relig-
ions of all civilized peoples, especially the peoples of the 
Orient, are primarily moral religions.  The development 
from a religion of fear to moral religion is a great step in 
peoples’ lives.  And yet, that primitive religions are based 
entirely on fear and the religions of civilized peoples 
purely on morality is a prejudice against which we must 
be on our guard.  The truth is that all religions are a vary-
ing blend of both types, with this differentiation: that on 
the higher levels of social life the religion of morality 
predominates. 

Common to all these types is the anthropomorphic 
character of their conception of God.  In general, only 
individuals of exceptional endowments, and exceptionally 
high-minded communities, rise to any considerable extent 
above this level.  But there is a third stage of religious 
experience which belongs to all of them, even though it is 
rarely found in a pure form: I shall call it cosmic religious 
feeling.  It is very difficult to elucidate this feeling to any-
one who is entirely without it, especially as there is no an-
thropomorphic conception of God corresponding to it. 

The individual feels the futility of human desires and 
aims and the sublimity and marvelous order which reveal 
themselves both in nature and in the world of thought.  
Individual existence impresses him as a sort of prison and 
he wants to experience the universe as a single significant 
whole.  The beginnings of cosmic religious feeling al-
ready appear at an early stage of development, e.g., in 
many of the Psalms of David and in some of the Prophets.  
Buddhism, as we have learned especially from the won-
derful writings of Schopenhauer, contains a much 
stronger element of this. 

The religious geniuses of all ages have been distin-
guished by this kind of religious feeling, which knows no 
dogma and no God conceived in man’s image; so that 
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there can be no church whose central teachings are 
based on it.  Hence it is precisely among the heretics 
of every age that we find men who were filled with 
this highest kind of religious feeling and were in 
many cases regarded by their contemporaries as athe-
ists, sometimes also as saints.  Looked at in this light, 
men like Democritus, Francis of Assisi, and Spinoza 
are closely akin to one another. 

How can cosmic religious feeling be communi-
cated from one person to another, if it can give rise to 
no definite notion of a God and no theology?  In my 
view, it is the most important function of art and sci-
ence to awaken this feeling and keep it alive in those 
who are receptive to it. 

We thus arrive at a conception of the relation of 
science to religion very different from the usual one.  
When one views the matter historically, one is in-
clined to look upon science and religion as irreconcil-
able antagonists, and for a very obvious reason.  The 
man who is thoroughly convinced of the universal 
operation of the law of causation cannot for a mo-
ment entertain the idea of a being who interferes in 
the course of events — provided, of course, that he 
takes the hypothesis of causality really seriously.  He 
had no use for the religion of fear and equally little 
for social or moral religion.  A God who rewards and 
punishes is inconceivable to him for the simple rea-
son that a man’s actions are determined by necessity, 
external and internal, so that in God’s eyes he cannot 
be responsible, any more than an inanimate object is 
responsible for the motions it undergoes.  Science has 
therefore been charged with undermining morality, 
but the charge is unjust.  A man’s ethical behavior 
should be based effectually on sympathy, education, 
and social ties and needs; no religious basis is neces-

sary.  Man would indeed be in a poor way if he had to be 
restrained by fear of punishment and hope of reward after 
death. 

It is therefore easy to see why the churches have al-
ways fought science and persecuted its devotees.  On the 
other hand, I maintain that the cosmic religious feeling is 
the strongest and noblest motive for scientific research.  
Only those who realize the immense efforts and, above 
all, the devotion without which pioneer work in theoreti-
cal science cannot be achieved are able to grasp the 
strength of the emotion out of which alone such work, 
remote as it is from the immediate realities of life, can 
issue.  What a deep conviction of the rationality of the 
universe and what a yearning to understand, were it but a 
feeble reflection of the mind revealed in this world, Ke-
pler and Newton must have had to enable them to spend 
years of solitary labor in disentangling the principles of 
celestial mechanics!  Those whose acquaintance with sci-
entific research is derived chiefly from its practical results 
easily develop a completely false notion of the mentality 
of the men who, surrounded by a skeptical world, have 
shown the way to kindred spirits scattered wide through 
the world and the centuries.  Only one who has devoted 
his life to similar ends can have a vivid realization of 
what has inspired these men and given them the strength 
to remain true to their purpose in spite of countless fail-
ures.  It is cosmic religious feeling that gives a man such 
strength.  A contemporary has said, not unjustly, that in 
this materialistic age of ours the serious scientific workers 
are the only profoundly religious people.

 

[33] FAITH AND REASON 
If religious belief is a matter of faith rather than reason, then perhaps reason should keep silent in religious matters.  

To explore this possibility, we first need to determine what exactly we mean by ‘faith’, and what it means to base one’s 
beliefs on faith.   

Faith and reason share a complicated history, and both come with several interpretations of how they are to be under-
stood.  A recent survey article12 offers seven models of faith, and reason is similarly ambiguous: Is reason the ability to 

                                                             
12  John Bishop, “Faith” in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2010) [http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/faith/]. 

 

“The most important decision any 
of us will ever make is whether or not 

to believe the universe is friendly.” 
 

— Albert Einstein (1879-1955) 
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infer from premises to a conclusion?  The ability to determine the best means to some goal?  The ability to choose the 
goal itself?  From the Christian tradition, one also encounters two fundamentally different assessments of reason, 
namely, as an important cognitive faculty given to us by God and supplemented by faith (Aquinas) or as a cognitive fac-
ulty corrupted by sin, and thus in need of correction by faith 
(Augustine). 

Faith as a Relation to a Proposition 
Do we believe on faith everything for which we lack ade-

quate evidence?  For instance, I lack evidence that the moon is 
made of lime Jell-O, or that I am a direct descendent of Louis 
XIV — so should I believe these things on faith?  You might 
point out that there exists plenty of evidence that the moon is 
not made of lime Jell-O — that, indeed, it is not made of Jell-O 
of any flavor.  That’s all true, but it suggests a new question: 
Can or should we ever believe on faith something that we have 
good reason not to believe?  In other words, can faith fly in the 
face of reason?  And if it does, should we follow?  Does it make 
sense to believe something that has all the evidence stacked 
against it?  If such behavior is appropriate, then how do we de-
termine which statements are candidates for this preferential 
treatment? 

Perhaps faith enters only where there is no evidence for or 
against some possible belief, or else where the evidence is equally weighted.  If that is the case, however, then it will turn 
out that reason does indeed have a great deal of work to do with respect to our religious beliefs, for we will need to ex-
amine carefully the evidence for and against each statement before appealing to faith. 

One criterion guiding the application of faith might be the moral or existential importance of a statement.  People 
typically make appeals to faith regarding statements that are in some way important to their lives, but for which there is 
little or no evidence for believing them as true.  The statement that “there’s an odd number of nitrogen molecules in this 
room” is just as likely true as it is false — the evidence (short of an actual count) tilts the scales in neither direction — 
yet neither my happiness nor my well-being hinges on the truth of this statement, so deciding to believe it on faith is 
purely idle.  

When we speak of someone’s faith, often what we have in mind is that person’s “deep commitment” to some belief or 
set of beliefs, where this belief is itself ungrounded (in that it lacks any evidence favoring it), yet itself grounds many 
other beliefs (where these other beliefs are not merely hypothetical, but instead are live, actual, present beliefs).  The 
more beliefs that are based upon the ungrounded belief, the more important that ungrounded belief becomes, and the 
more difficult it is to reject.  “Why do I believe P?  Because if I don’t, then my whole world will collapse!”  (Is this a 
good reason for belief?)      

And yet it isn’t clear that faith should ever be allowed to override the evidence.  We know 
for a fact that people occasionally believe things in the face of irrefutable evidence to the con-
trary — the psychiatric wards of hospitals are filled with such people.  But all worries of 
lunacy aside, there are also strong theological grounds to avoid using faith to shore-up irra-
tional beliefs.  As John Locke (1632-1704) wrote in his Essay Concerning Human 
Understanding (1690): 

Reason is natural revelation, whereby the eternal Father of light and fountain of 
all knowledge communicates to mankind that portion of truth which he has laid 
within the reach of their natural faculties: [special] revelation is natural reason 
enlarged by a new set of discoveries communicated by God immediately; which 
reason vouches the truth of, by the testimony and proofs it gives that they come 

THE WORLD’S RELIGIONS 
Estimates of the total numbers of adherents to the 
major world religions are rough at best.  Few relig-
ions other than Christianity attempt to keep statistical 
records, and even here the methods of counting dif-
fer.  Below are estimates for the top ten organized 
religions of the world. 

 

Religion Members Percentage 
Christianity  1.9 billion 33.0% 
Islam 1.1 billion 20.0 
Hinduism 781 million 13.0 
Buddhism 324 million 6.0 
Sikhism 19 million 0.4 
Judaism 14 million 0.2 
Baha’ism 6.1 million 0.1 
Confucianism 5.3 million 0.1 
Jainism 4.9 million 0.1 
Shintoism 2.8 million 0.0 

[Encyclopedia Britannica] 
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from God.  So that he that takes away reason to make way for revelation puts out 
the light of both, and does much the same as if he would persuade a man to put 
out his eyes, the better to receive the remote light of an invisible star by a tele-
scope.  [Bk. 4, Ch. 19, §5] 

Faith as a Relation (of Trust) to a Person 
The discussion so far has assumed that faith is a relationship to a belief, where faith serves 

as a substitute for good evidence.  But one might also think of it as a relationship to a person 
(here the authority of the person becomes your evidence for a statement’s truth).  Thomas 
Aquinas (1225-74), perhaps the greatest Christian theologian of all time, understood faith in 
this way.13  He wrote in his Summa Contra Gentiles (Bk.1, Ch. 3.2, 6.1-4) that believing some-
thing on faith means “believing it to be true because God says it is true.”  God is the source of all truth; thus for any 
statement, P, if God says P, then P is true.  So according to Aquinas, having faith in God is the same as trusting in the 
veracity and omniscience of God.  This is not an un-
usual use of the word; for instance, we might say that 
we “have faith” in someone (for example, that this 
person won’t betray me, or lie to me, or in some man-
ner act unreliably). 

Consider the following religious statements drawn 
from Christianity:  

 

(1) Jesus is the Son of God. 
(2) The world was created in time. 
(3) The Bible is the word of God. 
(4) God exists.   

According to Aquinas, we can believe (1)-(2) on faith 
so long as we know that God has revealed them to us.  
(This is illustrated graphically in the chart below.  Re-
call the discussion of different justifications or warrants of our beliefs: these warrants may be perceptual or theoretical).  
Statements (3) and (4), however, cannot be believed on faith, since believing something on faith requires that we already 
believe (3) and (4).  Faith comes after you know that some claim comes from God.  But if not on faith, then on what do 
we base these beliefs?  According to Aquinas, reason and our senses are adequate for proving these two statements: the 
third statement is proved by the presence of miracles,14 and the fourth can be proved any of several ways (see Aquinas’ 
famous “Five Ways”).  Consequently, in Aquinas’s account reason still has a considerable role to play in evaluating reli-
gious claims, for these two statements are central to any religious belief.  

This discussion of faith suggests a distinction between two groups of statements, based on whether we can discover 
their truth by using reason and our senses alone, without any appeal to divine revelation, or whether we also require di-

                                                             
13 Aquinas is widely considered the most important theologian and philosopher of the late middle ages.  While contro-

versial in his own day, he was canonized within a half-century of his death (becoming “Saint Thomas” in 1323) and 
in 1879 his writings were declared the official Catholic philosophy by Pope Leo VIII. 

14  What sort of miracles?  Aquinas places the greatest emphasis on the “miracle” of Christianity’s ability to convert non-
believers: 

… in the midst of the tyranny of the persecutors, an innumerable throng of people, both simple and most 
learned, flocked to the Christian faith.  In this faith there are truths preached that surpass every human intel-
lect; the pleasures of the flesh are curbed; it is taught that the things of the world should be spurned.  Now, 
for the minds of mortal men to assent to these things is the greatest of miracles, just as it is a manifest work 
of divine inspiration that, spurning visible things, men should seek only what is invisible” (Summa Contra 
Gentiles, Bk. 1, Ch. 6, sect. 1). 

I heard M say so  {inductive reasoning based on 
   past testimonies} 

 ↓  ↓ 
 M said so + M is veracious and  
   in a position to know 
  ↓ 
 “M is my birth mother” 
  

This revelation of P is accompanied  Faith 
by strange events, etc. ↓ 
 ↓  God is veracious and 
 God revealed P. + in a position to know P.  

  ↓ 
       [religious statements] 

[Key: ‘x → y’ = ‘x justifies y’] 



 Faith and Reason 201 

vine revelation.  The former are “natural truths” and the latter “revealed truths,” and the difference between these truths 
is what distinguishes the two major kinds of religion — natural and revealed — that are discussed below in greater de-
tail. 

Faith as an (unwarranted) Belief that God Exists 
But Aquinas’s understanding of faith is not what many people mean when they say that they believe these statements 

on faith, for what they “believe on faith” is that it is indeed God who has revealed these statements to us (rather than, 
say, some human fabricator).  These people want to believe on faith what Aquinas felt we must believe only with good 
reasons, namely, that God does exist and did in fact reveal these things to us.  For Aquinas, it is only after we have de-
termined this that faith comes into play. 

When faith is the means by which we believe God exists or has revealed something to us, then it is understood as a 
special kind of cognitive ability, and one that none of us can acquire on our own; such faith is granted as an act of grace 
by God, for reasons inscrutable to the believer.  This highlights a general shift in the role of faith brought about by the 
“problem of historical knowledge” as discussed by Gotthold Lessing in the 18th century and Søren Kierkegaard in the 
19th century.  Special revelation is understood as happening in the past, as a historical fact, and as such is prone to the 
fallibility of all historical statements; we never can be certain of their truth.  We thus require faith to get us past this un-
certainty that God exists and that such revelations come from God.  For this we need, as Kierkegaard wrote, a “leap of 
faith”.  Or as Blaise Pascal wrote in the “wager argument” of his Pensées: 

‘Either God is or he is not.’  But to which view shall we be inclined?  Reason cannot decide this question.  
Infinite chaos separates us.  At the far end of this infinite distance a coin is being spun which will come 
down heads or tails.  How will you wager?  Reason cannot make you choose, reason cannot prove either 
wrong. 

And so we choose, each in our own way.  Pascal offered advice on how to make this choice (to be discussed in a later 
section); Kierkegaard, writing several centuries later, was less certain of Pascal’s guidance.  For Kierkegaard, we simply 
had to leap across that chasm of uncertainty, and we must do this without any benefit of “good reasons.”15 

NATURAL AND REVEALED RELIGION 
Assuming that God does exist, do you think that God reveals 

truths about God’s own existence and nature in the physical 
world? 

There are many statements that we are justified in believing 
without relying on faith in God’s veracity and omniscience.  
These include all the truths about the world with which science 
deals.  As for religious beliefs, Aquinas thought that reason 
could also prove that God exists — and it is this central belief 
that we will be examining in the following pages.  Christians 
find some support for natural religion in their scriptures:  

For what can be known about God is perfectly 
plain to [the pagans] since God himself has made 
it plain.  Ever since God created the world his ev-
erlasting power and deity — however invisible — 
have been there for the mind to see in the things he has made. [Paul’s letter to the Romans, 1:19-20] 

                                                             
15 Faith could also be understood as an attitude towards the human condition, such as the attitude of perseverance or hope 

in the face of uncertainty (“We must have faith; although we can be certain of nothing, yet we must nonetheless pro-
ceed as best we can in this world despite our ignorance, rather than despair and refuse to act at all”). 

 

FIDEISM 
Fideism is the view that truth in religion is ultimately 
based on faith rather than on reasoning or evidence.  
An ironic passage from Hume’s essay on miracles 
was cited by Hamann (1730-88) and Kierkegaard 
(1813-55) as a good formulation of their fideistic 

position: “[The] Christian Religion not only was at 
first attended with miracles, but even to this day can-

not be believed by any reasonable person without 
them.  Mere reason is not sufficient to convince us of 
its veracity; and whoever is moved by Faith to assent 
to it, is conscious of a continued miracle in his own 

person, which subverts all the principles of his under-
standing, and gives him a determination to believe 
what is most contrary to custom and experience.”  

[David Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Under-
standing, §10 (1748)] 
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Natural religion is the set of religious beliefs that can be known through reason alone as it reflects on the phenomena 
of nature.  Reason, according to Aquinas and many others, can supply us with at least this minimal set of religious be-
liefs.  Yet while natural religion considers the existence and nature of God independently of any revealed truth (such as 
Holy Scripture or personal inspiration), it still is often studied by theists who believe that some form of revelation is nec-
essary, but who wish to understand the natural basis of that revelation, often for use in converting non-believers.   

Some theists, however, feel that natural religion is adequate by itself for one’s salvation and is not in need of any sup-
plementation by revelation.  The so-called Deists of the 17th and 18th centuries belong to this category (in the American 
colonies, this included Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, and Thomas Paine; in England, Edward Herbert (Lord 
Cherbury), John Toland, and Samuel Clarke; in France, Voltaire and Jean-Jacques Rousseau; and in Germany, Gotthold 
Ephraim Lessing and Immanuel Kant).  The fictional character Cleanthes, in Hume’s Dialogues on Natural Religion, 
also appears to be a kind of deist. 

Revealed religion is the set of religious beliefs that can be known only through God’s special revelation, either scrip-
ture or mystical insight.  These revealed truths typically were thought of as supplementing the truths of reason.  Aquinas, 
for instance, believed that reason can prove God’s existence and that God created the world, but special revelation is 
necessary to know the additional truths that God is triune in nature (i.e., Father, Son, and Holy Spirit) or that God created 
the world in time.  It was Aquinas’s view that reason (as embodied in science) and revelation can never come into con-
flict, since truth is one, and behind this truth stands God.  Special revelation is understood as complementing reason, 
never contradicting it.  Aquinas wrote in his Summa Contra Gentiles that … 

There is a twofold mode of truth in what we profess about God.  Some truths about God exceed all the 
ability of the human reason.  Such is the truth that God is triune.  But there are some truths that the natural 
reason also is able to reach.  Such are that God exists, that He is one, and the like.  In fact, such truths about 
God have been proved demonstratively by the philosophers, guided by the light of natural reason. [Summa 
Contra Gentiles, I. 3. §2] 

Those theists who accept special revelation but who also study natural religion typically do so either to convert others 
who do not accept a particular revelation as a source of truth, or be-
cause of the inadequacy of special revelation in general.  As we saw in 
the discussion of Aquinas and faith, there seem to be problems with 
revealed truths; how, for instance, are we to believe them?  Most peo-
ple do not personally experience such special revelations; instead, there 
is always one or more human beings mediating between you and God.  
In other words, the revelation is based on hearsay, and we know how 
hearsay can be corrupted through either ignorance or malice.  Are we 
to base such important beliefs (about God and our destiny) on such a wobbly foundation?  And why would God choose 
to reveal himself in such a defective manner?  Why would he limit his revelations to just this or that time and place?  
This would seem highly unfair to the rest of humanity who never gets to hear from God directly.  Finally, suppose God 
would make these revelations to you personally — suppose some mighty voice spoke to you from a cloud, or a burning 
bush, or from the mouth of a frog: How could you be sure of the source of the revelation?  How could you be certain that 
you weren’t simply losing your mind?   

If our religious beliefs are to be based on historical events — particularities — then they will always suffer from im-
precision and uncertainty.  If, on the other hand, we can base our religious beliefs on whatever human reason is able to 
learn from the generalities of nature (in other words, natural religion) then we can begin to attain a level of certainty 
typically enjoyed only in mathematics and the sciences. 

MIRACLES 
David Hume (1711-1776) discusses miracles in Section Ten of his An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding 

(1748).  Here he defines a miracle as any event satisfying two conditions: (1) it violates a law of nature, and (2) it is a 

 

TWO KINDS OF REVELATION 
 • General: given directly to all people, 

typically through nature or reason. 
 • Special: given directly to one person or 

group, as found in scripture, prophecy, 
divine inspiration. 
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result of to the direct activity of God.16  Hume goes on to argue that “no human testimony 
can have such force as to prove a miracle, and make it a just foundation for any [...] system 
of religion.”  He has Christianity in mind here, although the argument could be equally 
applied to other revealed religions.  To summarize, his argument is as follows:  

 

(1) The authority of Christianity is founded entirely on the testimony of the Apostles. 
(2) The evidence of hearsay is less than the evidence of our senses. 
(3) ∴ Our evidence for Christianity is less than the evidence of our senses. 
(4) The weaker evidence cannot destroy the stronger. 
(5) ∴ The “external evidence” for Christianity (viz., scriptural authority) is not enough 

to warrant the truth of Christianity.  
 

Hume concludes, perhaps disingenuously, that this shows Christianity would be wholly 
without evidence, but for “the immediate operation of the Holy Spirit” on our minds.  

The basic epistemic principle underlying Hume’s argument (as used in premise 4, above) is that “no testimony is suf-
ficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such a kind that its falsehood would be more miraculous than the 
fact which it endeavors to establish.”  In other words, when presented with some claim of a miracle, we must ask which 
is more likely: (1) The miracle happened (thus violating known laws 
of nature) or (2) The human witnesses/ reporters were either mistaken 
in what they saw or heard, or they willfully lied.  Hume would remind 
us that humans have a long track record of deceit, confusion, and gul-
libility, and he would then suggest that it is rather more likely for 
someone in the chain of reporters leading back to the alleged miracle 
to have either lied or been confused, than that our basic understanding 
of the way the universe operates, an understanding that has been 
painstakingly developed over the centuries, is simply wrong.17 

For these and other reasons, philosophers and theologians have turned to developing natural religion.  Let’s move 
now to a consideration of natural truths, and in particular the traditional proofs of God’s existence and nature.  

PROOFS OF GOD’S EXISTENCE 
Before we get to the proofs themselves, we should note a few 

things about proofs in general.  All proofs are either a priori or a 
posteriori.  A priori proofs are those whose premises can all be 
known independently of our experience of the world.  A posteriori 
proofs, on the other hand, depend on at least one premise that can 
be known only by means of our experience of the world.  In natural 
religion, the primary statement to be proven is “God exists.”  We 
will be looking at three traditional proofs for the existence of God: 
the ontological, the cosmological, and the teleological.  The on-
tological argument begins with the meaning of the word ‘God’, and 
argues that the very meaning of the word includes God’s existence; 
the cosmological argument begins with the existence of the world, and argues that the world needs a creator (in other 

                                                             
16  We might also add that the event must be surprising or astounding, and that the event must serve some important and 

beneficial purpose — but these are better seen as helpful in recognizing a miracle rather than in defining them. 
17  This is a false dichotomy.  A miracle need not be understood as undermining some law, but perhaps even as affirming 

it, but offering an occasional and miraculous violation of the rule (the exception that “proves the rule”).  Hume’s 
point can still be made, of course, by comparing the relative likelihood of these two statements: (1) the reported mira-
cle is a result of human error or deceit, and (2) there is a God who providentially interfered with the laws of nature at 
this particular moment. 

“Is it more probable that nature should go out 
of her course, or that a man should tell a lie?  
We have never seen, in our time, nature go out 
of her course; but we have good reason to be-
lieve that millions of lies have been told in the 
same time; it is, therefore, at least millions to 
one, that the reporter of a miracle tells a lie.” 

 

—Thomas Paine, The Age of Reason (1794) 

HOMER SIMPSON ON NOT 
GOING TO CHURCH 

“What’s the big deal about going to some 
building every Sunday, I mean, isn’t God eve-
rywhere?  Don’t you think the almighty has 
better things to worry about than where one 
little guy spends one measly hour of his week?  
And what if we’ve picked the wrong religion?  
Every week we’re just making God madder and 
madder!” 
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words, God is needed to explain the existence of the world); and the teleological argument begins with the design or 
structure of the world, and argues that such a world needs a designer (God is needed to explain the order or design in the 
world).  Only the ontological proof is strictly a priori; the other two are a posteriori, although the cosmological is some-
times considered as an a priori proof (for instance, by David Hume) since it requires no knowledge of what is, but 
merely that something is. 

 
READING 

THE CREED OF THE PRIEST OF SAVOY 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau 

 
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) first gained public 
attention with his early prize-winning “Discourse on 
the Sciences and the Arts” (1750), wherein he argued 
that civilization has in general been harmful to human 
well-being.  His “Discourse on Inequality” (1755) ar-
gued that private property has led to various social 
disorders, and in 1761 he published what was to be-
come the most widely-read novel of the century: The 
New Heloise, a story of love and virtue.  In 1762 ap-
peared both The Social Contract and the novel Émile — 
the former was an important contribution to political 
philosophy, while the latter helped spur the pedagogi-
cal reforms of 18th and 19th century Europe.   
 Émile chronicles the education of the young boy 
Émile, and a small portion of this novel is “The Creed 
of the Priest of Savoy,” which appears to be Rousseau’s 
own opinion on religion.  This creed was presented as 
part of the 15-year-old Émile’s religious education and, 
as a statement of deism, it hit Europe like a storm.  It 
was bitterly attacked on all sides: by the French athe-
ists centered around Diderot (who wished to dispense 
with religion altogether, at least in their private lives) 
as well as by orthodox Christians.  The Catholic 
Church had the novel burned in Paris, and a warrant 
was issued for Rousseau’s arrest, causing him to flee to 
Geneva, his birthplace, which was controlled by the 
protestant Calvinists.  Geneva was no more hospitable 
to his views, however, and Rousseau was forced to flee 
once more. 
 The following is an excerpt from “The Creed of a 
Priest of Savoy,” translated (with a few slight modifica-
tions) by Arthur H. Beattie. 

 

 [ÉMILE ASKS THE PRIEST ABOUT HIS VIEWS OF THE 

CHRISTIAN DOGMA AND SPECIAL REVELATION] 

[…]  Tell me about revelation, about the Scriptures, 
about those obscure dogmas which have left me in per-
plexity since my childhood, without my being able to 
understand them clearly or to believe them, and without 
my knowing whether to accept them or to reject them.   

[THE PRIEST DOUBTS THE NECESSITY OF ANY DOGMA 

OVER AND BEYOND THE TEACHINGS OF NATURAL 

RELIGION] 

Yes, my child, he said, embracing me, I shall com-
plete telling you what I believe.  I have no wish to open 
my heart to you only in part, but the desire which you 
now express to me was necessary to authorize me to 
keep nothing back from you.  Up to this point I have 
told you nothing except what I thought might be useful 
to you, and what is for me a matter of firm conviction.  
The considerations that are now left for me to examine 
are quite different.  I see in them only difficulties, mys-
tery, obscurity; I bring to them only uncertainty and 
distrust.  It is with trembling that I come to a conclusion 
concerning them, and I tell you my doubts rather than 
my conviction.  If your opinions were more stable, I 
should hesitate to set forth mine before you; but, in the 
state in which you find yourself, you will gain by think-
ing as I do.  Moreover, accept what I shall say only if 
reason prompts you; I do not know whether I am in 
error.  It is difficult, when one takes part in a discus-
sion, not to assume sometimes an affirmative tone; but 
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remember that here all my affirmations are only reasons 
for doubting.  Seek the truth yourself; personally, I 
promise you only good faith.   

You see in what I have set forth only natural reli-
gion.  It is very strange that any other should be nec-
essary!  How can I know the necessity for it?  How can 
I be guilty of wrong in serving God according to the 
light that he gives to my mind, and according to the 
sentiments that he inspires in my heart?  What purity of 
morals, what teaching useful to man and honorable to 
his creator, can I draw from a positive doctrine that I 
cannot draw without it from the proper use of my facul-
ties?  Show me what can be added, for the glory of 
God, for the good of society, and for my own well-
being, to the duties of the natural law, and show me, 
too, what virtue you will derive from a new mode of 
worship which is not a consequence of mine.  The 
greatest ideas of the Divinity come to us through reason 
alone.  Observe the spectacle of nature; listen to the 
inner voice.  Has God not told everything to our eyes, 
to our conscience, to our judgment?  What more will 
men tell you?  Their revelations only belittle God by 
ascribing to him human passions.  Far from illuminat-
ing the notions we have of the great Being, I see that 
specific dogmas confuse them; that far from making 
them nobler, they cheapen them; that to the inconceiv-
able mysteries which surround those ideas, they add 
absurd contradictions; that they make men proud, intol-
erant, cruel; that instead of establishing peace on earth, 
they bring to it fire and the sword.  I wonder what is the 
use of all that, but I am unable to furnish an answer.  I 
see in it only the crimes of men and the miseries of the 
human race.   

[THE ARGUMENTS AGAINST REVELATION AND 

AGAINST ANY DOGMA BASED SOLELY ON SPECIAL 

REVELATION] 

They tell me that a revelation was necessary to teach 
men the way God wished them to serve him.  They cite 
as a proof the diversity of the strange cults that have 
been instituted, and they do not see that that very diver-
sity derives from the fanciful nature of the revelations.  
As soon as peoples have taken it into their heads to 
make God speak, each has made him speak in its way, 
and has made him say what it wished.  If they had lis-
tened only to what God says to the heart of man, there 
would never have been more than one religion on earth.   

There had to be a uniform belief and mode of wor-
ship.  Let us accept that, but was this point then so im-
portant that all the machinery of divine power was nec-
essary to establish it?  Let us not confuse the ceremony 
of religion with religion itself.  The worship that God 
demands of us is that of the heart; and, when it is sin-
cere, such worship is always uniform.  It is a very fool-
ish vanity to imagine that God takes such a great inter-
est in the form of the priest’s costume, in the order of 
the words he pronounces, in the gestures he makes at 
the altar, and in all his genuflexions.  O my friend, re-
main standing fully erect, and you will still be close 
enough to the earth.  God wishes to be worshipped in 
spirit and in truth; that duty is incumbent upon all relig-
ions, all countries, all men.  As for the outward mode of 
worship, if it must be uniform for reasons of good or-
der, that is purely a matter of public policy; no revela-
tion is necessary for that.   

I did not think this way in the beginning.  Influenced 
by the prejudices of education and by that dangerous 
self-pride that always tends to carry man above his 
proper sphere, unable to raise my feeble ideas to the 
point of conceiving the great Being, I strove to reduce 
him to my plane.  I sought to lessen the infinite distance 
that marks the relationships between his nature and 
mine.  I demanded more immediate communications, 
more individual instructions; and, not satisfied with 
making God resemble man, I sought supernatural en-
lightenment in order to occupy a privileged position 
among my fellows.  I wanted an exclusive worship; I 
wished that God had told me what he had not told oth-
ers or what others would not have understood as well as 
I would.   

Regarding the situation that I had reached as the 
common point of departure for all believers striving to 
attain a more enlightened worship, I found in the dog-
mas of natural religion only the elements of all religion.  
I considered that diversity of sects that prevails on 
earth, of sects that mutually accuse one another of 
falsehood and error.  I kept asking, Which is the right 
one?  Everyone answered me, “Mine is”; everyone said, 
“I alone and my fellows think correctly; all the others 
are in error.”  —And how do you know that your sect is 
the true one?  —“Because God has said so.”  —And 
who tells you that God has said so?  —“My pastor, who 
knows it well.  My pastor tells me to believe thus, and 
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thus I believe; he assures me that all those who do not 
say what he says are lying, and I do not listen to them.”  

What! I said to myself, is truth not one?  And what 
is true where I live, can it be false where you live?  If 
the method of him who follows the right road is the 
same as the method of him who loses his way, what 
merit or what blame does the one deserve more than the 
other?  Their choice is a matter of chance; to hold them 
responsible for it is unfair, for it means rewarding or 
punishing a man being born in such or such a place.  To 
dare say that God judges us in that way is to insult his 
justice.   

Either all religions are good and pleasing to God or, 
if he does prescribe one for men and punishes them for 
not observing it, he has marked it with sure and mani-
fest signs so that it may be distinguished and known as 
the only true one; these signs are at all times and all 
places equally perceptible by all men great and small, 
learned and ignorant, Europeans, Asiatics, Africans, 
savages.  If there were one religion on earth outside of 
which there would be only eternal torment, and if in 
some part of the globe a single mortal of good faith 
would not have been impressed by its obvious truth, the 
God of that religion would be the most unfair and the 
most cruel of tyrants.   

Do we then seek the truth sincerely?  Let us attribute 
nothing to the right of birth and the authority of parents 
and pastors, but let us subject to the examination of 
conscience and reason all that they have taught us from 
our childhood.  It is useless for them to cry to me, 
“Make your reason yield.”  He who deceives me can 
say as much to me; I must have reasons if my reason is 
to give assent.   

All the theology that I can acquire by myself, 
through the examination of the universe and the proper 
employment of my faculties, is limited to what I have 
already explained to you.  To know more, I must have 
recourse to extraordinary means.  Those means cannot 
include the authority of men, for, no man being of an-
other nature than I, all that a man can know naturally I 
can know also, and another man can be mistaken just as 
readily as I.  When I believe what a man says, it is not 
because he says it, but because he proves it.  The testi-
mony of men is, then, in the last analysis only that of 
my reason itself, and adds nothing to the natural means 
that God has given me to know the truth.   

Apostle of truth, what have you then to tell me of 
such a nature that I may not use my reason to judge it?  
“God himself has spoken; listen to his revelation.”  
That’s another matter.  God has spoken! that’s certainly 
impressive.  And to whom has he spoken?  “He has spo-
ken to men.”  Why then have I heard nothing of this 
revelation?  “He has instructed other men to repeat his 
word to you.”  I understand: it is men who are going to 
tell me what God has said.  I should have preferred to 
hear God himself.  That would have been no more diffi-
cult for him, and I should have been protected against 
being led astray.  “He protects you against it by making 
manifest the mission of his envoys.”  In what way?  “By 
miracles.”  And where are these miracles?  “In books.”  
And who made these books?  “Men.”  And who saw the 
miracles?  “Men who attest to them.”  What!  Still more 
testimony of men!  Still more men who report to me 
what other men have reported!  How many men between 
God and me!  Nevertheless, let us have a look; let us 
examine, compare, verify.  Oh! if God had deigned to 
free me from all this effort, would I have served him less 
willingly?  

Consider, my friend, in what a horrible discussion you 
now see me engaged; consider what immense erudition I 
need to go back to the remotest antiquity, to examine, 
weigh, compare prophecies, revelations, facts, all the 
monuments of faith proposed in all the countries of the 
globe, in order to assign to them their dates, places, au-
thors, occasions!  What precision of critical judgment I 
need to distinguish the authentic documents from spurious 
ones; to compare the objections with the answers, the 
translations with the originals; to judge the impartiality of 
witnesses, their good sense, their understanding; to know 
whether or not anything has been suppressed, added, 
transposed, changed, falsified; to solve the contradictions 
that remain; to judge what weight should be attributed to 
the failure of the opponents to answer the facts alleged 
against them; to determine whether or not these allega-
tions were known to them, whether they considered them 
serious enough to warrant their deigning an answer, 
whether books were common enough so that those we 
have might have come also to their attention; whether we 
have had sufficient good faith to let theirs circulate freely 
among us, and to leave in them their most forceful ob-
jections just as they had formulated them! 

Once we have recognized as authentic all these 
documents, we must then pass on to the proofs of the 
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mission of their authors; we must know well the laws of 
chance, the probabilities applicable to events, in order 
to judge what prediction cannot be fulfilled without a 
miracle.  We must know well the spirit of oriental lan-
guages to distinguish what is prediction in those lan-
guages and what is only an oratorical figure.  We must 
know well what facts are in the order of nature, and 
what facts are not, in order to declare just how far a 
clever man can fool the eyes of simple people, and can 
even astonish the well-informed.  We must seek what 
the nature of a miracle must be and what authenticity it 
must possess, not only to be believed, but so that it may 
be regarded as a punishable crime to doubt it.  We must 
compare the proofs of real and of false marvels, and 
find sure rules to differentiate between them.  We must 
say finally why God chooses, in order to attest his 
word, means which have themselves such great need of 
attestation, as if he were making sport of man’s credul-
ity and were avoiding deliberately the real ways of con-
vincing him. 

Let us suppose that divine majesty deigns to demean 
itself sufficiently to make a man the instrument for ex-
pressing its sacred will; is it reasonable, is it just to de-
mand that the whole human race obey the voice of that 
minister without making them recognize him clearly as a 
divine minister?  Is there justice in giving mankind, as 
the only credentials offered, nothing but a few special 
signs made before very few obscure persons, and con-
cerning which all the rest of men will never know any-
thing except by hearsay?  Throughout all the countries of 
the world, if one accepted as true all the marvels that the 
masses and the simple people say they have seen, each 
sect would be the true one; there would be more super-
natural than natural events; and the greatest miracle of 
all would be that where there are fanatics persecuted, 
there should be no miracles to save them.  It is the inal-
terable order of nature that reveals best the wise hand 
that governs it; if many exceptions happened, I should 
no longer know what to think of it; and, so far as I am 
concerned, I believe too firmly in God to believe in so 
many miracles unworthy of him.   

Let us suppose that a man comes to speak to us in 
this way: Mortals, I announce to you the will of the 
Almighty; recognize by my voice the one who sends 
me; I order the sun to change its course, the stars to 
rearrange themselves in new constellations, the moun-
tains to be flattened out, the waters to rise, the earth to 

take on a different aspect.  At these marvels, who will 
not recognize immediately the master of nature?  It 
does not obey impostors; their “miracles” are per-
formed at crossroads, in solitudes, within walls, and it is 
there that they readily deceive a handful of spectators 
already inclined to believe anything.  Who will dare tell 
me how many eyewitnesses it takes to make a marvel 
worthy of belief?  If your miracles, performed in order 
to prove your doctrine, need to be proved themselves, 
of what use are they?  It would be just as good not to 
perform any.   

There still remains the most important probing into 
the announced doctrine for, since those who say that 
God performs miracles here below claim that the devil 
sometimes imitates them, with the best attested marvels 
we cannot be more sure than before; and, since Phar-
aoh’s magicians dared, in the very presence of Moses, 
to make the same signs that Moses was making at the 
express order of God, why, in his absence, would they 
not, with equal reason to be believed, claim the same 
authority?  Thus, after proving the doctrine by the mir-
acle, it is necessary to prove the miracle by the doctrine, 
for fear of taking the work of the devil for the work of 
God.  What do you think of that as a twofold begging of 
the question?   

This doctrine, coming from God, must bear the sa-
cred character of the Divinity; not only must it illumine 
for us the confused ideas that reasoning traces in our 
mind concerning the Deity, but it must also propose to 
us a mode of worship, a moral code, and maxims befit-
ting the attributes by which alone we conceive his es-
sence.  If, then, it taught us only absurd and reasonless 
things, if it inspired in us only feelings of aversion for 
our fellows and of fear for ourselves, if it painted for us 
only a God wrathful, jealous, vengeful, partial, hating 
man, a God of war and combats, always ready to de-
stroy and to strike down, always talking of torments and 
penalties, and boasting of punishing even the innocent, 
my heart would not be drawn toward that terrible God, 
and I should take good care not to abandon natural re-
ligion in order to embrace that one, for you see indeed 
that one would necessarily have to make a choice.  
Your God is not ours, I should say to his followers.  He 
who begins by choosing for himself a single people and 
outlawing the rest of the human race is not the common 
father of men; he who destines to eternal torment the 
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majority of his creatures is not the clement and good 
God whom my reason has shown to me.   

Concerning dogmas, my reason tells me that they 
must be clear, luminous, inspiring conviction by their 
obvious truth.  If natural religion is insufficient, it is by 
the obscurity that it leaves in the great truths that it 
teaches to us: it is up to revelation to teach us those 
truths in such a way that the human mind may grasp 
them, to bring them within its reach, to make it under-
stand them so that it may believe them.  Faith is made 
sure and firm by understanding; the best of all religions 
is necessarily the clearest.  He who burdens with mys-
teries and contradictions the religion that he preaches to 
me, teaches me, in so doing, to be distrustful of it.  The 
God whom I worship is not a God of darkness; he has 
not endowed me with an understanding in order to for-
bid me to use it.  To tell me to make my reason submit 
is to insult its creator.  The minister of truth does not 
exercise a tyranny over my reason, but rather he en-
lightens it.  […] 

 [EVEN IF THERE WERE ONLY ONE TRUE RELIGION, IT 

WOULD BE IMPOSSIBLE TO RECOGNIZE IT] 

Those are many difficulties, my child, and they are 
not all.  Among so many religions that mutually outlaw 
and exclude one another, a single one is the right one, if 
indeed there is a right one.  In order to recognize it, it is 
not sufficient to examine one religion; one must ex-
amine them all. […] 

We have three principal religions in Europe.  One 
admits a single revelation, the second two, and the third 
three.18  Each detests, curses the other two, accuses 
them of blindness, callousness, stubbornness, false-
hood.  What impartial man will dare judge among them 
if he has not first carefully weighed the proofs, care-
fully listened to their arguments?  The one that admits 
only one revelation is the most ancient, and seems the 
most certain.  The one that admits three is the most 
modern, and seems the most consistent.  The one that 
admits two revelations and rejects the third may well be 
the best, but on the face of things it surely seems the 
least reasonable; its inconsistency is obvious.   

In the three revelations, the sacred books are written 
in languages unknown to the peoples who follow them.  

                                                             
18  [Rousseau is referring here to Judaism, Christianity, 

and Islam.] 

The Jews no longer understand Hebrew; the Christians 
understand neither Hebrew nor Greek; the Turks and 
the Persians do not understand Arabic at all, and the 
modern Arabs themselves no longer speak the language 
of Mohammed.  Now isn’t that a very simple way to 
teach men — to speak to them always in a language 
that they do not understand?  They will tell you that 
these books are translated.  What a fine answer!  Who 
will assure me that these books are faithfully translated, 
that it is even possible for them to be so translated?  
And when God goes so far as to speak to men, why 
must he need an interpreter?   

I shall never understand that what every man is 
obliged to know should be enclosed in books, and that 
he who does not have at hand these books or people 
who understand them should be punished for a purely 
involuntary ignorance.  Always books!  What a mania!  
Because Europe is full of books, Europeans regard 
them as indispensable, without considering that over 
three-quarters of the earth’s surface no book has ever 
been seen.  Have not all books been written by men?  
How could it be, then, that man needs books in order to 
know his duties?  And what ways had he of knowing 
them before books were made?  Either he will learn his 
duties by himself, or he is not obliged to know them.   

Our Catholics make much of the authority of the 
Church — but what do they gain by that if they need as 
full an array of proofs to establish that authority as 
other sects need to establish directly their doctrine?  
The Church decides that the Church has the right to 
decide.  What do you think of that as a well proved 
authority?  And yet if you do not accept it, you are back 
in the midst of all our discussions.   

Do you know many Christians who have taken the 
trouble to examine carefully what Judaism puts forward 
against them?  If a few Christians have seen something 
of it, it is in the books of Christians.  A fine way to 
learn the arguments of their adversaries!  But what can 
be done?  If someone dared publish among us books in 
which it would be affirmed that Christ is not the Mes-
siah, and an effort made to prove it, we should punish 
the author, the publisher, and the bookseller.  That con-
trol is convenient and sure when you want your opinion 
always to prevail.  It is a pleasure to refute people who 
dare not speak.   

Those of us who are in a position to converse with 
Jews are scarcely better informed.  The unfortunate 
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Jews feel themselves at our mercy.  The tyranny prac-
ticed against them makes them timid; they know how 
readily Christian charity gives way to injustice and cru-
elty; what will they dare say without risking our de-
nouncing them for blasphemy?  Greed gives us zeal, 
and they are too rich not to be in the wrong.  The most 
learned, the most enlightened, are always the most cir-
cumspect.  You will convert some wretch paid to slan-
der his former sect; you will get a few miserable dealers 
in old clothes to talk; they will yield in order to flatter 
you; you will triumph over their ignorance or their 
cowardice, while their scholars will smile in silence at 
you and your ineptness.  But do you believe that in 
places where they would feel safe you would so readily 
prevail over them?  In the Sorbonne, it is as clear as day 
that the predictions of the Messiah refer to Jesus Christ.  
Among the rabbis of Amsterdam, it is just as clear that 
they do not have the slightest connection with him.  I 
shall never believe that I have indeed heard the Jews’ 
own case until they have a free state, schools, universi-
ties, where they may talk and dispute without risk.  
Then only shall we be able to know what they have to 
say. 

At Constantinople, the Turks give their arguments, 
but we do not dare give ours; there it is our turn to 
grovel.  If the Turks demand of us for Mohammed, in 
whom we do not believe, the same respect that we de-
mand for Jesus Christ from the Jews, who do not be-
lieve in him either, are the Turks wrong?  Are we right?  
According to what equitable principle shall we solve 
this question?   

Two-thirds of mankind are neither Jews, nor Mo-
hammedans, nor Christians.  How many millions of 
men have never heard of Moses, of Jesus Christ, nor of 
Mohammed!  It is denied; it is claimed that our mis-
sionaries go everywhere.  That is easily said.  But do 
they go into the heart of Africa, still unknown, and 
where never a European has penetrated up to now?  Do 
they go into remote Tartary to follow on horseback the 
roving hordes, whom no stranger ever approaches, and 
who, far from having heard of the Pope, scarcely know 
the great Lama?  Do they go into the immense conti-
nents of America, where whole nations know not yet 
that men of another world have set foot in theirs!  Do 
they go to Japan, from where their maneuvers have had 
them driven out for ever, and where their predecessors 
are known to the new generations only as crafty masters 

of intrigue, come with a hypocritic zeal to slyly seize 
the empire?  Do they go into the harems of the princes 
of Asia to announce the gospel to thousands of poor 
slaves?  What have the women of that part of the world 
done that no missionary may preach the faith to them?  
Will they all go to hell for having been shut up in their 
harems?   

Even if it were true that the gospel is announced 
throughout the world, what would be gained by that?  
The day before the arrival of the first missionary in a 
country, there surely died there someone who couldn’t 
hear him.  Now, tell me what we shall do with that 
someone?  Were there only in the whole universe a sin-
gle man to whom Jesus Christ had never been preached, 
the objection would be as strong for that single man as 
for a quarter of mankind.   

When the ministers of the gospel brought their mes-
sage to remote peoples, what did they say to them that 
could reasonably be accepted on their word and that did 
not require the most exact verification?  — You an-
nounce to me a God who was born and who died two 
thousand years ago on the far side of the world in I know 
not what small town, and you tell me that all those who 
will not have believed in this mystery will be damned.  
Are those not very strange things to be believed so 
quickly on the mere authority of a man whom I do not 
know?  Why did your God bring about so far away from 
me events that he willed that I must know?  Is it a crime 
not to know what happens in the Antipodes?  Can I 
guess that there was in another hemisphere a Hebrew 
people and a city of Jerusalem?  You might as well hold 
me responsible for knowing what goes on on the moon.  
You have come, you tell me, to teach me of it; but why 
did you not come to teach my father?  Or why do you 
damn that good old man for never having known any-
thing about it?  Must he be punished throughout eternity 
for your idleness, he who was so kind, so charitable, and 
who sought only the truth?  Be of good faith and put 
yourself in my place: see if I must, merely on your word, 
believe all the unbelievable things that you tell me and 
reconcile so many injustices with the concept of the just 
God whom you announce to me.  Let me, please, go see 
this marvelous country where virgins give birth, where 
Gods are born, eat, suffer and die; let me go find out 
why the people of that Jerusalem treated God like a 
thief.  They did not recognize him, you say, as God.  
What shall I do then, I who have never heard of him 
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except through you?  You add that they have been pun-
ished, scattered, oppressed, enslaved; that none of them 
any longer goes near the same city.  Certainly they well 
deserved all that; but those who dwell there today, what 
do they say about the deicide of their predecessors?  
They deny it; they too fail to recognize God as God.  It 
would have been just as good, then, to leave there the 
children of the others.   

What!  In that very city where God died, neither the 
old inhabitants nor the new inhabitants recognize him; 
and you expect me, born two thousand years after him 
and two thousand leagues away, to recognize him!  Do 
you not see that before I believe in that book that you 
call sacred, and in which I understand nothing, I must 
know through others than you when and by whom it 
was made, how it has been preserved, how it came 
down to you, what those who reject it in your part of 
the world give as their reasons, although they know as 
well as you do everything you tell me?  You realize 
indeed that I must necessarily go to Europe, to Asia, to 
Palestine, to examine everything for myself; I should 
have to be crazy to listen to you before that time.   

Not only does this way of speaking seem reasonable 
to me, but I maintain that any reasonable man must in 
such a situation speak thus, and send far away the mis-
sionary who, before the verification of proofs, wishes to 
hasten to instruct him and to baptize him.  Now I main-
tain that there is no revelation against which the same 
objections do not have just as much force as against 
Christianity, and even more.  Whence it follows that if 
there is only one true religion, and if every man is 
obliged to accept it under penalty of damnation, one 
must devote one’s entire life to the study of all relig-
ions, probing them, comparing them, visiting the lands 
where they are established.  […] 

[THERE SEEMS TO BE ONLY ONE SOLUTION: TO 

ACCEPT THE TEACHINGS OF NATURAL RELIGION] 

Do you wish to reduce the rigors of this method, and 
give even the slightest place to the authority of men?  
Immediately you open the door to it completely.  And if 
the son of a Christian does well to follow, without a 
penetrating and impartial examination, the religion of 
his father, why should the son of a Turk be wrong in 

following similarly the religion of his parents?  How 
many men are very good Catholics in Rome who, for 
the same reason, would be very good Moslems if they 
had been born in Mecca!  And on the other hand how 
many honorable people are very good Turks in Asia 
who would be very good Christians among us!  I chal-
lenge all the intolerant people of the world to answer 
that with anything that will satisfy a reasonable man.   

Unable to escape these considerations, some prefer 
to make God unjust, and to punish the innocent for their 
father’s sin, rather than to renounce their barbarous 
doctrine.  Others get out of the difficulty by kindly 
sending an angel to instruct whoever, in an invincible 
ignorance, may have led a morally good life.  What a 
fine invention that angel is!  Not satisfied with enslav-
ing us to their artificial devices, they place God himself 
in the necessity of using them.   

See, my son, to what absurdity pride and intolerance 
lead when each seeks to cling completely to his ideas 
and to claim that he alone is right among all mankind.  I 
call to witness that God of peace whom I worship and 
whom I announce to you that all my seeking has been 
sincere; but recognizing that it was and would always be 
without success, and that I was losing myself in a bound-
less ocean, I turned back, and I found a firm foundation 
for my faith by restricting myself to the simple notions I 
had held at the outset.  I have never been able to believe 
that God should order me, under penalty of eternal tor-
ment, to be so learned.  I therefore closed up all my 
books.  There is a single book open to all eyes, and that 
is the book of nature.  It is in that great and sublime book 
that I learn to serve and worship its divine author.  None 
can be excused for not reading in it, because it speaks to 
all men a language intelligible to all minds.  Though I 
were born on a lonely isle, though I might have seen no 
other man than myself, though I might never have 
learned what took place long ago in some remote corner 
of the globe, still if I make use of my reason, if I develop 
it, if I use rightly the immediate faculties that God gives 
me, I shall learn by myself to know him, to love him, to 
love his works, to will the good that he wills, and to ful-
fill in order to please him all my duties on earth.  What 
more will all the lore of men teach me?   
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Reply to Objection 1.  As Augustine says (Enchirid-
ion, xi): “Since God is the highest good, He would not 
allow any evil to exist in His works, unless His omnipo-
tence and goodness were such as to bring good even out 
of evil.”  This is part of the infinite goodness of God, 
that He should allow evil to exist, and out of it produce 
good. 

Reply to Objection 2.  Since nature works for a de-
terminate end under the direction of a higher agent, 

whatever is done by nature must needs be traced back 
to God, as to its first cause.  So also whatever is done 
voluntarily must also be traced back to some higher 
cause other than human reason or will, since these can 
change or fail; for all things that are changeable and 
capable of defect must be traced back to an immovable 
and self-necessary first principle, as was shown in the 
body of the Article

 

 [36] THE ARGUMENT FROM DESIGN 

AQUINAS’ FIFTH WAY: THE TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) gave a teleological argument for God’s existence in his “Fifth Way.”  ‘Teleolog-

ical’ means purposive (from the Greek word telos, meaning end, goal, or purpose).  This fifth way explains the 
world’s “governance” or ordering by appealing to God as the world’s governor or organizer.  We see objects acting 
toward some end or goal, and so these movements must be the result of some intention.  But many of these objects 
lack minds, and thus lack the ability to orient themselves towards a goal.  Therefore, there must be some intender 
guiding the motions of these non-mental objects, and this intender we commonly call God. 

 

(1) All things act for a purpose.  [Aristotelian view of nature] 
(2) Acting for a purpose requires a mind. 
(3) ∴ Some mind is behind the action of each thing. [1, 2] 
(4) Inanimate objects (rocks, planets, etc.) act for a purpose, but (by definition) lack minds. 
(5) ∴  Some powerful external mind (i.e., God) guides the actions of inanimate objects. [3, 4] 

THE ARISTOTELIAN VIEW OF NATURE 
The teleological argument explains the world’s gov-

ernance — the seeming purposiveness of all of nature — 
by appealing to God as the governor.  The success of this 
argument depends upon an Aristotelian view of nature, as 
based on the philosophical and scientific writings of Aris-
totle (Athens, 4th century BCE).  Not only do we find 
these teleological explanations often helpful, they are true 
accounts on the Aristotelian view.  So, for instance, ani-
mals seek food, chess players seek to checkmate their opponents, and stones seek their natural resting places (which 
is why they move downwards, towards the center of the universe).  In his Physics, Aristotle compares the products 
of craft (e.g., houses and ships) and the products of nature (e.g., plants and animals): 

In general, craft either completes the work that nature is unable to complete, or imitates nature.  If, 
then, the products of a craft are for something, clearly the products of nature are also for something; 
for there is the same relation of later stages to earlier in productions of a craft and in productions of 
nature. 
This is most evident in the case of animals other than man, since they use neither craft nor inquiry 
nor deliberation in producing things — indeed this is why some people are puzzled about whether 
spiders, ants, and other such things operate by understanding or in some other way.  If we advance 
little by little along the same lines, it is evident that even in plants things come to be that promote the 
end — leaves, for instance, grow for the protection of the fruit.  If, then, a swallow makes its nest 

TWO SCRIPTURAL TEXTS FOR 
CONDEMNING GALILEO 

Psalm 93, v.1: “You have made the world 
firm, unshakeable.”  

Psalm 104, v.5: “You fixed the earth on its 
foundations, unshakeable for ever and 
ever.” 



234 Philosophy of Religion 

 

and a spider its web both naturally and for some end, and if plants grow leaves for the sake of the 
fruit, and send roots down rather than up for the sake of nourishment, it evidently follows that this 
sort of cause is among things that come to be and are by nature. [Physics, Bk. II, Ch. 8, 199a16-30; 
Irwin and Fine translation] 

Given this view of nature, Aquinas’ argument is rather compelling, for some explanation needs to be given of how 
non-conscious beings are capable of goal-oriented behavior.  The teleological argument is seldom advanced as a 
proof of God’s existence today, however, because many or most natural phenomena are now understood “mecha-
nistically” (that is, where all motions are the result of previous motions; here we have only efficient causes, and no 
final causes).  A more modern version of the argument, what we call the argument from design, is given by the fic-
tional character Cleanthes in David Hume’s Dialogues on Natural Religion, Pt. II (1779), as well as by William Paley 
in his Natural Theology; or, Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity, Collected from the Appearances 
of Nature (London, 1802).  This was the argument of choice among the deists of early modern Europe. 

THE ARGUMENT FROM DESIGN 
Reason and Nature were inseparable concepts during the European Enlightenment of the 

17th and 18th centuries.34  Important scientific advances impressed upon that age just how ra-
tional — that is, how understandable — nature really was.  What before had struck humans as 
unfathomable mystery or confusion was slowly yielding to scientific explanation.  Nor did this 
unlocking of nature’s mysteries lead scientists away from religion; rather, most scientists 
viewed it as lending support to the notion that God must have created this world — for how else 
were we to explain the rational ordering found in nature?  Only a rational mind could bring 
about such a rational world.  The very fact that nature was understandable was proof that it 
came from God, the very source of reason.  John Locke wrote that “the works of Nature 
everywhere sufficiently evidence a Deity,” and his chemist friend at Oxford, Robert Boyle, 
claimed that “there is incomparably more art expressed in the structure of a dog’s foot than in 
that of the famous clock at Strasbourg.”   

Boyle’s point is clear: the clock in the Strasbourg Cathedral was the most complicated piece of machinery of its 
day, with people traveling from all over Europe just to wonder at it — and yet this greatest of human inventions paled 
in comparison with the meanest of natural structures (such as a dog’s foot).  Just as the 
human mind is the source of the rational ordering found in a clock, the divine mind must be 
the source of the rational ordering found in nature, whether it be the foot of a dog, the 
motion of the planets, or human beings themselves and their powerful minds.  So it was the 
rise of modern science that eclipsed the ontological, cosmological, and teleological 
arguments for God’s existence, and moved to center stage a new proof: the argument from 
design.  This proof argues from the design or order of the universe to the need for a rational 
creator.  Given the apparent design in the world (how everything seems to fit together, like 
an intricate machine), it would seem that the world was in fact designed.  Such order could 
not have come about simply by chance.  And given the complexity of the design, only God 
could have been the designer.35 

 

                                                             
34 For a fuller discussion of the Enlightenment, see Section 14 on “The Rise of Modernism,” above.  See also Tho-

mas L. Hankins’s excellent survey in his Science and the Enlightenment (Cambridge University Press, 1985). 
35 The argument from design as presented by Paley and various others takes the form of an analogical argument.  For 

instance: (1) A watch is a machine-like structure, (2) The world is a machine-like structure, (3) A watch has a de-
signer, therefore (4) The world also has a designer.  As far as I can tell, however, the strengths and weaknesses of 
this argument are preserved in the form offered here. 
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(1) Every machine-like structure is the product of a designing intelligence. 
(2) The world is a machine-like structure. 
(3) ∴ The world is the product of a designing intelligence.  [1, 2] 
(4) The world’s structure is so well-arranged and perfect that only God could have designed it. 
(5) ∴ God designed the world. [3, 4] 

EVALUATING THE ARGUMENT FROM DESIGN 
This argument appears valid, but are the premises true?  Each of them deserves comment, and lines (2) and (4) are 

open to considerable objections, many of which were first put forth by David Hume (1711-76), through the mouth-
piece of Philo in his Dialogues on Natural Religion. 

Premise 1 
Insofar as a machine-like structure is a human artifact, then of course it has a designer.  But in order to decide the 

truth-value of premise two, we need to be quite clear as to what properties a thing needs before we can call it a “ma-
chine-like structure.” 

Machine-like structures typically involve three properties: (1) multiple parts (2) that interact as a whole, (3) in 
order to bring about some purposeful action.  The first two properties can be seen, more or less, in the thing itself.  
But the purpose of a thing is not a property intrinsic to it (the way that its weight or color might be); rather, it super-
venes on the person who designed it or the person using it.  We might distinguish these as the intended purpose and 
an ad hoc purpose.   

Purpose is important here, because it clearly points to a mind: intended purpose points to the mind of the designer, 
while ad hoc purposes point to the mind of the person using the object.  Purpose doesn’t exist in the thing itself; it’s 
not a property of things.  For instance, you might use a chair to stand on (to reach a high cupboard, or to escape 
floodwaters, or mice) or you might use a chair to hold a door shut (or open) or to fight off wild dogs, or any number 
of other things.  These are all purposes that a person might put to the chair, but these are all ad hoc purposes; the in-
tended purpose is for the chair to be sat upon.    

With machine-like structures designed and built by humans, we are normally able to distinguish ad hoc from in-
tended purposes.  Consider the toaster, whose intended purpose is to toast slices of bread — this is discoverable by 
considering the size and nature of the slots, noting the heating filaments, understanding the cultural role of sliced 
bread, and so on.  We might use toasters to do other things, as well.  For instance, you might dry out your wet socks 
on a toaster; or you might hang a toaster from its cord on the inside of your front door to use as a door chime; or you 
might knot several toasters together at the end of their cords, and use them bolas-style to hunt white tailed deer.  But 
these are all clearly ad hoc purposes for the toasters, since none of them make use of the design of the toaster as such.  
The slot-mechanism is not well suited to drying wet socks, and the heating elements (as well as all the other interact-
ing parts) are neglected in the toaster’s use as a door chime or hunting device.  It is in the complexity of the toaster — 
the “multiple parts” that “interact as a whole” — that we are able to discern an intended purpose that clearly points to 
some designing mind.  There must be purposiveness to indicate the need for a mind, and there must be complexity to 
show that this purposiveness was designed into the object, and thus isn’t simply ad hoc.  

So, it appears that a machine-like structure does indeed require a designing intelligence to account for its exis-
tence, and so the first premise appears to be adequate. 

Premise 2 
If the world is a machine-like structure, then it is reasonable to wonder what its purpose might be.  Discovering 

this is not so easy.  We can’t get outside the structure to view it as a whole — the way we can a toaster — and so we 
can’t see if the whole really does act towards some end or combined effect (its purpose); nor can we even see if all 
the parts work together in harmony.  So it isn’t obvious that the world is a machine-like structure.  Nor have we seen 
it put together as a machine.  Theists tend to accept premise two while atheists reject it, for the theists will assume 
that God has given some purpose or other to the world as a whole — but, of course, this assumption can not be used 
to prove God’s existence, since it would make the argument circular. 
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Revising premise 2 
The problem with premise two is that the world cannot 

be said to be machine-like unless it has some purpose, and 
it is not at all clear what that purpose might be.  But for the 
argument to work, we do not actually need the premise that 
“the world is a machine-like structure”; rather, it would be 
quite enough to show that at least some natural structures 
are machine-like (i.e., exhibit some purpose), for since that 
purpose could not have come from humans (the structure 
being natural, and not of human origin), then the purpose 
had to have a non-human origin, which would likely be 
God.  By changing premise two, and modifying the subse-
quent lines accordingly, we arrive at a new proof: 

 

(1) Every machine-like structure is the product of a de-
signing intelligence. 

(2) There are natural objects — e.g., the human eye — 
with machine-like structures. 

(3) ∴These natural objects are the product of a de-
signing intelligence. [1, 2] 

(4) These natural objects are so well-arranged and per-
fect that only God could have designed them. 

(5) ∴ God designed these natural objects.  [3, 4] 
There are indeed many natural structures that would seem 
to be machine-like: the eye, a pair of wings, the heart, and 
various other organs that appear to have the purpose of 
performing some vital function for an organism, thus al-
lowing that organism to survive.  Indeed every living cell 
would seem to count as a purposeful structure. 

Purposiveness without purpose 
It seems easy to suppose that natural structures exhibit 

some purpose.  Even aspects of the non-organic world ap-
pear to be purposive — for example, the atmosphere con-
tains a layer of ozone, thus making much of animal life 
possible.  But this is all deeply undermined by Charles 
Darwin (1809-82) and his theory of natural selection, as 
developed in The Origin of Species (published in 1859).  
This theory offers an explanation of the design found in the natural world without recourse to purpose or intended de-
sign — and as such undermines the first premise.36  

As for the natural structures that fall outside the scope of Darwinian theory, such as the amazing structure of the 
planets, or of molecules and atoms, we should note that we haven’t much of a clue as to what their purpose might be.  
Is it to make possible the emergence and support of life and thought?  Well, we can imagine that there are plenty of 
planets where life and thought do not exist because the structure happened not to be conducive.  Life and thought will 
emerge wherever the natural environment is conducive for life and thought — a tautology, of sorts.37 

                                                             
36 This argument was anticipated by Hume, Dialogues, Pt. VIII, with the “Epicurean hypothesis” of matter in mo-

tion. 
37 A standard, and what I take to be the appropriate, theistic response to Darwin is to embrace biological evolution as 

part of God’s tool-kit for creating the diversity found in the biological world.  This is the position of many edu-

 

IT’S A MIRACLE! 
It is often claimed that people long ago lived 

fairly abbreviated lives: medical care was primitive, 
the food poor, and public hygiene non-existent.  The 
average life span was indeed short — about half that 
currently enjoyed in the industrialized world — but 
this was primarily due to a much higher death rate 
among children and young adults.  Once you reached 
the age of 40, for instance, your chances were excel-
lent of living into your 80s.   

 

Now consider all the ancestors you’ve had over 
the last twenty generations — two parents, four 
grandparents, eight great-grandparents, and so on.  
Add them all up and you’ll find you have over two-
million (although in reality many of these likely 
played multiple roles in your family tree). 

 

If child mortality was around 50 percent, then the 
odds that all of those people would survive into their 
child-bearing years (much less meet the right partner 
and bear the appropriate child that, eventually, would 
lead to you instead of to someone else) is vanishingly 
small (about 1 in 4 million).  And when you realize 
that the same is true for the other seven billion human 
beings now living, the odds against all of this actually 
falling into place is simply astounding.  How else, but 
through God’s help, could we have beaten such un-
beatable odds?  A miracle! 

 

Perhaps you have already sniffed-out the fallacy 
here — what I call the survivor’s fallacy.  This psy-
chological illusion loses some of its power when you 
consider that you didn’t have to exist, and that no 
matter who was born, they would always “beat” the 
same odds.  Because no non-survivors clutter our 
view, we are impressed by our own existence.  This 
is exactly like rolling a die a hundred times, but re-
cording only the fives that are rolled.  If it’s a normal 
die, then you’ll typically roll 16 or 17 fives; if you 
then asked yourself what the odds were for getting 
just these 16 fives in 16 rolls of the die, you’d find 
them at about 1 in 3 million.  Another miracle! 
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Premise 4 
Darwin was worried by the human eye.  It seemed to him to be so perfectly crafted that it wasn’t clear how it 

might have evolved.  There didn’t seem to be any obvious evolutionary paths that would lead to an eye — what good, 
after all, is half an eye?  Today we know a great deal more about the human eye, however, as well as the various 
other kinds of eyes found in nature, and it is now apparent that eyes evolved numerous times, and that it does not 
even take that many steps to arrive at a lensed eye (where each step taken confers, as it must, some benefit to the or-
ganism).  But what is perhaps most striking — and here we raise the objection against premise four — the human eye 
appears to be poorly designed!  The retina consists of three layers, with the rods and cones at the very bottom, facing 
away from the light, and buried underneath nerves and blood vessels.  The whole thing is constructed backwards, and 
it’s a bit of a wonder that it works as well as it does.  It is certainly not what we would expect from an intelligent de-
signer.  When we view the eye in terms of our evolutionary history, however, its construction is wholly understand-
able, and we can map out the steps that it must have taken.  We don’t expect perfection, or even sensible design, from 
natural selection; what shows up simply needs to be “good enough,” offering some benefit, however small, to that 
kind of organism at that moment in its natural history.38 

A second sort of objection was raised by David Hume, and it centers on the argument’s analogy between human 
machines and the universe as a divinely-crafted machine.  Even if premise two can be saved, the argument still gets 
into trouble, since all we know is that something designed the world:  There isn’t any trade-
mark or signature that assures us that God designed it rather than some devil or crazed 
deity.  The world, after all, doesn’t seem to be such a great machine (considering all the 
natural evils), so either the blueprint was faulty or the builder was, or both.  Perhaps the 
world was created by an infant deity, or a mentally-challenged deity, or a senile deity.   

Also, is there any indication that there would be only one god?  With ships and large 
buildings, we find not a single builder but a whole multitude; by analogy, we would expect 
the same with whatever built the world — and in multiplying Gods, the power of each is 
diminished.  Given the analogy, God need be neither infinite, nor perfect, nor singular. 

Finally, is there any reason to believe that this God still intervenes in, or involves itself 
with, the world and human affairs?  Or that God still exists?  Even if the argument is 
sound, all it shows is that something designed the world, not that this something still exists.  
A watch may need a watchmaker, but it can nonetheless outlive its maker. 

A TYPOLOGY OF ARGUMENTS (FROM DESIGN) 
The Oxford mathematician and philosopher John Lennox has developed a useful typology of design-arguments 

— three types that work at two different levels.  These raise additional, but closely related, issues. 

Type I: From the Possibility of Science Itself 
The very existence of science would require that nature be rational, and this would seem to require a rational crea-

tor.  Thus, one argument for God’s existence would be the great success of the natural sciences.  Given the historical 
antagonism between science and religion, this might seem a bit paradoxical.  But it’s a fair question to ask why the 
universe is intelligible to us at all.  How do we explain the close fit that the universe has to our mind?  Biological 

                                                                                                                                                                                                      
cated theists, and also the position that Pope John Paul II adopted in his 1996 address to the Pontifical Academy of 
Sciences.  Although a recent survey found that 45 percent of Americans rejected biological evolution and accepted 
(what they take to be) a literal interpretation of the creation stories in Genesis, only 7 percent of those surveyed in 
Great Britain do and fewer still in the remaining industrial nations.  The belief that the findings of science (God’s 
general revelation, as interpreted by human beings) can ultimately contradict God’s special revelation (again, as 
interpreted by human beings) is primarily a phenomenon found in the United States. 

38 A useful discussion of the evolution of light-sensitive organs is found in ch. 5 of Richard Dawkins, Climbing 
Mount Improbable (W. W. Norton, 1996).  More current research is presented in Trevor D. Lamb, “Evolution of 
the Eye” (Scientific American, July 2011, pp. 64-69). 
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evolution will create organisms able to understand their environment well enough to survive and reproduce.  But 
none of this requires a knowledge of quantum mechanics or quasars or even digestion, for that matter.  The theist 
might well argue that the sorts of knowledge that we have of the universe are different in kind from any that we 
would need to survive, and thus would require more than evolutionary forces to explain them.   

A skeptic might question the initial premise of this argument, of course: Perhaps the world — reality as such — is 
fundamentally non-rational, and our sciences will never be more than rough approximations of how things are. 

Type IIA: The Anthropic Principle 
Type II arguments function at the level of science itself, of which there are two sorts: IIA arguments accept main-

stream science and argue that God must have had a hand in the structure of nature, while IIB arguments reject or 
challenge mainstream science, arguing that science cannot explain certain phenomena. 

The former argument is captured with what has been called “the anthropic principle,” first discussed in the 1980s.  
Sharon Begley notes that… 

Physicists have stumbled on signs that the cosmos is custom-made for life and consciousness.  It turns 
out that if the constants of nature — unchanging numbers like the strength of gravity, the charge of an 
electron and the mass of a proton — were the tiniest bit different, then atoms would not hold together, 
stars would not burn and life would never have made an appearance.  “When you realize that the laws of 
nature must be incredibly finely tuned to produce the universe we see,” says John Polkinghorne, who 
had a distinguished career as a physicist at Cambridge University before becoming an Anglican priest in 
1982, “that conspires to plant the idea that the universe did not just happen, but that there must be a pur-
pose behind it.”  Charles Townes, who shared the 1964 Nobel Prize in Physics for discovering the prin-
ciples of the laser, goes further: “Many have a feeling that somehow intelligence must have been in-
volved in the laws of the universe.”39 

A skeptic might point out that it would be rather more surprising if we discovered that the world did not include 
the necessary conditions for life and human consciousness.  After all, because we exist, our necessary conditions 
must also exist.  Or as Steven Weinberg points out, “any living beings who evolve to the point where they can meas-
ure the constants of nature will always find that these constants have values that allow life to exist.  The constants 
have other values in other parts of the universe, but there is no one there to measure them.”40 

Type IIB: The Argument from “Irreducible Complexity” 
Michael Behe (b. 1952), a biochemist at Lehigh University, was an early proponent of the argument from irre-

ducible complexity, citing the flagellum of certain bacteria and the clotting factor in blood as involving biochemical 
structures whose complexity cannot be explained by the step-wise fashion of natural selection.  Behe explains this 
point using an analogy with a standard mousetrap, which consists of a small wooden platform and a coiled spring 
connected to a bar that will spring shut, once a baited lever is touched (where the spring, bar, and lever are all nailed 
to the wooden base).  The argument here is that if any one of these pieces are removed (the board, spring, nail, bar, or 
lever) then the mousetrap will lose all of its functionality; consequently, its emergence cannot be understood as a 
gradual, step-wise process as required by natural selection.  Evolution requires that certain random changes will con-
fer some advantage, however small, over the version without that change; but with the mousetrap, moving from a 
wooden base, to a wooden base with a screw (or one of the other necessary parts) would add no advantage at all.  
What we need is an intelligent designer (aka God) to create the entire mousetrap all at once. 

There have been humorous rebuttals to the mousetrap analogy but, more importantly, many scientists have 
weighed in on his examples of the flagellum and the blood-clotting, and the consensus appears to be that such bio-
chemical structures can indeed result from simpler structures, and that possible evolutionary pathways for the emer-
gence of such structures are not that difficult to construct (this is the same issue as Darwin’s eye, discussed above).   

                                                             
39  Begley, “Science finds Religion” in Newsweek (July 20, 1998). 
40  Scientific American, Oct. 1994, p. 49. 
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More importantly, one needs to see that these appeals to “irreducible complexity” are appealing to a God of the 
Gaps, invoking God to explain some natural phenomenon that is, at the moment, inexplicable.  As history has shown, 
time and time again, such inexplicable phenomena are eventually explained.  This is precisely how science works, 
and is supposed to work.  A scientist will not sit idly by, shrug her shoulders, and say “I give up!  No idea how X 
came about; I guess God caused it!”  Instead, she will keep developing hypotheses and testing them.  In science, un-
solved questions are not normally written off as unsolvable in principle.  And even if we in fact came across a true 
case of irreducible complexity, there would be no way that we could ever know this.   

TWO MORE PROBLEMS FOR THESE THEISTIC PROOFS 
Two additional problems plague both the cosmological argument and the argument from design.  It has been 

pointed out on numerous occasions that neither argument proves enough about God that one might actually want to 
worship such a being.  Even if the cosmological argument is successful, the most it has proved is that there is some 
necessary being.  As Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) noted, these arguments for theism give us only a philosopher’s God, 
not “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” — that is to say, neither proof gives us a personal, caring God.  Indeed, 
the God of the Bible does not seem to be at issue here at all, since that god is often depicted as being neither all-
knowing, nor all-powerful, nor even as singular. 

A second problem is that the strength of these arguments rests on our desire to explain the universe, but the appeal 
to God only undermines this explanation.  If God’s own existence cannot be explained, how does theism aid in our 
making sense of the existence of the universe?  We might as well believe that the universe always existed (as an infi-
nite series of causes). 

 

Theism is not “the best explanation” 
(1) If God exists, and then created the universe out of nothing, we have two ultimate mysteries: (a) God’s exis-

tence, and (b) the creation of something from nothing.   
(2) If only matter has existed, then we have only one mystery: the existence of matter. 
(3) ∴ Theism only multiplies the unexplained.  [1, 2] 
(4) Whatever multiplies the unexplained should not be invoked as an explanatory device. 
(5) ∴ Theism should not be invoked as an explanatory device. [3, 4] 

 

This argument can be altered to include the explanation of design in the world (David Hume also noted this need to 
explain design found in mind as well as in matter; see his Dialogues, Part. IV): 

 

(1) If God exists alongside matter, and then designed the matter into the universe, we have three mysteries: (a) 
God’s existence, (b) the origin of design in God’s mind, and (c) the existence of matter. 

(2) If only matter existed, then we have only two mysteries: (a) the existence of matter, and (b) the origin of de-
sign in the matter. 

(3) ∴ Theism only multiplies the unexplained.  [1, 2] 
(4)  (etc.) 

 

One might disagree with how we enumerate our mysteries here, and argue that the only mystery at hand for theism 
is the existence of God (who is omnipotent, omniscient, and so on); once such a god exists, then creating matter from 
nothing, or designing the matter, follows directly from God’s nature and so is not a mystery.  This sort of move, how-
ever, has the same feel of illicitness as when a person granted one wish uses it to wish for more wishes.  The point 
here is that there is still a fundamental mystery of mere existence (be it God’s existence, or matter’s), after which 
there is the further mystery of various features or properties of God or matter.  God’s omnipotence is no less a mys-
tery than are the basic forces governing matter in the universe. 
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READINGS 
NATURAL THEOLOGY (SELECTION) 
William Paley 

 
William Paley (1743-1805) was an English theologian 
and moral philosopher of the utilitarian school.  He is 
best remembered for the opening paragraphs of his 
Natural Theology; or, Evidences of the Existence and 
Attributes of the Deity, Collected from the Appearances 
of Nature (London, 1802), reprinted below, wherein he 
develops an analogy between a watch and the universe. 

 

In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot 
against a stone, and were asked how the stone came to 
be there, I might possibly answer, that for any thing I 
knew to the contrary it had lain there for ever; nor 
would it, perhaps, be very easy to show the absurdity of 
this answer.  But suppose I had found a watch upon the 
ground, and it should be inquired how the watch hap-
pened to be in that place, I should hardly think of the 
answer which I had before given, that for any thing I 
knew the watch might have always been there.  Yet 
why should not this answer serve for the watch as well 
as for the stone; why is it not as admissible in the sec-
ond case as in the first?  For this reason, and for no 
other, namely, that when we come to inspect the watch, 
we perceive — what we could not discover in the stone 
— that its several parts are framed and put together for 
a purpose, e.g., that they are so formed and adjusted as 
to produce motion, and that motion so regulated as to 
point out the hour of the day; that if the different parts 
had been differently shaped from what they are, or 
place after any other manner or in any other order than 

that in which they are placed, either no motion at all 
would have been carried on in the machine, or none 
which would have answered the use that is now served 
by it. […]  This mechanism being observed — it re-
quires indeed an examination of the instrument, and 
perhaps some previous knowledge of the subject, to 
perceive and understand it; but being once, as we have 
said, observed and understood, the inference we think is 
inevitable, that the watch must have had a maker — 
that there must have existed, at some time and at some 
place or other, an artificer or artificers who formed it 
for the purpose which we find it actually to answer, 
who comprehended its construction and designed its 
use. […] 

Every indication of contrivance, every manifestation 
of design which existed in the watch, exists in the 
works of nature, with the difference on the side of na-
ture of being greater and more, and that in a degree 
which exceeds all computation.  I mean, that the con-
trivances of nature surpass the contrivances of art, in 
the complexity, subtlety, and curiosity of the mecha-
nism; and still more, if possible do they go beyond 
them in number and variety; yet in a multitude of cases, 
are not less evidently mechanical, not less evidently 
contrivances, not less evidently accommodated to their 
end or suited to their office, than are the most perfect 
productions of human ingenuity.  […]

 

SCIENCE FINDS RELIGION 
Sharon Begley 

 
Sharon Begley is an award-winning science writer and 
currently a senior editor for Newsweek magazine, hav-
ing previously written the science column for the Wall 
Street Journal.  This essay first appeared in Newsweek 

(July 20, 1998). 
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The more deeply scientists see into the secrets of the 
universe, you’d expect, the more God would fade away 
from their hearts and minds.  But that’s not how it went 
for Allan Sandage.  Now slightly stooped and white-
haired at 72, Sandage has spent a professional lifetime 
coaxing secrets out of the stars, peering through tele-
scopes from Chile to California in the hope of spying 
nothing less than the origins and destiny of the uni-
verse.  As much as any other 20th-century astronomer, 
Sandage actually figured it out: his observations of dis-
tant stars showed how fast the universe is expanding 
and how old it is (15 billion years or so).  But through it 
all Sandage, who says he was “almost a practicing athe-
ist as a boy,” was nagged by mysteries whose answers 
were not to be found in the glittering panoply of super-
novas.  Among them: Why is there something rather 
than nothing?  Sandage began to despair of answering 
such questions through reason alone, and so, at 50, he 
willed himself to accept God.  “It was my science that 
drove me to the conclusion that the world is much more 
complicated than can be explained by science,” he says.  
“It is only through the supernatural that I can under-
stand the mystery of existence.” 

Something surprising is happening between those 
two old war-horses science and religion. 

Historically, they have alternated between mutual 
support and bitter enmity.  Although religious doctrine 
midwifed the birth of the experimental method centu-
ries ago, faith and reason soon parted ways.  Galileo, 
Darwin and others whose research challenged church 
dogma were branded heretics, and the polite way to 
reconcile science and theology was to simply agree that 
each would keep to its own realm: science would ask, 
and answer, empirical questions like “what” and “how”; 
religion would confront the spiritual, wondering “why.”  
But as science grew in authority and power beginning 
with the Enlightenment, this détente broke down.  Some 
of its greatest minds dismissed God as an unnecessary 
hypothesis, one they didn’t need to explain how galax-
ies came to shine or how life grew so complex.  Since 
the birth of the universe could now be explained by the 
laws of physics alone, the late astronomer and atheist 
Carl Sagan concluded, there was “nothing for a Creator 
to do,” and every thinking person was therefore forced 
to admit “the absence of God.”  Today the scientific 
community so scorns faith, says Sandage, that “there is 

a reluctance to reveal yourself as a believer, the oppro-
brium is so severe.” 

Some clergy are no more tolerant of scientists.  A 
fellow researcher and friend of Sandage’s was told by a 
pastor, “Unless you accept and believe that the Earth 
and universe are only 6,000 years old [as a literal read-
ing of the Bible implies], you cannot be a Christian.”  It 
is little wonder that people of faith resent science: by 
reducing the miracle of life to a series of biochemical 
reactions, by explaining Creation as a hiccup in space-
time, science seems to undermine belief, render exis-
tence meaningless and rob the world of spiritual won-
der. 

But now “theology and science are entering into a 
new relationship,” says physicist turned theologian 
Robert John Russell, who in 1981 founded the Center 
for Theology and the Natural Sciences at the Graduate 
Theological Union in Berkeley.  Rather than undercut-
ting faith and a sense of the spiritual, scientific discov-
eries are offering support for them, at least in the minds 
of people of faith.  Big-bang cosmology, for instance, 
once read as leaving no room for a Creator, now im-
plies to some scientists that there is a design and pur-
pose behind the universe.  Evolution, say some scien-
tist-theologians, provides clues to the very nature of 
God.  And chaos theory, which describes such mundane 
processes as the patterns of weather and the dripping of 
faucets, is being interpreted as opening a door for God 
to act in the world. 

From Georgetown to Berkeley, theologians who em-
brace science, and scientists who cannot abide the spiri-
tual emptiness of empiricism, are establishing institutes 
integrating the two.  Books like Science and Theology: 
The New Consonance and Belief in God in an Age of 
Science are streaming off the presses.  […] 

In 1977 Nobel physicist Steven Weinberg of the 
University of Texas sounded a famous note of despair: 
the more the universe has become comprehensible 
through cosmology, he wrote, the more it seems point-
less.  But now the very science that “killed” God is, in 
the eyes of believers, restoring faith.  Physicists have 
stumbled on signs that the cosmos is custom-made for 
life and consciousness.  It turns out that if the constants 
of nature — unchanging numbers like the strength of 
gravity, the charge of an electron and the mass of a pro-
ton — were the tiniest bit different, then atoms would 
not hold together, stars would not burn and life would 
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never have made an appearance.  “When you realize 
that the laws of nature must be incredibly finely tuned 
to produce the universe we see,” says John Polking-
horne, who had a distinguished career as a physicist at 
Cambridge University before becoming an Anglican 
priest in 1982, “that conspires to plant the idea that the 
universe did not just happen, but that there must be a 
purpose behind it.”  Charles Townes, who shared the 
1964 Nobel Prize in Physics for discovering the princi-
ples of the laser, goes further: “Many have a feeling 
that somehow intelligence must have been involved in 
the laws of the universe.” 

Although the very rationality of science often feels 
like an enemy of the spiritual, here, too, a new reading 
can sustain rather than snuff out belief.  Ever since 
Isaac Newton, science has blared a clear message: the 
world follows rules, rules that are fundamentally math-
ematical, rules that humans can figure out.  Humans 
invent abstract mathematics, basically making it up out 
of their imaginations, yet math magically turns out to 
describe the world.  Greek mathematicians divided the 
circumference of a circle by its diameter, for example, 
and got the number pi, 3.14159... .  Pi turns up in equa-
tions that describe subatomic particles, light and other 
quantities that have no obvious connections to circles.  
This points, says Polkinghorne, “to a very deep fact 
about the nature of the universe,” namely, that our 
minds, which invent mathematics, conform to the real-
ity of the cosmos.  We are somehow tuned in to its 
truths.  Since pure thought can penetrate the universe’s 
mysteries, “this seems to be telling us that something 
about human consciousness is harmonious with the 
mind of God,” says Carl Feit, a cancer biologist at Ye-
shiva University in New York and Talmudic scholar. 

To most worshipers, a sense of the divine as an un-
seen presence behind the visible world is all well and 
good, but what they really yearn for is a God who acts 
in the world.  Some scientists see an opening for this 
sort of God at the level of quantum or subatomic 
events.  In this spooky realm, the behavior of particles 
is unpredictable.  In perhaps the most famous example, 
a radioactive element might have a half-life of, say, one 
hour.  Half-life means that half of the atoms in a sample 
will decay in that time; half will not.  But what if you 
have only a single atom?  Then, in an hour, it has a 50-
50 chance of decaying.  And what if the experiment is 
arranged so that if the atom does decay, it releases poi-

son gas?  If you have a cat in the lab, will the cat be 
alive or dead after the hour is up?  Physicists have dis-
covered that there is no way to determine, even in prin-
ciple, what the atom would do.  Some theologian-
scientists see that decision point — will the atom decay 
or not?  will the cat live or die?  — as one where God 
can act.  “Quantum mechanics allows us to think of 
special divine action,” says Russell.  Even better, since 
few scientists abide miracles, God can act without vio-
lating the laws of physics. 

An even newer science, chaos theory, describes phe-
nomena like the weather and some chemical reactions 
whose exact outcomes cannot be predicted.  It could be, 
says Polkinghorne, that God selects which possibility 
becomes reality.  This divine action would not violate 
physical laws either. 

Most scientists still park their faith, if they have it, at 
the laboratory door.  But just as belief can find inspira-
tion in science, so scientists can find inspiration in be-
lief.  Physicist Mehdi Golshani of Sharif University of 
Technology in Tehran, drawing from the Koran, be-
lieves that natural phenomena are “God’s signs in the 
universe,” and that studying them is almost a religious 
obligation.  The Koran asks humans to “travel in the 
earth, then see how He initiated the creation.”  Re-
search, Golshani says, “is a worship act, in that it re-
veals more of the wonders of God’s creation.”  The 
same strain runs through Judaism.  Carl Feit cites Mai-
monides, “who said that the only pathway to achieve a 
love of God is by understanding the works of his hand, 
which is the natural universe.  Knowing how the uni-
verse functions is crucial to a religious person because 
this is the world He created.”  Feit is hardly alone.  Ac-
cording to a study released last year, 40 percent of 
American scientists believe in a personal God — not 
merely an ineffable power and presence in the world, 
but a deity to whom they can pray. 

To Joel Primack, an astrophysicist at the University 
of California, Santa Cruz, “practicing science [even] 
has a spiritual goal” — namely, providing inspiration.  
It turns out, explains Primack, that the largest size 
imaginable, the entire universe, is 10 with 29 zeros after 
it (in centimeters).  The smallest size describes the 
subatomic world, and is 10 with 24 zeros (and a deci-
mal) in front of it.  Humans are right in the middle.  
Does this return us to a privileged place?  Primack 
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doesn’t know, but he describes this as a “soul-satisfying 
cosmology.” 

Although skeptical scientists grumble that science 
has no need of religion, forward-looking theologians 
think religion needs science.  Religion “is incapable of 
making its moral claims persuasive or its spiritual com-
fort effective [unless] its cognitive claims” are credible, 
argues physicist-theologian Russell.  Although upwards 
of 90 percent of Americans believe in a personal God, 
fewer believe in a God who parts seas, or creates spe-
cies one by one.  To make religions forged millenniums 
ago relevant in an age of atoms and DNA, some theolo-
gians are “incorporating knowledge gained from natural 
science into the formation of doctrinal beliefs,” says 
Ted Peters of Pacific Lutheran Seminary.  Otherwise, 
says astronomer and Jesuit priest William Stoeger, re-
ligion is in danger of being seen, by people even min-
imally acquainted with science, “as an anachronism.” 

Science cannot prove the existence of God, let alone 
spy him at the end of a telescope.  But to some believ-
ers, learning about the universe offers clues about what 
God might be like.  As W. Mark Richardson of the 
Center for Theology and the Natural Sciences says, 
“Science may not serve as an eyewitness of God the 
creator, but it can serve as a character witness.”  One 
place to get a glimpse of God’s character, ironically, is 
in the workings of evolution.  Arthur Peacocke, a bio-
chemist who became a priest in the Church of England 
in 1971, has no quarrel with evolution.  To the contrary: 
he finds in it signs of God’s nature.  He infers, from 
evolution, that God has chosen to limit his omnipotence 
and omniscience.  In other words, it is the appearance 
of chance mutations, and the Darwinian laws of natural 
selection acting on this “variation,” that bring about the 
diversity of life on Earth.  This process suggests a di-
vine humility, a God who acts selflessly for the good of 
creation, says theologian John Haught, who founded the 
Georgetown (University) Center for the Study of Sci-
ence and Religion.  He calls this a “humble retreat on 
God’s part”: much as a loving parent lets a child be, and 
become, freely and without interference, so does God 
let creation make itself. 

It would be an exaggeration to say that such sophis-
ticated theological thinking is remaking religion at the 
level of the local parish, mosque or synagogue.  But 
some of these ideas do resonate with ordinary worship-
ers and clergy.  For Billy Crockett, president of Walk-

ing Angel Records in Dallas, the discoveries of quan-
tum mechanics that he reads about in the paper rein-
force his faith that “there is a lot of mystery in the na-
ture of things.”  For other believers, an appreciation of 
science deepens faith.  “Science produces in me a tre-
mendous awe,” says Sister Mary White of the Bene-
dictine Meditation Center in St. Paul, Minn. “Science 
and spirituality have a common quest, which is a quest 
for truth.”  And if science has not yet influenced religi-
ous thought and practice at the grass-roots level very 
much, just wait, says Ted Peters of CTNS.  Much as 
feminism sneaked up on churches and is now shaping 
the liturgy, he predicts, “in ten years science will be a 
major factor in how many ordinary religious people 
think.” 

Not everyone believes that’s such a hot idea.  “Sci-
ence is a method, not a body of knowledge,” says Mi-
chael Shermer, a director of the Skeptics Society, which 
debunks claims of the paranormal.  “It can have nothing 
to say either way about whether there is a God.  These 
are two such different things, it would be like using 
baseball stats to prove a point in football.”  Another red 
flag is that adherents of different faiths — like the Or-
thodox Jews, Anglicans, Quakers, Catholics and Mus-
lims who spoke at the June conference in Berkeley — 
tend to find, in science, confirmation of what their par-
ticular religion has already taught them. 

Take the difficult Christian concept of Jesus as both 
fully divine and fully human.  It turns out that this dual-
ity has a parallel in quantum physics.  In the early years 
of this century, physicists discovered that entities 
thought of as particles, like electrons, can also act as 
waves.  And light, considered a wave, can in some ex-
periments act like a barrage of particles.  The orthodox 
interpretation of this strange situation is that light is, 
simultaneously, wave and particle.  Electrons are, si-
multaneously, waves and particles.  Which aspect of 
light one sees, which face an electron turns to a human 
observer, varies with the circumstances.  So, too, with 
Jesus, suggests physicist F. Russell Stannard of Eng-
land’s Open University.  Jesus is not to be seen as really 
God in human guise, or as really human but acting di-
vine, says Stannard: “He was fully both.”  Finding these 
parallels may make some people feel, says Polking-
horne, “that this is not just some deeply weird Christian 
idea.” 
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Jews aren’t likely to make the same leap.  And 
someone who is not already a believer will not join the 
faithful because of quantum mechanics; conversely, 
someone in whom science raises no doubts about faith 
probably isn’t even listening.  But to people in the mid-
dle, for whom science raises questions about religion, 
these new concordances can deepen a faith already pre-
sent.  As Feit says, “I don’t think that by studying sci-
ence you will be forced to conclude that there must be a 
God.  But if you have already found God, then you can 
say, from understanding science, ‘Ah, I see what God 
has done in the world’.” 

In one sense, science and religion will never be truly 
reconciled.  Perhaps they shouldn’t be.  The default 
setting of science is eternal doubt; the core of religion is 
faith.  Yet profoundly religious people and great scien-
tists are both driven to understand the world.  Once, 
science and religion were viewed as two fundamentally 
different, even antagonistic, ways of pursuing that 
quest, and science stood accused of smothering faith 
and killing God.  Now, it may strengthen belief.  And 
although it cannot prove God’s existence, science might 
whisper to believers where to seek the divine

 

[37] THE PROBLEM OF EVIL 

THIS JUST IN … 
MUDENDE, Rwanda (Reuters) - Survivors of an attack on a camp in northwestern Rwanda in which 
271 people were killed said Hutu rebels came at night and started chopping up their victims. [Decem-
ber 12, 1998] 

CONYERS, Ga. (Reuters) - A 15-year-old described as a Boy Scout with a broken heart wounded six 
students at his Georgia high school Thursday in the latest of a spate of U.S. school shootings.  [May 
21, 1999] 

TYLER, Texas (Reuters) - A Texas woman who beat two of her sons to death with a rock and badly 
injured another because she believed God told her to do it was found not guilty by reason of insanity 
on Saturday. [April 4, 2004] 

PLANO, Texas (AP) - With a calm, dispassionate voice and a hymn playing in the background, Dena 
Schlosser confessed to the unthinkable, telling a 911 operator she'd cut off the arms of her baby girl.  
The woman was sitting in her living room covered with blood when police arrived Monday.  Her 
nearly 11-month-old daughter lay fatally injured in a crib in a bedroom of the family's apartment in 
Plano. The child died shortly afterward at a hospital.  [November 23, 2004]  

COLOMBO, Sri Lanka (Guardian) - Mourners in Sri Lanka buried their dead with bare hands today 
while rescue services struggled to reach areas of Indonesia still cut off from the rest of the world, two 
days after a tsunami devastated Indian Ocean coastlines and killed more than 55,000 people. [Decem-
ber 28, 2004] 

TANACU, Romania (AFP) - A Romanian Orthodox priest, facing charges for ordering the crucifixion 
of a young nun because she was “possessed by the devil,” was unrepentant as he celebrated a funeral 
ceremony for his alleged victim.  [June 18, 2005] 

JAKARTA, Indonesia (CNN) - The death toll from an earthquake and resulting tsunami that smashed 
into fishing villages and resorts on Indonesia's Java island has reached 340 with more than 200 people 
missing, officials say. [July 18, 2006] 

Evil is a practical problem for all who encounter it, but it is a theoretical problem only for certain theists.  Non-
theists will expect there to be evil or human suffering in the world from time to time.  But theists — at least those 
believing in Anselm’s God — will have a problem, for they believe there exists an all-powerful, all-knowing, all-
loving God and it is not at all obvious why such a God would allow — much less create — a world with evil in it.  
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THEODICY 
The term theodicy comes from the Greek words theos (God) and dike (justice), and was coined by Gottfried Wil-

helm Leibniz (1646-1716) in his book by the same name (Theodicée, 1710).  It refers to the attempt to reconcile the 
existence of a perfect God with the existence of evil in the world.  Anyone who surveys the literature of the late 18th 
century Europe is struck by how many books and pamphlets were written about this problem of God and evil.  The 
cause for such a general interest in the topic occurred on November 1st, 1755.  November 1st is All Saint’s Day, an 
important church holiday in Catholic countries; and in Lisbon, the magnificent capital of Portugal, good Catholics 
were in church worshipping their God when an earthquake devastated that city, collapsing the churches and killing 
an enormous number of people (about 60,000 deaths have been estimated).  This earthquake shook all of Europe, 
both literally and intellectually, for it didn’t take long for observers and survivors to realize that far fewer people 
would have died had they been at home, or at work in the fields, where the danger from falling debris was less.  God 
seemed to kill precisely those who believed in him most.  After Lisbon, writing theodicies became a pastime for 
religious intellectuals.41 

The Epicurean Dilemma 
Epicurus (341-270 BCE) was a Greek philosopher 

about 40 years younger than Aristotle, and he posed what 
has become the classic atheistic dilemma for the theist: 
“Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able?  Then he is 
impotent.  Is he able, but not willing?  Then is he malev-
olent.  Is he both able and willing?  Whence then this 
evil?”42  In other words, the atheist poses the following 
two statements, and argues that one of them must be 
false: 

 

(1) There exists a God who is all-powerful, all-knowing, and perfectly good. 
(2) There is evil (i.e., bad events or things exist in the world). 

Sometimes the second statement is refined, so that the emphasis is placed not on evil as such (for perhaps a little evil 
is thought to be compatible with God’s existence), but on evil of a certain kind — for instance, pointless evil that 
fails to bring about any greater good.  Or the sheer amount of evil might be emphasized — for instance, a survivor 
of Auschwitz might have entered a theist and left an atheist, overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of evil he experi-
enced.  Either evil itself, or a certain kind of evil, or a certain quantity or level of evil is seen as inconsistent with 
God’s existence; and insofar as the presence of such evil is obvious, the absence of God is equally obvious. 

What is Evil? 
One problem for this argument (at least formally) is to arrive at an adequate definition of evil.  Is the notion of 

evil unavoidably subjective?  Can we provide objective criteria?  Perhaps evil is whatever harms sentient beings.  Or 
is it the violation of a being’s interests?  Or the violation of a common interest (what most people view as a legiti-
mate interest)?  Or perhaps the violation of one’s natural interests?  Or is evil only the property of moral agents (in 
particular, one who acts maliciously)? 
 

                                                             
41  This isn’t entirely correct, of course, history being what it is.  The Berlin Academy of Sciences, for instance, had 

already announced an essay contest on this general question of theodicy two years before the Lisbon earthquake. 
42 As recounted in Hume’s Dialogues, Pt. X. 

“In a universe of blind physical forces and genetic 
replication, some people are going to get hurt, other 

people are going to get lucky, and you won't find any 
rhyme or reason in it, nor any justice.  The universe 
we observe has precisely the properties we should 
expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, 

no evil and no good, nothing but blind, pitiless indif-
ference.” 

 

— Richard Dawkins, River Out of Eden (1995) 
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TWO ARGUMENTS 
We will consider two closely related arguments for God’s non-existence.  In the first (directly below), it is argued 

that the obvious presence of evil in the world makes plain the non-existence of God.  Specifically, it argues that 
God’s existence is inconsistent with the existence of evil. 

The Logical Argument from Evil 
(1) An omniscient being knows how to produce a world with no evil in it. 
(2) An omnipotent being is able to produce a world with no evil in it. 
(3) An omnibenevolent being wants to produce a world with no evil in it. 
(4) Knowledge, ability, and desire suffice to attain a goal. 
(5) ∴ If there is a being with these three properties, then there is no evil in the world.   [1-4] 
(6) God is a being with these three properties.  [by definition] 
(7) ∴ If God exists, then there is no evil in the world.   [5, 6] 
(8) There is evil in the world. 
(9) ∴ God does not exist. [7, 8 - MT] 

RESPONSES TO THIS ARGUMENT 
A common but misguided response to the argument from evil is to claim that the evil in the world is far out-

weighed by the good.  This response misses 
the argument’s point, which is that the exis-
tence of God is incompatible with the exis-
tence of any evil at all (as stated in premise 
8).  Responses to the various premises in-
clude the following. 

Premise 6 
One might reject premise six.  In doing 

so, one is rejecting the Anselmian definition 
of God as an infinitely perfect being.  All 
three parties in Hume’s Dialogues (Demea, 
Philo, and Cleanthes) eventually agreed to 
the validity of the above argument, and they 
all avoided the conclusion by rejecting this 
premise, although in different ways.  First, 
one might contend that God’s nature is un-
knowable.  Evil is a problem only for those 
theists who believe that God’s justice in 
some way resembles our own.  Demea and 
Philo (for different reasons) reject the defi-
nition of God in part because they both be-
lieve that we cannot have any knowledge of 
God’s nature.  Demea’s “mysticism” insures 
for him the existence of God, and Demea is 
likewise convinced of the existence of evil.  
The co-existence of God and evil is thus a fact of life, although the reconciliation itself remains a mystery.   

 [Poem] 

MUSÉE DES BEAUX ARTS 
 About suffering they were never wrong, 
 The Old Masters: how well they understood 
 Its human position; how it takes place 
 While someone else is eating or opening a window or just walking 

dully along; 
 How, when the aged are reverently, passionately waiting 
 For the miraculous birth, there always must be 
 Children who did not specially want it to happen, skating 
 On a pond at the edge of the wood: 
 They never forgot 
 That even the dreadful martyrdom must run its course 
 Anyhow in a corner, some untidy spot 
 Where the dogs go on with their doggy life and the torturer’s horse 
 Scratches its innocent behind on a tree. 
 
 In Brueghel’s Icarus, for instance: how everything turns away 
 Quite leisurely from the disaster; the ploughman may 
 Have heard the splash, the forsaken cry, 
 But for him it was not an important failure; the sun shone 
 As it had to on the white legs disappearing into the green 
 Water; and the expensive delicate ship that must have seen 
 Something amazing, a boy falling out of the sky, 
 Had somewhere to get to and sailed calmly on. 
 

— W. H. Auden, 1940 (1907-1973) 
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A second strategy would be to view God as in some 
manner finite.  Cleanthes, for instance, eventually agrees 
that the co-existence of an infinitely perfect God and evil is 
not possible, and therefore decides that God must be fi-
nite.43  Rabbi Harold Kushner, in his best-selling book 
When Bad Things Happen to Good People (1983), takes 
this approach: God wants what is best for us, but God can’t 
do everything. 

Premise 8 
Some have disputed the very existence of evil, claiming 

that the so-called evil in the world is only apparent.  Mary 
Baker Eddy (1821-1910), the founder of the Christian Sci-
entist movement, argued that viewing certain events as evil 
is a misinterpretation of them, and this is a central tenet of 
that religion.  One could argue that what we call evil is 
simply something that is not to our liking — and who are 
we to say what is good and what is evil? 

Yet this is a bitter pill to swallow for many, given the 
scope and depth of human misery.  To believe that a child 
dying of bone cancer is good, or that the Nazi gas cham-
bers were good, and only appear evil to our finite minds, is 
very nearly impossible for most to accept.   

It should also be noted here that rejecting premise eight 
is not the same as accepting the evil as real, but claiming that God allows this evil in order to obtain some greater 
good.  This latter strategy is ambiguous between two positions: (i) where a good is obtained by way of the evil (evil 
as an instrumental good) and (ii) where evil is simply a possible by-product of the good (as in the free will defense, 
discussed below).  Viewing evil as an instrumental good may be unacceptable (insofar as it might involve harming 
one person so as to benefit another), but viewing evil as an occasional but unintended by-product of the good may be 
a reasonable answer to the problem of evil.  This strategy focuses not on premise eight, but rather premise three. 

Premise 3 
What would a benevolent God want to do?  Minimize evil?  Maximize good?  Or maximize the balance of good 

over evil?  Perhaps a perfect God would create a world with evil.  This generally involves a rejection of premise 
three, with the claim that an omnibenevolent God desires not an absence of evil but rather the creation of the most 
good, or alternatively, the greatest balance of good over evil.   

There are several variations on this, but the classic formulation comes to us from Leibniz, who argued that God 
chose the best possible world of all the worlds available from which to choose.  Every other possible world than our 
own (in other words: any other way that the world might have been) has more evil in it than this one.  The gist of 
Leibniz’s claim is that there is no pointless evil (i.e., all evil exists for a reason, namely, to prevent some greater 
evil).   

Leibniz begins with the belief in God, and from there concludes that this must in fact be “the best of all possible 
worlds” — despite any appearances to the contrary.  But it is precisely these many “appearances to the contrary” 
that have led many people to atheism.  Surely God could have created a better world than this, they reason.  It seems 

                                                             
43 Philo agrees with Cleanthes that a finite God’s existence is compatible with the existence of evil, but goes on to 

argue that, given the extent of evil, we would never be led to believe in such a God merely from inspecting the 
world. 

 

VOLTAIRE’S CANDIDE 
François-Marie Arouet (1694-1778), who later 

took the name Voltaire, emerged as a leading intel-
lectual force in 18th century France.  He was a friend 
of English ways (among other things, he helped in-

troduce Shakespeare and Newton to the French), and 
was a trenchant and humorous critic of human stupid-
ity in all its forms.  One of his best-known satires is 

Candide (1758), the story of a young man of the 
same name who, along with his various companions, 

undergoes any number of misfortunes, only to be 
reminded by his old teacher, Dr. Pangloss, that “this 
is the best of all possible worlds.”  What follows is a 

brief excerpt:  
 

“‘Now my dear Pangloss,’ said Candide, ‘tell me 
this.  When you had been hanged, dissected, and 
beaten unmercifully, and while you were rowing at 
your bench, did you still think that everything in this 
world is for the best?’ 

‘I still hold my original views,’ replied Pangloss, 
‘for I am still a philosopher.  It would not be proper 
for me to recant, especially as Leibniz cannot be 
wrong; and besides, the pre-established harmony, 
together with the plenum and the materia subtilis, is 
the most beautiful thing in the world.’” 
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trivially easy to find or imagine cases where suffering in the world appears to be utterly without connection to any 
aspect of well-being.  These worries are best considered in the context of the second argument from evil (discussed 
further below). 

Defenders of Leibniz have tried to shore up his position by highlighting instances of evil that do in fact seem to 
bring with them an even greater good.  For instance, perhaps evil makes possible our awareness of the good.  Were 
there no evil in the world, then we would not recognize the good as being good, or we would not appreciate the good 
as much.  But the atheist will respond that even still we don’t need so much pain for the contrast.  Of what use is an 
infant dying from Tay-Sachs disease?  With what pleasure is such pain to be contrasted?  A common conception of 
heaven is that it is an existence free of suffering; yet if there is no suffering in heaven, will there also be no aware-
ness of the good?  And if the good is appreciated in heaven, then why not also, and in the same way, here on earth? 

Another possible defense is that we sin and therefore deserve the evil we suffer.  This is a traditional response to 
the presence of evil in the world.  God, a perfect being, visits evil upon the world in order to punish us here for our 
misbehavior.  The atheist, however, will point to the apparent disparity between sinning and suffering.  The virtuous 
often suffer terribly while the vicious prosper.  A typical response to this disparity is to claim that the vicious will 
indeed suffer a proper amount, at least in the long run (viz., after this life, if not in it) — but that response explains 
only why there is evil in hell; it still doesn’t explain the God-sent evil here in this life.  If it is not in proportion to 
one’s viciousness, then God must not have sent it as punishment for our sins. 

We might also view evil as an instrumental good.  This is how Leibniz and others have typically understood evil 
that occurs in the world (see also Aquinas’ “Response” after his “Five Ways”).  It is argued that sometimes evil is 
necessary to bring about a greater good.44   

Similarly, many virtues are not possible in the absence of evil: without suffering and poverty, for instance, there 
would be no occasion for the virtues of sympathy, compassion, or generosity.  Without dangers and risk, there is no 
occasion for bravery and courage.  Thomas Aquinas writes: 

If there were no death of other animals, there would not be life for the lion; if there were no persecu-
tion from tyrants, there would be no occasion for the heroic suffering of the martyrs. [Summa Theol., 
I.22, 2, ad2] 

Evil also goads us into improving our situation through industry: disease and natural discomforts spur our studies of 
the practical arts, just as our need for social existence combined with our disagreeable and unsociable nature spurs 
us into perfecting our social orders.  In short, without evil there would be no civilization as we know it, for we 
would have had no reason to move beyond the creature comforts of the primeval forest.  Evil seems necessary for 
virtue, civilization, even life itself. 

But this defense has some problems.  First, there seems to 
be a gross disproportion between suffering and the few vir-
tues that such suffering makes possible.  Second, vices often 
result from suffering as well (consider here the criminal be-
havior typically born in poverty).  Finally, and most impor-
tantly, it is unjust, at least for human beings, to cause some 
to suffer for the benefit of others.  Suppose that I saved two 
people dying from various organ failures by killing a third 
and harvesting his organs; the two that I saved might thank 
me, but they might just as likely rebuke me for having in-
volved them in such a morally contemptible act.   

                                                             
44 Leibniz points to the army general preferring a small wound and a great victory over no wound and no victory, 

but this is an example of an evil as an unintended by-product of something good in itself; see Leibniz, Theodicy 
(Open Court Press, 1985), p. 378. 

[Poem] 

ALEXANDER POPE ON EVIL 
 All Nature is but Art, unknown to thee;  
  All Chance, Direction, which thou canst not see;  
  All Discord, Harmony, not understood;  
 All partial Evil, universal Good:  
 And, spite of Pride, in erring Reason’s spite,  
 One truth is clear, “Whatever is, is right.”  
  

[from An Essay on Man (1733), Epistle I, 289-293] 
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Now suppose some young child, some beautiful toddler with dimples in his knees and elbows and cheeks, starts 
complaining of a certain leg pain, and is eventually diagnosed with bone cancer, and for the next six months suffers 
a painful and torturous death.  What gives here?  What’s going on?  The child’s earthly parents did all they could to 
try to save that baby from its miserable suffering and eventual demise; the child’s heavenly father, on the other hand, 
appeared to have done nothing.   

We are typically informed in such cases that “God has his ways,” however mysterious they might be to us mor-
tals, that some good will come of this ordeal: Perhaps the parents were having marital problems, perhaps they were 
drifting emotionally apart, and this tragedy brought them back together; perhaps the father was battling alcoholism, 
but now is able to climb on the wagon of recovery; perhaps cancer researchers learned a bit more in treating that 
particular kind of bone cancer so that future sufferers will find some relief; and so on.  The skeptic would, however, 
point out that these sorts of ordeals are as likely to destroy a marriage as to save one, and as likely to turn a parent to 
alcohol abuse as away from it.  And then she would note that while a salvaged marriage or the recovery from alco-
hol abuse might be good things, their goodness surely cannot outweigh the suffering involved.  And finally, the 
skeptic will point out that, at least in human terms, it is the very height of immorality to torture and kill a young 
child just so that some other person might benefit.   

Some theists will have other beliefs that help mollify these situations: The child is now in “a far better place,” 
having won entrance to the gates of heaven, and is now with God enjoying eternal bliss, etc. etc.  But the skeptic can 
still reply that, if it was God’s intention to extend such an early invitation to that baby, he might have done so less 
painfully and cruelly.  God surely has his ways, if only he would use them.  Sure, we hear, Job came out ahead in the 
end — had his cattle restored, and so on — but was all that suffering necessary?  And what about Job’s children, 
mere innocent bystanders killed in God’s and Satan’s game?  And so the argument goes, back and forth. 

THE FREE WILL DEFENSE 
The so-called “Free Will Defense” found its classic formulation in the writings of Augustine (354-430 CE), the 

bishop of Hippo.  It works along the same lines as the previous arguments: that God allows for some evil in order to 
make possible a much greater good and here the greater good is human free will.  Here the evil is not seen as an in-
strumental good, but rather as an unfortunate by-product of the good of free will.  This is by far the most prominent 
defense against the argument from evil, and so it is treated separately here.   

The virtue of this defense is that it absolves God of any immediate responsibility for evil that occurs in the world.  
Because God is omnipotent and omniscient, he is ultimately responsible for everything that happens: he can control 
anything that he chooses, and he understands the consequences of all his choices.  But because God is omnibenevo-
lent, he will choose a world which has the greatest amount of net good, realizing that such a choice might still allow 
(indeed, might require) a certain amount of evil.  Now we can imagine a world in which human-like beings walked 
the earth, always doing good and never harming others because God programmed them to act in such a way.  These 
beings would be “like robots,” we would say, without the ability to choose their own course of action.  It is not too 
implausible to think that God would find it a great good for human beings to be able to choose freely, and that this 
great good would even outweigh any evil actions that these human beings with their freedom might perform.  Given 
this, human beings are ultimately responsible for the evil that they bring about. 

This takes care of so-called human evil (evil that humans cause), but there is still quite a bit of other evil, so-
called natural evil, that occurs independently of human agency.  Earthquakes, tornadoes, diseases, and other such 
natural disasters would seem to be coming directly from the hand of God (who is, after all, in control).  Even if God 
is not controlling the motion of every molecule, he at least could if he so chose (in other words, he could intervene 
providentially in the world), and in any event he set up the natural laws that those molecules follow, and he foresaw 
(in establishing those laws) the outcome of their various motions. 

The Free Will theorist is able to absolve God of any immediate responsibility for natural evil as well, however, 
by postulating the existence of Satan, a fallen angel, who causes all the so-called natural evil.  Satan is behind the 
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various tempests and plagues, and the free will of this fallen angel is of a greater good than whatever evil he brings 
about.  So now all the evil in the world is accounted for, and is caused by the free will of either humans or Satan. 

 

The Free Will Defense 
(1) The good of human free will outweighs all human evil. 
(2) The good of Satan’s free will outweighs all natural evil. 
(3) All evil is either human or natural. 
(4) ∴ Good outweighs evil.  [1-3] 
(5) If God exists, then good outweighs evil.  [suggested by the definition of God] 
(6) ∴ God’s existence is compatible with the existence of evil.  [4, 5] 

 

Note that the pattern of the last inference in this argument (from premises 4 and 5, to 6) does not show that God ex-
ists, but only that God might exist, that is, that the existence of evil does not make God’s existence impossible.  This 
is the position that Hume took in his Dialogues (pt. 11) while discussing “four circumstances” that he believes lie 
behind most or all evil suffered by human beings, and his point made there still holds: we have no reason, merely by 
viewing the world, for believing in God. 

RESPONSE TO THE FREE WILL DEFENSE 
The various reasons for rejecting premise three are normally thought to be adequate for undermining the sound-

ness of our initial argument from evil: God and the presence of evil in the world do not appear to be inconsistent.  A 
second argument from evil avoids this problem by granting that God and evil are compatible, but claiming that 
God’s existence is incompatible with the amount or degree of evil in the world. 

The Evidential Argument from Evil 
(1) An omniscient being knows how to produce the best of all possible worlds. 
(2) An omnipotent being is able to produce the best of all possible worlds. 
(3) An omnibenevolent being wants to produce the best of all possible worlds. 
(4) Knowledge, ability, and desire suffice to attain a goal. 
(5) ∴ If there is a being with these three properties, then this is the best of all possible worlds.   [1-4] 
(6) God is a being with these three properties.  [by definition] 
(7) ∴ If God exists, then this is the best of all possible worlds.   [5, 6] 
(8) This is not the best of all possible worlds. 
(9) ∴ God does not exist. [7, 8 - MT] 

 
In addition to the considerations given above in support of the first argument, we need also to consider the nature 

of free will and divine intervention.   
First, it could well be that humans don’t have free will, in which case the argument falls apart.  In any event, it 

appears unknowable whether or not humans do have free will, so that your life might not be different one way or the 
other.  That being the case, how could free will be so valuable to justify all the suffering? 

Second, couldn’t God intervene occasionally?  God surely is not limited to either giving everyone  free will all 
the time or else giving no one free will at all.  Why not, just as a madman is about to begin shooting up a playground 
full of Kindergartner’s, God might interfere with that person’s free will?  (For that matter, isn’t it plausible that such 
a madman isn’t operating from his free will at that point anyway?)  And is Satan’s free will worth more than all the 
death and misery suffered at the hands of natural evil?  If a human had the chance to stop a great harm, and to do 
this all he had to do was to momentarily restrain some culprit (lock him up, etc.), but he refused to do so on the 
grounds that it was the culprit’s right to exercise his free will, we would think the person crazy or malicious.  But 
then how can we consider God all-loving if he fails to intervene in this fashion?  This is a hard question, but one 
response a theist could make is this:  God’s occasional interference is incompatible with anyone having free will at 
all.  If God were to stop us before we committed some evil action (choose whatever level of evil you want), then we 
would no longer need to choose not to behave in this way, knowing that God would always stop us in time. 
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Finally, couldn’t God have given us a limited free will, making certain 
moral actions impossible for us, while still allowing us to go “beyond the 
call of duty” should we so choose?  This objection trades on the distinction 
between three different moral categories of actions: actions that are 
morally required or morally prohibited, actions that are supererogatory 
(these are not required, but are morally good to perform), and actions that 
are morally irrelevant (actions that are neither required, prohibited, nor 
supererogatory).  Now, humans are not free to move objects simply by 
thinking of them, or to fly by flapping their arms, or to disappear and 
reappear at will.  We are physically unfree to do any of these things.  
Likewise, God might have made it physically impossible for us to do what 
was morally prohibited (or to refrain from doing what was morally required), and still leave us free to choose wheth-
er or not to perform morally irrelevant and supererogatory actions.  (Imagine everyone born with the same aversions 
that the character Alex, in A Clockwork Orange, acquired artificially.) 

THE G. E. MOORE SHIFT 
Let’s take one more look at Leibniz’s response.  The way you decide this second argument will rest on your in-

tuitions regarding certain premises.  The atheist will find one premise more plausible, the theist the other.  Both will 
probably accept the hypothetical claim that “if God exists, then this is the best of all possible worlds”; where they 
differ is how they view each half of this claim.  If we let ‘P’ stand for “God exists,” and ‘Q’ stand for “This is the 
best of all possible worlds,” then the theist accepts “P → Q” as well as “P”, therefore also “Q” (by modus ponens), 
while the atheist accepts “P → Q” as well as “not-Q”, therefore also “not-P” (by modus tollens). 

The question boils down to whichever premise seems more plausible to you: P or not-Q?  G. E. Moore (1873-
1958), an important Cambridge philosopher of the 20th century, developed a strategy whereby an argument is re-
versed by shifting plausibility from one premise to the denial of another (this is the so-called “G. E. Moore Shift”).  
The theist can, in the end, always respond to the atheist’s argument by claiming that God’s existence is more plausi-
ble than the claim that this world could really be improved.   

David Hume (1711-1776), in anticipation of this sort of strategy, has Philo offer the following response in Part 
XI of his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion: 

Did I show you a house or palace where there was not one apartment convenient or agreeable; where the 
windows, doors, fires, passages, stairs, and the whole economy of the 
building were the source of noise, confusion, fatigue, darkness, and the 
extremes of heat and cold, you would certainly blame the contrivance, 
without any further examination.  The architect would in vain display 
his subtlety, and prove to you that, if this door or that window were 
altered, greater ills would ensue.  What he says may be strictly true: The 
alteration of one particular, while the other parts of the building remain, 
may only augment the inconveniences.  But still you would assert in 
general that, if the architect had had skill and good intentions, he might 
have formed such a plan of the whole, and might have adjusted the parts 
in such a manner as would have remedied all or most of these 
inconveniences.  His ignorance, or even your own ignorance of such a 
plan, will never convince you of the impossibility of it.  If you find any 
inconveniences and deformities in the building, you will always, 
without entering into any detail, condemn the architect. 

ONE LAST THOUGHT: IVAN KARAMAZOV’S REBELLION 
The writing of theodicies has not abated since Leibniz first coined the term in the early 18th century.  Many, per-

haps most, atheists are not convinced by them, but they also have their share of critics among theists, primarily be-
cause they seem to take the wrong approach to the problem of evil.  As presented above, the problem of evil could 
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almost be seen as an “accounting problem”: if we can simply get the amount of good in the world to outweigh the 
amount of evil in the world, then it will all make sense, and belief in a loving God can once more be seen as com-
patible with the world’s condition.  But viewing evil at this abstract global level is only half the problem, if even 
that.  The real problem is encountered at the level of each individual whose life is so shattered by evil that they 
would prefer to have never been born.  This is the problem that must be addressed, and it is ignored by adding up 
sums on the good-and-evil balance sheet.   

What does it matter to me if I live in “the best of all possible worlds” when I have just lost my children at the 
hands of some killer — be that killer a human with a gun, or a drunk driver, or a tornado, or a flood, or cancer?  In 
what sense is this “best of all possible worlds” good for me?  These “book-keeping” explanations rarely seem ade-
quate to us, at the existential level where we live our lives.  And so in Dostoevsky’s great and last novel, The Broth-
ers Karamazov (1880), Ivan Karamazov chooses to give back his ticket to God’s wretched show.  Having recounted 
to his younger brother Alyosha a litany of horrendous evil visited upon children — stories he had collected from the 
newspapers — Ivan concludes: 

I understand what an upheaval of the universe it will be when everything in heaven and earth blends in 
one hymn of praise and everything that lives and has lived cries aloud: ‘Thou art just, O Lord, for Thy 
ways are revealed.’  When the mother embraces the fiend who threw her child to the dogs, and all three 
cry aloud with tears, ‘Thou art just, O Lord!’ then, of course, the crown of knowledge will be reached 
and all will be made clear.  But what pulls me up here is that I can’t accept that harmony.  […]  It’s not 
worth the tears of that one tortured child who beat herself on the breast with her little fist and prayed in 
her stinking outhouse, with her unexpiated tears to ‘dear, kind God’!  It’s not worth it, because those 
tears are unatoned for.  They must be atoned for, or there can be no harmony.  But how?  How are you 
going to atone for them?  Is it possible?  By their being avenged?  But what do I care for avenging 
them?  What do I care for a hell for oppressors?  What good can hell do, since those children have al-
ready been tortured?  […] And if the sufferings of children go to swell the sum of sufferings which 
was necessary to pay for truth, then I protest that the truth is not worth such a price. […] I don’t want 
harmony.  From love for humanity I don’t want it.  I would rather remain with my unavenged suffering 
and unsatisfied indignation, even if I were wrong.  Besides, too high a price is asked for harmony; it’s 
beyond our means to pay so much to enter on it.  And so I hasten to give back my entrance ticket, and 
if I am an honest man I am bound to give it back as soon as possible.  And that I am doing.  It’s not 
God that I don’t accept, Alyosha, only I most respectfully return him the ticket. 

How might a theist respond to this challenge?  Marilyn McCord Adams (b. 1943), a philosopher of religion at 
UNC/Chapel Hill and an ordained priest in the Episcopal Church, agrees with Dostoyevsky’s rejection of theodicies 
and she accepts Ivan’s challenge.  If there is to be justice, if this world and each existence can be viewed as good, 
and thus if God can be seen as good, then each individual must be able to say at the end: “My life was worth living.”  
Given the amount and kind of evil that many individuals suffer, however, she believes that this is possible only if we 
posit an afterlife offering special goods for each individual.  Nor can these goods be familiar to our present world, 
since such goods are not great enough to redeem the evil.  Instead, the theist will need to appeal to so-called “tran-
scendent goods” that are available only in the afterlife — something on the order of Dante’s “beatific vision.” 

Finally, Adams admits that God’s reasons for allowing these horrendous evils to befall us are certainly hidden 
from us, but she also notes that this opacity might be of three different kinds, based on our own abilities.  Reasons 
might be hidden from us which we would easily understand once informed of them (for instance, a mother allowing 
surgery on a child in order to save the child’s life).  Or the reason might be one that we could understand if only we 
had better memories or a longer attention span (for instance, in following a long and complex proof or argument).  
Finally, the reason might be one that we are cognitively, emotionally, or spiritually too immature to understand, much 
as the child is unable to grasp the necessity of the surgery, while nonetheless remaining certain of the mother’s love.   

Adams believes that God’s reasons for allowing horrendous evils are hidden from us in this third way. 
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READINGS 
The BROTHERS KARAMAZOV (SELECTION) 
Fyodor Dostoyevsky 

 
Fyodor Mikhaylovich Dostoyevsky (1821-1881) was a 
Moscow-born Russian novelist.  After completing his 
education in engineering, he published his first novel, 
Poor Folk (1846), which was well-received.  That same 
year he joined a group of utopian socialists, and in 
1849 the entire group was arrested for operating an 
illegal printing press.  Dostoyevsky was held in prison 
for eight months and then sentenced to be shot; he was 
given a reprieve at the very last moment, and was sen-
tenced to four years of hard labor in Siberia (1849-54), 
after which he served for five years as a soldier.  These 
wretched experiences (as recorded in his novel The 
House of the Dead, 1862) transformed his youthful ide-
alism into religious orthodoxy.   
 Returning to St. Petersburg, Dostoyevsky com-
menced to write some of the greatest literature of the 
nineteenth-century: the existentialist Notes from Under-
ground (1864), Crime and Punishment (1866), The Idiot 
(1868), The Possessed (1871-72), Raw Youth (1875) 
and The Brothers Karamazov (1880).  This last novel is 
by most accounts his finest — a deeply philosophical 
and psychological work in which he plumbs the many 
depths of the human soul. 
 The selection that follows comes from Book Five 
(“Pro and Contra”), chapters three through five.  It 
contains an extended dialogue between two of the 
brothers, Ivan, the older brother, and Alyosha, who has 
just joined a monastery with the thoughts of becoming a 
monk.  (Translation from the Russian is by Constance 
Garnett, with a few slight changes.) 

 

CHAPTER THREE 
THE BROTHERS GET ACQUAINTED 

[Ivan is speaking to Alyosha] “… It’s different for 
other people; but we in our green youth have to settle 
the eternal questions first of all.  That’s what we care 
about.  Young Russia is talking about nothing but the 
eternal questions now, just when the old folks are all 
taken up with practical questions.  Why have you been 
looking at me in expectation for the last three months?  
To ask me, ‘What do you believe, or don’t you believe 
at all?’  That’s what your eyes have been meaning for 
these three months, haven’t they?” 

“Perhaps so,” smiled Alyosha.  “You are not laugh-
ing at me, now, Ivan?” 

“Me laughing!  I don’t want to wound my little 
brother who has been watching me with such expecta-
tion for three months.  Alyosha, look straight at me!  Of 
course, I am just such a little boy as you are, only not a 
novice.  And what have Russian boys been doing up till 
now, some of them, I mean?  In this stinking tavern, for 
instance, here, they meet and sit down in a corner.  
They’ve never met in their lives before and, when they 
go out of the tavern, they won’t meet again for forty 
years.  And what do they talk about in that momentary 
halt in the tavern?  Of the eternal questions, of the exis-
tence of God and immortality.  And those who do not 
believe in God talk of socialism or anarchism, of the 
transformation of all humanity on a new pattern, so that 
it all comes to the same, they’re the same questions 
turned inside out.  And masses, masses of the most 
original Russian boys do nothing but talk of the eternal 
questions!  Isn’t it so?” 

“Yes, for real Russians the questions of God’s exis-
tence and of immortality, or, as you say, the same ques-
tions turned inside out, come first and foremost, of 
course, and so they should,” said Alyosha, still watching 
his brother with the same gentle and inquiring smile.   

“Well, Alyosha, it’s sometimes very unwise to be a 
Russian at all, but anything stupider than the way Rus-
sian boys spend their time one can hardly imagine.  But 
there’s one Russian boy called Alyosha I am awfully 
fond of.” 

“How nicely you put that in!” Alyosha laughed sud-
denly. 

“Well, tell me where to begin, give your orders.  The 
existence of God, eh?” 

“Begin where you like.  You declared yesterday at 
father’s that there was no God.”  Alyosha looked 
searchingly at his brother. 

“I said that yesterday at dinner on purpose to tease 
you and I saw your eyes glow.  But now I’ve no ob-
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jection to discussing with you, and I say so very seri-
ously.  I want to be friends with you, Alyosha, for I 
have no friends and I want to try it.  Well, only fancy, 
perhaps I too accept God,” laughed Ivan.  “That’s a sur-
prise for you, isn’t it?” 

“Yes of course, if you are not joking now.” 
“Joking?  I was told at the elder’s yesterday that I was 

joking.  You know, dear boy, there was an old sinner in 
the eighteenth century who declared that, if there were 
no God, he would have to be invented.  S’il n’existait 
pas Dieu, il faudrait l’inventer.45  And man has actually 
invented God.  And what’s strange, what would be mar-
velous, is not that God should really exist; the marvel is 
that such an idea, the idea of the necessity of God, could 
enter the head of such a savage, vicious beast as man.  
So holy it is, so touching, so wise and so great a credit it 
does to man.  As for me, I’ve long resolved not to think 
whether man created God or God man.  And I won’t go 
through all the axioms laid down by Russian boys on 
that subject, all derived from European hypotheses; for 
what’s a hypothesis there is an axiom with the Russian 
boy, and not only with the boys but with their teachers 
too, for our Russian professors are often just the same 
boys themselves.  And so I omit all the hypotheses.  For 
what are we aiming at now?  I am trying to explain as 
quickly as possible my essential nature, that is what 
manner of man I am, what I believe in, and for what I 
hope, that’s it, isn’t it?  And therefore I tell you that I 
accept God simply.  But you must note this: if God exists 
and if He really did create the world, then, as we all 
know, He created it according to the geometry of Euclid 
and the human mind with the conception of only three 
dimensions in space.  Yet there have been and still are 
geometricians and philosophers, and even some of the 
most distinguished, who doubt whether the whole uni-
verse, or to speak more widely, the whole of being, was 
only created in Euclid’s geometry; they even dare to 
dream that two parallel lines, which according to Euclid 
can never meet on earth, may meet somewhere in infin-
ity.46  I have come to the conclusion that, since I can’t 
understand even that, I can’t expect to understand about 

                                                             
45 [This quotation comes from Voltaire’s “Épître à 

l’auteur de Livre des trois imposteurs,” a letter writ-
ten on November 10, 1770.] 

46 [A non-Euclidean geometry had recently been devel-
oped by the Russian mathematician N. I. 
Lobachevsky (1792-1856).] 

God.  I acknowledge humbly that I have no faculty for 
settling such questions, I have a Euclidian earthly mind, 
and how could I solve problems that are not of this 
world?  And I advise you never to think about it either, 
my dear Alyosha, especially about God, whether He 
exists or not.  All such questions are utterly inappropriate 
for a mind created with an idea of only three dimensions.  
And so I accept God and am glad to, and what’s more, I 
accept His wisdom, His purposes which are utterly be-
yond our ken; I believe in the underlying order and the 
meaning of life; I believe in the eternal harmony in 
which they say we shall one day be blended.  I believe in 
the Word to Which the universe is striving, and Which 
Itself was ‘with God,’ and Which Itself is God and so on, 
and so on, to infinity.  There are all sorts of phrases for 
it.  I seem to be on the right path, don’t I?  Yet would 
you believe it, in the final result I don’t accept this world 
of God’s, and, although I know it exists, I don’t accept it 
at all.  It’s not that I don’t accept God; you must under-
stand, it’s the world created by Him I don’t and cannot 
accept.  Let me make it plain.  I believe like a child that 
suffering will be healed and made up for, that all the 
humiliating absurdity of human contradictions will van-
ish like a pitiful mirage, like the despicable fabrication of 
the impotent and infinitely small Euclidian mind of man, 
that in the world’s finale, at the moment of eternal har-
mony, something so precious will come to pass that it 
will suffice for all hearts, for the comforting of all re-
sentments, for the atonement of all the crimes of human-
ity, of all the blood they’ve shed; that it will make it not 
only possible to forgive but to justify all that has hap-
pened with men — but though all that may come to pass, 
I don’t accept it.  I won’t accept it.  Even if parallel lines 
do meet and I see it myself, I shall see it and say that 
they’ve met, but still I won’t accept it.  That’s what’s at 
the root of me, Alyosha; that’s my creed.  I am in earnest 
in what I say.  I began our talk as stupidly as I could on 
purpose, but I’ve led up to my confession, for that’s all 
you want.  You didn’t want to hear about God, but only 
to know what the brother you love lives by.  And so I’ve 
told you.” 

Ivan concluded his long tirade with marked and un-
expected feeling.  “And why did you begin ‘as stupidly 
as you could’?” asked Alyosha, looking thoughtfully at 
him. 

“To begin with, for the sake of being Russian.  Rus-
sian conversations on such subjects are always carried 
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on inconceivably stupidly.  And secondly, the stupider 
one is, the closer one is to reality.  The stupider one is, 
the clearer one is.  Stupidity is brief and artless, while 
intelligence wriggles and hides itself.  Intelligence is a 
knave, but stupidity is honest and straight forward.  I’ve 
led the conversation to my despair, and the more stu-
pidly I have presented it, the better for me.” 

“You will explain why you don’t accept the world?” 
said Alyosha.   

“To be sure I will, it’s not a secret, that’s what I’ve 
been leading up to.  Dear little brother, I don’t want to 
corrupt you or to turn you from your stronghold; per-
haps I want to be healed by you.”  Ivan smiled suddenly 
quite like a little gentle child.  Alyosha had never seen 
such a smile on his face before. 

CHAPTER FOUR 
REBELLION 

“I must make one confession,” Ivan began.  “I could 
never understand how one can love one’s neighbors.  
It’s just one’s neighbors, to my mind, that one can’t 
love, though one might love those at a distance.  I once 
read somewhere of John the Merciful, a saint, that when 
a hungry, frozen beggar came to him, he took him into 
his bed, held him in his arms, and began breathing into 
his mouth, which was putrid and loathsome from some 
awful disease.  I am convinced that he did that from 
‘self-laceration,’ from the self-laceration of falsity, for 
the sake of the charity imposed by duty, as a penance 
laid on him.  For anyone to love a man, he must be hid-
den, for as soon as he shows his face, love is gone.” 

“Father Zossima has talked of that more than once,” 
observed Alyosha; “he, too, said that the face of a man 
often hinders many people not practiced in love, from 
loving him.  But yet there’s a great deal of love in man-
kind, and almost Christ-like love.  I know that myself, 
Ivan.” 

“Well, I know nothing of it so far, and can’t under-
stand it, and the innumerable mass of mankind are with 
me there.  The question is, whether that’s due to men’s 
bad qualities or whether it’s inherent in their nature.  To 
my thinking, Christ-like love for men is a miracle im-
possible on earth.  He was God.  But we are not gods.  
Suppose I, for instance, suffer intensely.  Another can 
never know how much I suffer, because he is another 
and not I.  And what’s more, a man is rarely ready to 
admit another’s suffering (as though it were a distinc-

tion).  Why won’t he admit it, do you think?  Because I 
smell unpleasant, because I have a stupid face, because I 
once trod on his foot.  Besides, there is suffering and 
suffering; degrading, humiliating suffering such as 
humbles me —  hunger, for instance — my benefactor 
will perhaps allow me; but when you come to higher 
suffering — for an idea, for instance — he will very 
rarely admit that, perhaps because my face strikes him 
as not at all what he fancies a man should have who 
suffers for an idea.  And so he deprives me instantly of 
his favor, and not at all from badness of heart.  Beggars, 
especially genteel beggars, ought never to show them-
selves, but to ask for charity through the newspapers.  
One can love one’s neighbors in the abstract, or even at 
a distance, but at close quarters it’s almost impossible.  
If it were as on the stage, in the ballet, where if beggars 
come in, they wear silken rags and tattered lace and beg 
for alms dancing gracefully, then one might like looking 
at them.  But even then we should not love them.  But 
enough of that.  I simply wanted to show you my point 
of view.  I meant to speak of the suffering of mankind 
generally, but we had better confine ourselves to the 
sufferings of the children.  That reduces the scope of my 
argument to a tenth of what it would be.  Still we’d bet-
ter keep to the children, though it does weaken my case.  
But, in the first place, children can be loved even at 
close quarters, even when they are dirty, even when 
they are ugly (I fancy, though, children never are ugly).  
The second reason why I won’t speak of grown-up peo-
ple is that, besides being disgusting and unworthy of 
love, they have a compensation — they’ve eaten the 
apple and know good and evil, and they have become 
‘like gods.’  They go on eating it still.  But the children 
haven’t eaten anything, and are so far innocent.  Are 
you fond of children, Alyosha?  I know you are, and 
you will understand why I prefer to speak of them.  If 
they, too, suffer horribly on earth, they must suffer for 
their fathers’ sins, they must be punished for their fa-
thers, who have eaten the apple; but that reasoning is of 
the other world and is incomprehensible for the heart of 
man here on earth.  The innocent must not suffer for 
another’s sins, and especially such innocents!  You may 
be surprised at me, Alyosha, but I am awfully fond of 
children, too.  And observe, cruel people, the violent, 
the rapacious, the Karamazovs are sometimes very fond 
of children.  Children, while they are quite little — up to 
seven, for instance — are so remote from grown-up 
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people they are different creatures, as it were, of a dif-
ferent species.  I knew a criminal in prison who had, in 
the course of his career as a burglar, murdered whole 
families, including several children.  But when he was 
in prison, he had a strange affection for them.  He spent 
all his time at his window, watching the children play-
ing in the prison yard.  He trained one little boy to come 
up to his window and made great friends with him….  
You don’t know why I am telling you all this, Alyosha?  
My head aches and I am sad.” 

“You speak with a strange air,” observed Alyosha 
uneasily, “as though you were not quite yourself.” 

“By the way, a Bulgarian I met lately in Moscow,” 
Ivan went on, seeming not to hear his brother’s words, 
“told me about the crimes being committed by Turks 
and Circassians in all parts of Bulgaria through fear of a 
general rising of the Slavs.  They burn villages, murder, 
rape women and children, they nail their prisoners by 
the ears to the fences, leave them so till morning, and in 
the morning they hang them — all sorts of things you 
can’t imagine.  People talk sometimes of bestial cruelty, 
but that’s a great injustice and insult to the beasts; a 
beast can never be so cruel as a man, so artistically 
cruel.  The tiger only tears and gnaws, that’s all he can 
do.  He would never think of nailing people by the ears, 
even if he were able to do it.  These Turks took a pleas-
ure in torturing children, too; cutting the unborn child 
from the mothers womb, and tossing babies up in the air 
and catching them on the points of their bayonets before 
their mothers’ eyes.  Doing it before the mothers’ eyes 
was what gave zest to the amusement.  Here is another 
scene that I thought very interesting.  Imagine a trem-
bling mother with her baby in her arms, a circle of in-
vading Turks around her.  They’ve planned a diversion: 
they pet the baby, laugh to make it laugh.  They suc-
ceed, the baby laughs.  At that moment a Turk points a 
pistol four inches from the baby’s face.  The baby 
laughs with glee, holds out its little hands to the pistol, 
and he pulls the trigger in the baby’s face and blows out 
its brains.  Artistic, wasn’t it?  By the way, Turks are 
particularly fond of sweet things, they say.” 

“Brother, what are you driving at?” asked Alyosha.   
“I think if the devil doesn’t exist, but man has cre-

ated him, he has created him in his own image and like-
ness.” 

“Just as he did God, then?” observed Alyosha.   

“‘It’s wonderful how you can turn words,’ as Polo-
nius says in Hamlet,” laughed Ivan.47  “You turn my 
words against me.  Well, I am glad.  Yours must be a 
fine God, if man created Him in his image and likeness.  
You asked just now what I was driving at.  You see, I 
am fond of collecting certain facts, and, would you be-
lieve, I even copy anecdotes of a certain sort from 
newspapers and books, and I’ve already got a fine col-
lection.  The Turks, of course, have gone into it, but 
they are foreigners.  I have specimens from home that 
are even better than the Turks.  You know we prefer 
beating-rods and scourges — that’s our national in-
stitution.  Nailing ears is unthinkable for us, for we are, 
after all, Europeans.  But the rod and the scourge we 
have always with us and they cannot be taken from us.  
Abroad now they scarcely do any beating.  Manners are 
more humane, or laws have been passed, so that they 
don’t dare to flog men now.  But they make up for it in 
another way just as national as ours.  And so national 
that it would be practically impossible among us, 
though I believe we are being inoculated with it, since 
the religious movement began in our aristocracy.  I have 
a charming pamphlet, translated from the French, de-
scribing how, quite recently, five years ago, a murderer, 
Richard, was executed — a young man, I believe, of 
three and twenty, who repented and was converted to 
the Christian faith at the very scaffold.  This Richard 
was an illegitimate child who was given as a child of six 
by his parents to some shepherds on the Swiss moun-
tains.  They brought him up to work for them.  He grew 
up like a little wild beast among them.  The shepherds 
taught him nothing, and scarcely fed or clothed him, but 
sent him out at seven to herd the flock in cold and wet, 
and no one hesitated or scrupled to treat him so.  Quite 
the contrary, they thought they had every right, for 
Richard had been given to them as a chattel, and they 
did not even see the necessity of feeding him.  Richard 
himself describes how in those years, like the Prodigal 
Son in the Gospel, he longed to eat of the mash given to 
the pigs, which were fattened for sale.  But they 
wouldn’t even give that, and beat him when he stole 
from the pigs.  And that was how he spent all his child-
hood and his youth, till he grew up and was strong 
enough to go away and be a thief.  The savage began to 
earn his living as a day laborer in Geneva.  He drank 

                                                             
47 [See Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Act. I, Scene 3.] 
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what he earned, he lived like a brute, and finished by 
killing and robbing an old man.  He was caught, tried, 
and condemned to death.  They are not sentimentalists 
there.  And in prison he was immediately surrounded by 
pastors, members of Christian brotherhoods, phi-
lanthropic ladies, and the like.  They taught him to read 
and write in prison, and expounded the Gospel to him.  
They exhorted him, worked upon him, drummed at him 
incessantly, till at last he solemnly confessed his crime.  
He was converted.  He wrote to the court himself that he 
was a monster, but that in the end God had vouchsafed 
him light and shown grace.  All Geneva was in excite-
ment about him — all philanthropic and religious Ge-
neva.  All the aristocratic and well-bred society of the 
town rushed to the prison, kissed Richard and embraced 
him: ‘You are our brother, you have found grace.’  And 
Richard does nothing but weep with emotion, ‘Yes, I’ve 
found grace!  All my youth and childhood I was glad of 
pigs’ food, but now even I have found grace.  I am dy-
ing in the Lord.’  ‘Yes, Richard, die in the Lord; you 
have shed blood and must die.  Though it’s not your 
fault that you knew not the Lord, when you coveted the 
pigs’ food and were beaten for stealing it (which was 
very wrong of you, for stealing is forbidden); but you’ve 
shed blood and you must die.’  And on the last day, 
Richard, perfectly limp, did nothing but cry and repeat 
every minute: ‘This is my happiest day.  I am going to 
the Lord.’  ‘Yes,’ cry the pastors and the judges and 
philanthropic ladies.  ‘This is the happiest day of your 
life, for you are going to the Lord!’  They all walk or 
drive to the scaffold in procession behind the prison 
van.  At the scaffold they call to Richard: ‘Die, brother, 
die in the Lord, for even thou hast found grace!’  And 
so, covered with his brothers’ kisses, Richard is dragged 
on to the scaffold, and led to the guillotine.  And they 
chopped off his head in brotherly fashion, because he 
had found grace.  Yes, that’s characteristic.  That pam-
phlet is translated into Russian by some Russian philan-
thropists of aristocratic rank and evangelical aspirations, 
and has been distributed gratis for the enlightenment of 
the people.  The case of Richard is interesting because 
it’s national.  Though to us it’s absurd to cut off a man’s 
head, because he has become our brother and has found 
grace, yet we have our own specialty, which is all but 
worse.  Our historical pastime is the direct satisfaction 
of inflicting pain.  There are lines in Nekrassov describ-
ing how a peasant lashes a horse on the eyes, ‘on its 

meek eyes,’ everyone must have seen it.  It’s peculiarly 
Russian.  He describes how a feeble little nag has foun-
dered under too heavy a load and cannot move.  The 
peasant beats it, beats it savagely, beats it at last not 
knowing what he is doing in the intoxication of cruelty, 
thrashes it mercilessly over and over again.  ‘However 
weak you are, you must pull, if you die for it.’  The nag 
strains, and then he begins lashing the poor defenseless 
creature on its weeping, on its ‘meek eyes.’  The frantic 
beast tugs and draws the load, trembling all over, gasp-
ing for breath, moving sideways, with a sort of unnatu-
ral spasmodic action — it’s awful in Nekrassov.  But 
that’s only a horse, and God has horses to be beaten.  So 
the Tatars have taught us, and they left us the knout as a 
remembrance of it.  But men, too, can be beaten.  A 
well-educated, cultured gentleman and his wife beat 
their own child with a birch-rod, a girl of seven.  I have 
an exact account of it.  The papa was glad that the birch 
was covered with twigs.  ‘It stings more,’ said he, and 
so he began stinging his daughter.  I know for a fact 
there are people who at every blow are worked up to 
sensuality, to literal sensuality, which increases pro-
gressively at every blow they inflict.  They beat for a 
minute, for five minutes, for ten minutes, more often 
and more savagely.  The child screams.  At last the child 
cannot scream, it gasps, ‘Daddy daddy!’  By some dia-
bolical unseemly chance the case was brought into 
court.  A counsel is engaged.  The Russian people have 
long called a barrister ‘a conscience for hire.’  The 
counsel protests in his client’s defense.  ‘It’s such a 
simple thing,’ he says, ‘an everyday domestic event.  A 
father corrects his child and, to the shame of our times, 
it is brought into court!’  The jury, convinced by him, 
gives a favorable verdict.  The public roars with delight 
that the torturer is acquitted.  Ah, pity I wasn’t there!  I 
would have proposed to raise a subscription in his 
honor!  Charming pictures.   

“But I’ve still better things about children.  I’ve col-
lected a great, great deal about Russian children, Alyo-
sha.  There was a little girl of five who was hated by her 
father and mother, ‘most worthy and respectable people, 
of good education and breeding.’  You see, I must re-
peat again, it is a peculiar characteristic of many people, 
this love of torturing children, and children only.  To all 
other types of humanity these torturers behave mildly 
and benevolently, like cultivated and humane Europe-
ans; but they are very fond of tormenting children, even 
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fond of children themselves in that sense.  It’s just their 
defenselessness that tempts the tormentor, just the an-
gelic confidence of the child who has no refuge and no 
appeal, that sets his vile blood on fire.  In every man, of 
course, a demon lies hidden — the demon of rage, the 
demon of lustful heat at the screams of the tortured vic-
tim, the demon of lawlessness let off the chain, the de-
mon of diseases that follow on vice, gout, kidney dis-
ease, and so on.   

“This poor child of five was subjected to every pos-
sible torture by those cultivated parents.  They beat her, 
thrashed her, kicked her for no reason till her body was 
one bruise.  Then, they went to greater refinements of 
cruelty — shut her up all night in the cold and frost in a 
privy, and because she didn’t ask to be taken up at night 
(as though a child of five sleeping its angelic, sound 
sleep could be trained to wake and ask), they smeared 
her face and filled her mouth with excrement, and it was 
her mother, her mother who did this.  And that mother 
could sleep, hearing the poor child’s groans!  Can you 
understand why a little creature, who can’t even under-
stand what’s done to her, should beat her little aching 
heart with her tiny fist in the dark and the cold, and 
weep her meek unresentful tears to dear, kind God to 
protect her?  Do you understand that, friend and brother, 
you pious and humble novice?  Do you understand why 
this infamy must be and is permitted?  Without it, I am 
told, man could not have existed on earth, for he could 
not have known good and evil.  Why should he know 
that diabolical good and evil when it costs so much?  
Why, the whole world of knowledge is not worth that 
child’s prayer to ‘dear, kind God’!  I say nothing of the 
sufferings of grown-up people, they have eaten the ap-
ple, damn them, and the devil take them all!  But these 
little ones!  I am making you suffer, Alyosha, you are 
not yourself.  I’ll leave off if you like.” 

“Never mind.  I want to suffer too,” muttered Alyosha.   
“One picture, only one more, because it’s so curious, 

so characteristic, and I have only just read it in some 
collection of Russian antiquities.  I’ve forgotten the 
name.  I must look it up.  It was in the darkest days of 
serfdom at the beginning of the century, and long live 
the Liberator of the People!  There was in those days a 
general of aristocratic connections, the owner of great 
estates, one of those men — somewhat exceptional, I 
believe, even then — who, retiring from the service into 
a life of leisure, are convinced that they’ve earned abso-

lute power over the lives of their subjects.  There were 
such men then.  So our general, settled on his property 
of two thousand souls, lives in pomp, and domineers 
over his poor neighbors as though they were dependents 
and buffoons.  He has kennels of hundreds of hounds 
and nearly a hundred dog-boys — all mounted, and in 
uniform.  One day a serf-boy, a little child of eight, 
threw a stone in play and hurt the paw of the general’s 
favorite hound.  ‘Why is my favorite dog lame?’  He is 
told that the boy threw a stone that hurt the dog’s paw.  
‘So you did it.’  The general looked the child up and 
down.  ‘Take him.’  He was taken — taken from his 
mother and kept shut up all night.  Early that morning 
the general comes out on horseback, with the hounds, 
his dependents, dog-boys, and huntsmen, all mounted 
around him in full hunting parade.  The servants are 
summoned for their edification, and in front of them all 
stands the mother of the child.  The child is brought 
from the lock-up.  It’s a gloomy, cold, foggy, autumn 
day, a capital day for hunting.  The general orders the 
child to be undressed; the child is stripped naked.  He 
shivers, numb with terror, not daring to cry…  ‘Make 
him run,’ commands the general.  ‘Run!  run!’ shout the 
dog-boys.  The boy runs…  ‘At him!’ yells the general, 
and he sets the whole pack of hounds on the child.  The 
hounds catch him, and tear him to pieces before his 
mother’s eyes!…  I believe the general was afterwards 
declared incapable of administering his estates.  Well — 
what did he deserve?  To be shot?  To be shot for the 
satisfaction of our moral feelings?  Speak, Alyosha!” 

“To be shot,” murmured Alyosha, lifting his eyes to 
Ivan with a pale, twisted smile.   

“Bravo!” cried Ivan delighted.  “If even you say so, 
then….  You’re a pretty monk!  So there is a little devil 
sitting in your heart, Alyosha Karamazov!” 

“What I said was absurd, but — ” 
“That’s just the point, that ‘but’!” cried Ivan.  “Let 

me tell you, novice, that the absurd is only too necessary 
on earth.  The world stands on absurdities, and perhaps 
nothing would have come to pass in it without them.  
We know what we know!” 

“What do you know?” 
“I understand nothing,” Ivan went on, as though in 

delirium.  “I don’t want to understand anything now.  I 
want to stick to the fact.  I made up my mind long ago 
not to understand.  If I try to understand anything, I 
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shall be false to the fact, and I have determined to stick 
to the fact.” 

“Why are you testing me?” Alyosha cried, with sud-
den distress.  “Will you say what you mean at last?” 

“Of course, I will; that’s what I’ve been leading up 
to.  You are dear to me, I don’t want to let you go, and I 
won’t give you up to your Zossima.” 

Ivan for a minute was silent, his face became all at 
once very sad.   

“Listen!  I took the case of children only to make my 
case clearer.  Of the other tears of humanity with which 
the earth is soaked from its crust to its centre, I will say 
nothing.  I have narrowed my subject on purpose.  I am 
a bug, and I recognise in all humility that I cannot un-
derstand why the world is arranged as it is.  Men are 
themselves to blame, I suppose; they were given para-
dise, they wanted freedom, and stole fire from heaven, 
though they knew they would become unhappy, so there 
is no need to pity them.  With my pitiful, earthly, 
Euclidian understanding, all I know is that there is suf-
fering and that there are none guilty; that cause follows 
effect, simply and directly; that everything flows and 
finds its level — but that’s only Euclidian nonsense, I 
know that, and I can’t consent to live by it!  What com-
fort is it to me that there are none guilty and that cause 
follows effect simply and directly, and that I know it?  
—  I must have justice, or I will destroy myself.  And 
not justice in some remote infinite time and space, but 
here on earth, and that I could see myself.  I have be-
lieved in it.  I want to see it, and if I am dead by then, let 
me rise again, for if it all happens without me, it will be 
too unfair.  Surely I haven’t suffered simply that I, my 
crimes and my sufferings, may manure the soil of the 
future harmony for somebody else.  I want to see with 
my own eyes the hind lie down with the lion and the 
victim rise up and embrace his murderer.  I want to be 
there when everyone suddenly understands what it has 
all been for.  All the religions of the world are built on 
this longing, and I am a believer.  But then there are the 
children, and what am I to do about them?  That’s a 
question I can’t answer.  For the hundredth time I re-
peat, there are numbers of questions, but I’ve only taken 
the children, because in their case what I mean is so 
unanswerably clear.  Listen!  If all must suffer to pay for 
the eternal harmony, what have children to do with it, 
tell me, please?  It’s beyond all comprehension why 
they should suffer, and why they should pay for the har-

mony.  Why should they, too, furnish material to enrich 
the soil for the harmony of the future?  I understand 
solidarity in sin among men.  I understand solidarity in 
retribution, too; but there can be no such solidarity with 
children.  And if it is really true that they must share 
responsibility for all their fathers’ crimes, such a truth is 
not of this world and is beyond my comprehension.  
Some jester will say, perhaps, that the child would have 
grown up and have sinned, but you see he didn’t grow 
up, he was torn to pieces by the dogs, at eight years old.  
Oh, Alyosha, I am not blaspheming!  I understand, of 
course, what an upheaval of the universe it will be when 
everything in heaven and earth blends in one hymn of 
praise and everything that lives and has lived cries 
aloud: ‘Thou art just, O Lord, for Thy ways are re-
vealed.’  When the mother embraces the fiend who 
threw her child to the dogs, and all three cry aloud with 
tears, ‘Thou art just, O Lord!’ then, of course, the crown 
of knowledge will be reached and all will be made clear.  
But what pulls me up here is that I can’t accept that har-
mony.  And while I am on earth, I make haste to take 
my own measures.  You see, Alyosha, perhaps it really 
may happen that if I live to that moment, or rise again to 
see it, I, too, perhaps, may cry aloud with the rest, look-
ing at the mother embracing the child’s torturer, ‘Thou 
art just, O Lord!’ but I don’t want to cry aloud then.  
While there is still time, I hasten to protect myself, and 
so I renounce the higher harmony altogether.  It’s not 
worth the tears of that one tortured child who beat her-
self on the breast with her little fist and prayed in her 
stinking outhouse, with her unexpiated tears to ‘dear, 
kind God’!  It’s not worth it, because those tears are 
unatoned for.  They must be atoned for, or there can be 
no harmony.  But how?  How are you going to atone for 
them?  Is it possible?  By their being avenged?  But 
what do I care for avenging them?  What do I care for a 
hell for oppressors?  What good can hell do, since those 
children have already been tortured?  And what be-
comes of harmony, if there is hell?  I want to forgive.  I 
want to embrace.  I don’t want more suffering.  And if 
the sufferings of children go to swell the sum of suffer-
ings which was necessary to pay for truth, then I protest 
that the truth is not worth such a price.  I don’t want the 
mother to embrace the oppressor who threw her son to 
the dogs!  She dare not forgive him!  Let her forgive 
him for herself, if she will, let her forgive the torturer 
for the immeasurable suffering of her mother’s heart.  
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But the sufferings of her tortured child she has no right 
to forgive; she dare not forgive the torturer, even if the 
child were to forgive him!  And if that is so, if they dare 
not forgive, what becomes of harmony?  Is there in the 
whole world a being who would have the right to for-
give and could forgive?  I don’t want harmony.  From 
love for humanity I don’t want it.  I would rather be left 
with the unavenged suffering.  I would rather remain 
with my unavenged suffering and unsatisfied indigna-
tion, even if I were wrong.  Besides, too high a price is 
asked for harmony; it’s beyond our means to pay so 
much to enter on it.  And so I hasten to give back my 
entrance ticket, and if I am an honest man I am bound to 
give it back as soon as possible.  And that I am doing.  
It’s not God that I don’t accept, Alyosha, only I most 
respectfully return him the ticket.” 

“That’s rebellion,” murmured Alyosha, looking 
down.   

“Rebellion?  I am sorry you call it that,” said Ivan 
earnestly.  “One can hardly live in rebellion, and I want 
to live.  Tell me yourself, I challenge your answer.  Ima-
gine that you are creating a fabric of human destiny with 
the object of making men happy in the end, giving them 
peace and rest at last, but that it was essential and inevi-
table to torture to death only one tiny creature — that 
same child beating her breast with her fist, for instance 
— and to found that edifice on her unavenged tears, 
would you consent to be the architect on those condi-
tions?  Tell me, and tell the truth.” 

“No, I wouldn’t consent,” said Alyosha softly.   
“And can you admit the idea that men for whom you 

are building it would agree to accept their happiness on 
the foundation of the unexpiated blood of a little victim?  
And accepting it would remain happy for ever?” 

“No, I can’t admit it.”  […]

 

WHY I AM NOT A CHRISTIAN 
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As your Chairman has told you, the subject about which 
I am going to speak to you tonight is “Why I Am Not a 
Christian.”  Perhaps it would be as well, first of all, to 
try to make out what one means by the word Christian.  
It is used these days in a very loose sense by a great 
many people.  Some people mean no more by it than a 
person who attempts to live a good life.  In that sense I 
suppose there would be Christians in all sects and 
creeds; but I do not think that that is the proper sense of 
the word, if only because it would imply that all the 
people who are not Christians — all the Buddhists, Con-
fucians, Mohammedans, and so on — are not trying to 
live a good life.  I do not mean by a Christian any per-
son who tries to live decently according to his lights.  I 
think that you must have a certain amount of definite 
belief before you have a right to call yourself a Chris-
tian.  The word does not have quite such a full-blooded 
meaning now as it had in the times of St. Augustine and 
St. Thomas Aquinas.  In those days, if a man said that 
he was a Christian, it was known what he meant.  You 
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accepted a whole collection of creeds which were set 
out with great precision, and every single syllable of 
those creeds you believed with the whole strength of 
your convictions. 

 WHAT IS A CHRISTIAN?   

Nowadays it is not quite that.  We have to be a little 
more vague in our meaning of Christianity.  I think, 
however, that there are two different items which are 
quite essential to anybody calling himself a Christian.  
The first is one of a dogmatic nature — namely, that you 
must believe in God and immortality.  If you do not 
believe in those two things, I do not think that you can 
properly call yourself a Christian.  Then, further than 
that, as the name implies, you must have some kind of 
belief about Christ.  The Mohammedans, for instance, 
also believe in God and in immortality, and yet they 
would not call themselves Christians.  I think you must 
have at the very lowest the belief that Christ was, if not 
divine, at least the best and wisest of men.  If you are 
not going to believe that much about Christ, I do not 
think you have any right to call yourself a Christian.  Of 
course, there is another sense, which you find in Whi-
taker’s Almanack and in geography books, where the 
population of the world is said to be divided into Chris-
tians, Mohammedans, Buddhists, fetish worshipers, and 
so on; and in that sense we are all Christians.  The geog-
raphy books count us all in, but that is a purely geo-
graphical sense, which I suppose we can ignore.  There-
fore, I take it that when I tell you why I am not a Chris-
tian, I have to tell you two different things: first, why I 
do not believe in God and in immortality; and, secondly, 
why I do not think that Christ was the best and wisest of 
men, although I grant him a very high degree of moral 
goodness. 

But for the successful efforts of unbelievers in the 
past, I could not take so elastic a definition of Christi-
anity as that.  As I said before, in olden days it had a 
much more full-blooded sense.  For instance, it included 
the belief in hell.  Belief in eternal hell-fire was an es-
sential item of Christian belief until pretty recent times.  
In this country, as you know, it ceased to be an essential 
item because of a decision of the Privy Council, and 
from that decision the Archbishop of Canterbury and the 
Archbishop of York dissented; but in this country our 
religion is settled by Act of Parliament, and therefore 
the Privy Council was able to override their Graces and 

hell was no longer necessary to a Christian.  Conse-
quently I shall not insist that a Christian must believe in 
hell. 

THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 

To come to this question of the existence of God: it 
is a large and serious question, and if I were to attempt 
to deal with it in any adequate manner, I should have to 
keep you here until Kingdom Come, so that you will 
have to excuse me if I deal with it in a somewhat sum-
mary fashion.  You know, of course, that the Catholic 
Church has laid it down as a dogma that the existence of 
God can be proved by the unaided reason.  That is a 
somewhat curious dogma, but it is one of their dogmas.  
They had to introduce it because at one time the free-
thinkers adopted the habit of saying that there were such 
and such arguments which mere reason might urge 
against the existence of God, but of course they knew as 
a matter of faith that God did exist.  The arguments and 
the reasons were set out at great length, and the Catholic 
Church felt that they must stop it.  Therefore they laid it 
down that the existence of God can be proved by the 
unaided reason and they had to set up what they consid-
ered were arguments to prove it.  There are, of course, a 
number of them, but I shall take only a few. 

THE FIRST-CAUSE ARGUMENT 

Perhaps the simplest and easiest to understand is the 
argument of the First Cause.  It is maintained that every-
thing we see in this world has a cause, and as you go 
back in the chain of causes further and further you must 
come to a First Cause, and to that First Cause you give 
the name of God.  That argument, I suppose, does not 
carry very much weight nowadays, because, in the first 
place, cause is not quite what it used to be.  The phil-
osophers and the men of science have got going on 
cause, and it has not anything like the vitality it used to 
have; but, apart from that, you can see that the argument 
that there must be a First Cause is one that cannot have 
any validity.  I may say that when I was a young man and 
was debating these questions very seriously in my mind, 
I for a long time accepted the argument of the First 
Cause, until one day, at the age of eighteen, I read John 
Stuart Mill’s Autobiography, and I there found this sen-
tence: “My father taught me that the question ‘Who made 
me?’ cannot be answered, since it immediately suggests 
the further question ‘Who made god?’”  That very simple 
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sentence showed me, as I still think, the fallacy in the 
argument of the First Cause.  If everything must have a 
cause, then God must have a cause.  If there can be any-
thing without a cause, it may just as well be the world as 
God, so that there cannot be any validity in that argu-
ment.  It is exactly of the same nature as the Hindu’s 
view, that the world rested upon an elephant and the ele-
phant rested upon a tortoise; and when they said, “How 
about the tortoise?” the Indian said, “Suppose we change 
the subject.”  The argument is really no better than that.  
There is no reason why the world could not have come 
into being without a cause; nor, on the other hand, is 
there any reason why it should not have always existed.  
There is no reason to suppose that the world had a begin-
ning at all.  The idea that things must have a beginning is 
really due to the poverty of our imagination.  Therefore, 
perhaps, I need not waste any more time upon the argu-
ment about the First Cause. 

THE NATURAL-LAW ARGUMENT 

Then there is a very common argument from natural 
law.  That was a favorite argument all through the eight-
eenth century, especially under the influence of Sir Isaac 
Newton and his cosmogony.  People observed the planets 
going around the sun according to the law of gravitation, 
and they thought that God had given a behest to these 
planets to move in that particular fashion, and that was 
why they did so.  That was, of course, a convenient and 
simple explanation that saved them the trouble of looking 
any further for explanations of the law of gravitation.  
Nowadays we explain the law of gravitation in a somewhat 
complicated fashion that Einstein has introduced.  I do not 
propose to give you a lecture on the law of gravitation, as 
interpreted by Einstein, because that again would take 
some time; at any rate, you no longer have the sort of natu-
ral law that you had in the Newtonian system, where, for 
some reason that nobody could understand, nature behaved 
in a uniform fashion.  We now find that a great many 
things we thought were natural laws are really human con-
ventions.  You know that even in the remotest depths of 
stellar space there are still three feet to a yard.  That is, no 
doubt, a very remarkable fact, but you would hardly call it 
a law of nature.  And a great many things that have been 
regarded as laws of nature are of that kind.  On the other 
hand, where you can get down to any knowledge of what 
atoms actually do, you will find they are much less subject 
to law than people thought, and that the laws at which you 

arrive are statistical averages of just the sort that would 
emerge from chance.  There is, as we all know, a law that 
if you throw dice you will get double sixes only about once 
in thirty-six times, and we do not regard that as evidence 
that the fall of the dice is regulated by design; on the con-
trary, if the double sixes came every time we should think 
that there was design.  The laws of nature are of that sort as 
regards a great many of them.  They are statistical averages 
such as would emerge from the laws of chance; and that 
makes this whole business of natural law much less im-
pressive than it formerly was.  Quite apart from that, which 
represents the momentary state of science that may change 
tomorrow, the whole idea that natural laws imply a law-
giver is due to a confusion between natural and human 
laws.  Human laws are behests commanding you to behave 
a certain way, in which you may choose to behave, or you 
may choose not to behave; but natural laws are a descrip-
tion of how things do in fact behave, and being a mere de-
scription of what they in fact do, you cannot argue that 
there must be somebody who told them to do that, because 
even supposing that there were, you are then faced with the 
question “Why did God issue just those natural laws and 
no others?”  If you say that he did it simply from his own 
good pleasure, and without any reason, you then find that 
there is something which is not subject to law, and so your 
train of natural law is interrupted.  If you say, as more or-
thodox theologians do, that in all the laws which God is-
sues he had a reason for giving those laws rather than oth-
ers — the reason, of course, being to create the best uni-
verse, although you would never think it to look at it — if 
there were a reason for the laws which God gave, then God 
himself was subject to law, and therefore you do not get 
any advantage by introducing God as an intermediary.  
You really have a law outside and anterior to the divine 
edicts, and God does not serve your purpose, because he is 
not the ultimate lawgiver.  In short, this whole argument 
about natural law no longer has anything like the strength 
that it used to have.  I am traveling on in time in my review 
of the arguments.  The arguments that are used for the exis-
tence of God change their character as time goes on.  They 
were at first hard intellectual arguments embodying certain 
quite definite fallacies.  As we come to modern times they 
become less respectable intellectually and more and more 
affected by a kind of moralizing vagueness. 
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THE ARGUMENT FROM DESIGN 

The next step in the process brings us to the argu-
ment from design.  You all know the argument from 
design: everything in the world is made just so that we 
can manage to live in the world, and if the world was 
ever so little different, we could not manage to live in it.  
That is the argument from design.  It sometimes takes a 
rather curious form; for instance, it is argued that rabbits 
have white tails in order to be easy to shoot.  I do not 
know how rabbits would view that application.  It is an 
easy argument to parody.  You all know Voltaire’s re-
mark, that obviously the nose was designed to be such 
as to fit spectacles.  That sort of parody has turned out to 
be not nearly so wide of the mark as it might have 
seemed in the eighteenth century, because since the time 
of Darwin we understand much better why living crea-
tures are adapted to their environment.  It is not that 
their environment was made to be suitable to them but 
that they grew to be suitable to it, and that is the basis of 
adaptation.  There is no evidence of design about it. 

When you come to look into this argument from de-
sign, it is a most astonishing thing that people can be-
lieve that this world, with all the things that are in it, 
with all its defects, should be the best that omnipotence 
and omniscience have been able to produce in millions 
of years.  I really cannot believe it.  Do you think that, if 
you were granted omnipotence and omniscience and 
millions of years in which to perfect your world, you 
could produce nothing better than the Ku Klux Klan or 
the Fascists?  Moreover, if you accept the ordinary laws 
of science, you have to suppose that human life and life 
in general on this planet will die out in due course: it is a 
stage in the decay of the solar system; at a certain stage 
of decay you get the sort of conditions of temperature 
and so forth which are suitable to protoplasm, and there 
is life for a short time in the life of the whole solar sys-
tem.  You see in the moon the sort of thing to which the 
earth is tending — something dead, cold, and lifeless. 

I am told that that sort of view is depressing, and 
people will sometimes tell you that if they believed that, 
they would not be able to go on living.  Do not believe 
it; it is all nonsense.  Nobody really worries much about 
what is going to happen millions of years hence.  Even 
if they think they are worrying much about that, they are 
really deceiving themselves.  They are worried about 
something much more mundane, or it may merely be a 
bad digestion; but nobody is really seriously rendered 

unhappy by the thought of something that is going to 
happen to this world millions and millions of years 
hence.  Therefore, although it is of course a gloomy 
view to suppose that life will die out — at least I sup-
pose we may say so, although sometimes when I con-
template the things that people do with their lives, I 
think it is almost a consolation — it is not such as to 
render life miserable.  It merely makes you turn your at-
tention to other things. 

THE MORAL ARGUMENTS FOR DEITY 

Now we reach one stage further in what I shall call 
the intellectual descent that the Theists have made in 
their argumentations, and we come to what are called 
the moral arguments for the existence of God.  You all 
know, of course, that there used to be in the old days 
three intellectual arguments for the existence of God, all 
of which were disposed of by Immanuel Kant in the 
Critique of Pure Reason; but no sooner had he disposed 
of those arguments than he invented a new one, a moral 
argument, and that quite convinced him.  He was like 
many people: in intellectual matters he was skeptical, 
but in moral matters he believed implicitly in the max-
ims that he had imbibed at his mother’s knee.  That il-
lustrates what the psychoanalysts so much emphasize — 
the immensely stronger hold upon us that our very early 
associations have than those of later times. 

 Kant, as I say, invented a new moral argument for 
the existence of God, and that in varying forms was ex-
tremely popular during the nineteenth century.  It has all 
sorts of forms.  One form is to say there would be no 
right or wrong unless God existed.  I am not for the 
moment concerned with whether there is a difference 
between right and wrong, or whether there is not: that is 
another question.  The point I am concerned with is that, 
if you are quite sure there is a difference between right 
and wrong, then you are in this situation: Is that differ-
ence due to God’s fiat or is it not?  If it is due to God’s 
fiat, then for God himself there is no difference between 
right and wrong, and it is no longer a significant state-
ment to say that God is good.  If you are going to say, as 
theologians do, that God is good, you must then say that 
right and wrong have some meaning which is independ-
ent of God’s fiat, because God’s fiats are good and not 
bad independently of the mere fact that he made them.  
If you are going to say that, you will then have to say 
that it is not only through God that right and wrong 
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came into being, but that they are in their essence logi-
cally anterior to God.  You could, of course, if you 
liked, say that there was a superior deity who gave or-
ders to the God that made this world, or could take up 
the line that some of the gnostics took up — a line 
which I often thought was a very plausible one — that 
as a matter of fact this world that we know was made by 
the devil at a moment when God was not looking.  
There is a good deal to be said for that, and I am not 
concerned to refute it. 

THE ARGUMENT FOR THE REMEDYING OF INJUSTICE 

Then there is another very curious form of moral ar-
gument, which is this: they say that the existence of God 
is required in order to bring justice into the world.  In 
the part of this universe that we know there is great in-
justice, and often the good suffer, and often the wicked 
prosper, and one hardly knows which of those is the 
more annoying; but if you are going to have justice in 
the universe as a whole you have to suppose a future life 
to redress the balance of life here on earth.  So they say 
that there must be a God, and there must be Heaven and 
Hell in order that in the long run there may be justice.  
That is a very curious argument.  If you looked at the 
matter from a scientific point of view, you would say, 
“After all, I only know this world.  I do not know about 
the rest of the universe, but so far as one can argue at all 
on probabilities one would say that probably this world 
is a fair sample, and if there is injustice here the odds 
are that there is injustice elsewhere also.”  Supposing 
you got a crate of oranges that you opened, and you 
found all the top layer of oranges bad, you would not 
argue, “The underneath ones must be good, so as to re-
dress the balance.”  You would say, “Probably the 
whole lot is a bad consignment”; and that is really what 
a scientific person would argue about the universe.  He 
would say, “Here we find in this world a great deal of 
injustice, and so far as that goes that is a reason for sup-
posing that justice does not rule in the world; and there-
fore, so far as it goes, it affords a moral argument 
against deity and not in favor of one.”  Of course I know 
that the sort of intellectual arguments that I have been 
talking to you about are not what really moves people.  
What really moves people to believe in God is not any 
intellectual argument at all.  Most people believe in God 
because they have been taught from early infancy to do 
it, and that is the main reason. 

Then I think that the next most powerful reason is the 
wish for safety, a sort of feeling that there is a big 
brother who will look after you.  That plays a very pro-
found part in influencing people’s desire for a belief in 
God. 

THE CHARACTER OF CHRIST 

I now want to say a few words upon a topic which I 
often think is not quite sufficiently dealt with by Ration-
alists, and that is the question whether Christ was the 
best and the wisest of men.  It is generally taken for 
granted that we should all agree that that was so.  I do 
not myself.  I think that there are a good many points 
upon which I agree with Christ a great deal more than 
the professing Christians do.  I do not know that I could 
go with Him all the way, but I could go with Him much 
further than most professing Christians can.  You will 
remember that He said, “Resist not evil: but whosoever 
shall smite thee on thy right cheek, turn to him the other 
also.” [Matt. 5:39]  That is not a new precept or a new 
principle.  It was used by Lao-tse and Buddha some 500 
or 600 years before Christ, but it is not a principle which 
as a matter of fact Christians accept.  I have no doubt 
that the present prime minister [Stanley Baldwin], for 
instance, is a most sincere Christian, but I should not 
advise any of you to go and smite him on one cheek.  I 
think you might find that he thought this text was in-
tended in a figurative sense. 

Then there is another point which I consider excel-
lent.  You will remember that Christ said, “Judge not 
lest ye be judged.” [Matt. 7:1]  That principle I do not 
think you would find was popular in the law courts of 
Christian countries.  I have known in my time quite a 
number of judges who were very earnest Christians, and 
none of them felt that they were acting contrary to 
Christian principles in what they did.  Then Christ says, 
“Give to him that asketh of thee, and from him that 
would borrow of thee turn not thou away.” [Matt. 5:42]  
That is a very good principle.  Your Chairman has re-
minded you that we are not here to talk politics, but I 
cannot help observing that the last general election was 
fought on the question of how desirable it was to turn 
away from him that would borrow of thee, so that one 
must assume that the Liberals and Conservatives of this 
country are composed of people who do not agree with 
the teaching of Christ, because they certainly did very 
emphatically turn away on that occasion. 
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Then there is one other maxim of Christ which I 
think has a great deal in it, but I do not find that it is 
very popular among some of our Christian friends.  He 
says, “If thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that which thou 
hast, and give to the poor.” [Matt. 19:21]   That is a very 
excellent maxim, but, as I say, it is not much practiced.  
All these, I think, are good maxims, although they are a 
little difficult to live up to.  I do not profess to live up to 
them myself; but then, after all, it is not quite the same 
thing as for a Christian. 

DEFECTS IN CHRIST’S TEACHING 

Having granted the excellence of these maxims, I come to 
certain points in which I do not believe that one can grant 
either the superlative wisdom or the superlative goodness of 
Christ as depicted in the Gospels; and here I may say that 
one is not concerned with the historical question.  Histori-
cally, it is quite doubtful whether Christ ever existed at all, 
and if He did we do not know anything about him, so that I 
am not concerned with the historical question, which is a 
very difficult one.  I am concerned with Christ as He appears 
in the Gospels, taking the Gospel narrative as it stands, and 
there one does find some things that do not seem to be very 
wise.  For one thing,  he certainly thought that His second 
coming would occur in clouds of glory before the death of 
all the people who were living at that time.  There are a great 
many texts that prove that.  He says, for instance, “Ye shall 
not have gone over the cities of Israel, till the Son of Man be 
come.” [Matt. 10:23]  Then he says, “There are some stand-
ing here which shall not taste death till the Son of Man 
comes into His kingdom” [Matt. 16:28, Mark 9:1, Luke 
9:27]; and there are a lot of places where it is quite clear that 
He believed that His second coming would happen during 
the lifetime of many then living.  That was the belief of His 
earlier followers, and it was the basis of a good deal of His 
moral teaching.  When He said, “Take no thought for the 
morrow,” [Matt. 6:34] and things of that sort, it was very 
largely because He thought that the second coming was go-
ing to be very soon, and that all ordinary mundane affairs did 
not count.  I have, as a matter of fact, known some Christians 
who did believe that the second coming was imminent.  I 
knew a parson who frightened his congregation terribly by 
telling them that the second coming was very imminent in-
deed, but they were much consoled when they found that he 
was planting trees in his garden.  The early Christians did 
really believe it, and they did abstain from such things as 
planting trees in their gardens, because they did accept from 

Christ the belief that the second coming was imminent.  In 
that respect, clearly, He was not so wise as some other peo-
ple have been, and He was certainly not superlatively wise. 

THE MORAL PROBLEM 

Then you come to moral questions.  There is one 
very serious defect to my mind in Christ’s moral char-
acter, and that is that He believed in hell.  I do not my-
self feel that any person who is really profoundly hu-
mane can believe in everlasting punishment.  Christ, as 
depicted in the Gospels, certainly did believe in ever-
lasting punishment, and one does find repeatedly a vin-
dictive fury against those people who would not listen 
to His preaching — an attitude which is not uncommon 
with preachers, but which does somewhat detract from 
superlative excellence.  You do not, for instance, find 
that attitude in Socrates.  You find him quite bland and 
urbane toward the people who would not listen to him; 
and it is, to my mind, far more worthy of a sage to take 
that line than to take the line of indignation.  You 
probably all remember the sorts of things that Socrates 
was saying when he was dying, and the sort of things 
that he generally did say to people who did not agree 
with him. 

You will find that in the Gospels Christ said, “Ye 
serpents, ye generation of vipers, how can ye escape the 
damnation of Hell.” [Matt. 23:33]  That was said to peo-
ple who did not like His preaching.  It is not really to my 
mind quite the best tone, and there are a great many of 
these things about Hell.  There is, of course, the familiar 
text about the sin against the Holy Ghost: “Whosoever 
speaketh against the Holy Ghost it shall not be forgiven 
him neither in this World nor in the world to come.” 
[Matt. 12:32]  That text has caused an unspeakable 
amount of misery in the world, for all sorts of people 
have imagined that they have committed the sin against 
the Holy Ghost, and thought that it would not be forgiv-
en them either in this world or in the world to come.  I 
really do not think that a person with a proper degree of 
kindliness in his nature would have put fears and terrors 
of that sort into the world. 

Then Christ says, “The Son of Man shall send forth 
His angels, and they shall gather out of His kingdom all 
things that offend, and them which do iniquity, and shall 
cast them into a furnace of fire; there shall be wailing 
and gnashing of teeth” [Matt. 13:41-42]; and He goes on 
about the wailing and gnashing of teeth.  It comes in one 
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verse after another, and it is quite manifest to the reader 
that there is a certain pleasure in contemplating wailing 
and gnashing of teeth, or else it would not occur so of-
ten.  Then you all, of course, remember about the sheep 
and the goats; how at the second coming He is going to 
divide the sheep from the goats, and He is going to say 
to the goats, “Depart from me, ye cursed, into ever-
lasting fire.” [Matt. 25:41]  He continues, “And these 
shall go away into everlasting fire.”  Then He says 
again, “If thy hand offend thee, cut it off; it is better for 
thee to enter into life maimed, than having two hands to 
go into Hell, into the fire that never shall be quenched; 
where the worm dieth not and the fire is not quenched.” 
[Mark 9:43-44]  He repeats that again and again also.  I 
must say that I think all this doctrine, that hell-fire is a 
punishment for sin, is a doctrine of cruelty.  It is a doc-
trine that put cruelty into the world and gave the world 
generations of cruel torture; and the Christ of the Gos-
pels, if you could take Him as His chroniclers represent 
Him, would certainly have to be considered partly re-
sponsible for that. 

There are other things of less importance.  There is 
the instance of the Gadarene swine, where it certainly 
was not very kind to the pigs to put the devils into them 
and make them rush down the hill into the sea.  You 
must remember that He was omnipotent, and He could 
have made the devils simply go away; but He chose to 
send them into the pigs.  Then there is the curious story 
of the fig tree, which always rather puzzled me.  You 
remember what happened about the fig tree.  “He was 
hungry; and seeing a fig tree afar off having leaves, He 
came if haply He might find anything thereon; and when 
He came to it He found nothing but leaves, for the time 
of figs was not yet.  And Jesus answered and said unto 
it: ‘No man eat fruit of thee hereafter for ever’…and 
Peter…saith unto Him: ‘Master, behold the fig tree 
which thou cursedst is withered away.’” [Mark 11:13-
21]  This is a very curious story, because it was not the 
right time of year for figs, and you really could not 
blame the tree.  I cannot myself feel that either in the 
matter of wisdom or in the matter of virtue Christ stands 
quite as high as some other people known to history.  I 
think I should put Buddha and Socrates above Him in 
those respects. 

THE EMOTIONAL FACTOR 

As I said before, I do not think that the real reason 
why people accept religion has anything to do with ar-
gumentation.  They accept religion on emotional 
grounds.  One is often told that it is a very wrong thing 
to attack religion, because religion makes men virtuous.  
So I am told; I have not noticed it.  You know, of 
course, the parody of that argument in Samuel Butler’s 
book, Erewhon Revisited.  You will remember that in 
Erewhon there is a certain Higgs who arrives in a re-
mote country, and after spending some time there he 
escapes from that country in a balloon.  Twenty years 
later he comes back to that country and finds a new re-
ligion in which he is worshiped under the name of the 
“Sun Child,” and it is said that he ascended into heaven.  
He finds that the Feast of the Ascension is about to be 
celebrated, and he hears Professors Hanky and Panky 
say to each other that they never set eyes on the man 
Higgs, and they hope they never will; but they are the 
high priests of the religion of the Sun Child.  He is very 
indignant, and he comes up to them, and he says, “I am 
going to expose all this humbug and tell the people of 
Erewhon that it was only I, the man Higgs, and I went 
up in a balloon.”  He was told, “You must not do that, 
because all the morals of this country are bound round 
this myth, and if they once know that you did not ascend 
into Heaven they will all become wicked”; and so he is 
persuaded of that and he goes quietly away. 

That is the idea — that we should all be wicked if we 
did not hold to the Christian religion.  It seems to me that 
the people who have held to it have been for the most 
part extremely wicked.  You find this curious fact, that 
the more intense has been the religion of any period and 
the more profound has been the dogmatic belief, the 
greater has been the cruelty and the worse has been the 
state of affairs.  In the so-called ages of faith, when men 
really did believe the Christian religion in all its com-
pleteness, there was the Inquisition, with all its tortures; 
there were millions of unfortunate women burned as 
witches; and there was every kind of cruelty practiced 
upon all sorts of people in the name of religion. 

You find as you look around the world that every 
single bit of progress in humane feeling, every improve-
ment in the criminal law, every step toward the diminu-
tion of war, every step toward better treatment of the 
colored races, or every mitigation of slavery, every 
moral progress that there has been in the world, has 
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been consistently opposed by the organized churches of 
the world.  I say quite deliberately that the Christian 
religion, as organized in its churches, has been and still 
is the principal enemy of moral progress in the world. 

HOW THE CHURCHES HAVE RETARDED PROGRESS 

You may think that I am going too far when I say 
that that is still so.  I do not think that I am.  Take one 
fact.  You will bear with me if I mention it.  It is not a 
pleasant fact, but the churches compel one to mention 
facts that are not pleasant.  Supposing that in this world 
that we live in today an inexperienced girl is married to 
a syphilitic man; in that case the Catholic Church says, 
“This is an indissoluble sacrament.  You must endure 
celibacy or stay together.  And if you stay together, you 
must not use birth control to prevent the birth of syphi-
litic children.”  Nobody whose natural sympathies have 
not been warped by dogma, or whose moral nature was 
not absolutely dead to all sense of suffering, could main-
tain that it is right and proper that that state of things 
should continue. 

That is only an example.  There are a great many 
ways in which, at the present moment, the church, by its 
insistence upon what it chooses to call morality, inflicts 
upon all sorts of people undeserved and unnecessary 
suffering.  And of course, as we know, it is in its major 
part an opponent still of progress and improvement in 
all the ways that diminish suffering in the world, be-
cause it has chosen to label as morality a certain narrow 
set of rules of conduct which have nothing to do with 
human happiness; and when you say that this or that 
ought to be done because it would make for human hap-
piness, they think that has nothing to do with the matter 
at all.  “What has human happiness to do with morals?  
The object of morals is not to make people happy.” 

FEAR, THE FOUNDATION OF RELIGION 

Religion is based, I think, primarily and mainly upon 
fear.  It is partly the terror of the unknown and partly, as 
I have said, the wish to feel that you have a kind of elder 
brother who will stand by you in all your troubles and 
disputes.  Fear is the basis of the whole thing — fear of 

the mysterious, fear of defeat, fear of death.  Fear is the 
parent of cruelty, and therefore it is no wonder if cruelty 
and religion have gone hand in hand.  It is because fear is 
at the basis of those two things.  In this world we can 
now begin a little to understand things, and a little to 
master them by help of science, which has forced its way 
step by step against the Christian religion, against the 
churches, and against the opposition of all the old pre-
cepts.  Science can help us to get over this craven fear in 
which mankind has lived for so many generations.  Sci-
ence can teach us, and I think our own hearts can teach 
us, no longer to look around for imaginary supports, no 
longer to invent allies in the sky, but rather to look to our 
own efforts here below to make this world a better place 
to live in, instead of the sort of place that the churches in 
all these centuries have made it. 

WHAT WE MUST DO 

We want to stand upon our own feet and look fair 
and square at the world — its good facts, its bad facts, 
its beauties, and its ugliness; see the world as it is and be 
not afraid of it.  Conquer the world by intelligence and 
not merely by being slavishly subdued by the terror that 
comes from it.  The whole conception of God is a con-
ception derived from the ancient Oriental despotisms.  It 
is a conception quite unworthy of free men.  When you 
hear people in church debasing themselves and saying 
that they are miserable sinners, and all the rest of it, it 
seems contemptible and not worthy of self-respecting 
human beings.  We ought to stand up and look the world 
frankly in the face.  We ought to make the best we can 
of the world, and if it is not so good as we wish, after all 
it will still be better than what these others have made of 
it in all these ages.  A good world needs knowledge, 
kindliness, and courage; it does not need a regretful 
hankering after the past or a fettering of the free intel-
ligence by the words uttered long ago by ignorant men.  
It needs a fearless outlook and a free intelligence.  It 
needs hope for the future, not looking back all the time 
toward a past that is dead, which we trust will be far sur-
passed by the future that our intelligence can create.
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[38] PASCAL’S WAGER 

Blaise Pascal (1623-62) was a French scientist and mathematician.  His mother died 
when he was three, and he was raised and educated by his father.  As a child, he re-
discovered the Pythagorean theorem, and in later life advanced the sciences of 
probability and physics — such as his development of an experiment corroborating Tor-
ricelli’s theory of barometric pressure (namely, that the earth is surrounded by “a sea of 
air”).   

As a young man, Pascal was a member of the French intellectual fast crowd, idling at 
gambling casinos and living the life of the dandy.  At the age of 31, however, during the 
night of November 23rd, 1654, he suffered a life-shaking conversion experience; and in 
the course of that night, Pascal the gambling socialite turned into Pascal the religious 
ascetic.  He recorded this experience on a parchment that he kept sewn into the breast of his jacket; it begins: “Fire.  
God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, not of the philosophers and the scholars….”   

Pascal’s family had already converted to Jansenism — a rigorous form of Catholicism — and after his conver-
sion he joined this movement with his entire being, devoting all his intellectual energies to the defense of Christian-
ity, and of Jansenism in particular. 

PHILOSOPHICAL THEISM VS. BELIEVING IN GOD 
 “Believing in God” need not involve believing that God’s existence can 

be proved, but only believing that God exists.  According to Pascal, however, 
it involves more than simply believing that God exists; it also involves a way 
of life that follows certain moral principles and religious rituals.  Further-
more, in many theistic religions it involves a personal survival in heaven, a 
life after death where believers enjoy happiness in heaven and unbelievers an 
endless misery in hell, or some equivalent.  This suggests that there are both 
costs and benefits attached to one’s beliefs about the existence of God.  
Should you change your belief given these practical considerations?  Pascal argues that reason cannot decide if God 
exists or not, but he also claims that agnosticism is not an option: you must choose between theism and atheism.  
Why?  Because you must live in some way or other, and that way will either be as one who believes in God or as 
one who does not.  In the realm of life and action, according to Pascal, fence sitting is not possible.  We all must 
choose and declare ourselves; the only question left is: Which way shall we choose? 

THE WAGER 
 Pascal had his old gambling friends in mind when he formulated this argument for believing in God.  He wanted to 

argue in terms they would understand, so he cast it in terms of a wager.   
Now in any sort of wagering situation, there are at least two factors to keep in mind: (1) the values of the two (or 

more) alternatives, and (2) the probability of each alternative.  When wagering on the existence of God, Pascal figured 
the values of the alternatives to range from infinite gain (if God exists and we believe in him) to infinite loss (if God 
exists but we do not believe in him).  Pascal sets the probability of God existing at one in two, since there are two pos-
sible outcomes — (1) God exists, (2) God does not exist — and each has the same chance of being true (just as with 
flipping a coin).  To write this in a standard notation: Pr(God) = 1/2 [read: “the probability of God existing equals one-
half”] and Pr(not-God) = 1/2 [read: “the probability of God not existing equals one-half”].48  There are four possible 
outcomes of this wager, since God may or may not exist, and I may or may not believe in God.  We can express these 

                                                             
48 This follows the standard formula: P(A) = f/n [read: “the probability of A equals the number of favorable out-

comes (f) divided by the number of possible outcomes (n)”]. 

A SKEPTIC’S PRAYER 
“O Seigneur, s’il y a un Seigneur, 
savez mon âme, si j’ai une âme.” 

(“O Lord, if there is a Lord, save my 
soul, if I have a soul.”) 

 
— Ernest Renan (1823-1892) 
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four outcomes and their values in the following table: 
 

 God Exists God does not Exist 
I believe in God (1) Infinite bliss (2) I’m still a better person 
I don’t believe (3) Infinite misery (4) No reward, no punishment 

 

Pascal assumes that if God exists, then the alternatives are eternal bliss in Heaven (for those who believe in God) 
and eternal damnation in Hell (for those who disbelieve in God).  As for the alternatives where God does not exist, 
he thought that we were neither better nor worse off if we didn’t believe in God, whereas if we did believe, then we 
would have still gained something.  As he puts it in his Pensées:  

Now what harm will come to you from choosing this course?  You will be faithful, honest, humble, 
grateful, full of good works, a sincere and true friend.… It is true you will not enjoy noxious pleasures, 
glory and good living, but will you not have others? 

Clearly the best outcome is (1), while the worst is (3).  Pascal would ar-
gue that (1) is infinitely better than any of the others, and that (3) is infi-
nitely worse than any of the others.  So according to Pascal, it’s always to 
your advantage to believe in the existence of God and to adopt the corre-
sponding life-style. 

This wager of Pascal’s might be compared to a simple game of tossing a 
coin, whereby if you choose heads and the coin comes up heads then I give you $100 (if you lose and it comes up 
tails, then I still give you $2), and if you choose tails and it comes up heads you give me $100 (while if it comes up 
tails and you win, then no money exchanges hands): 

 

 Heads Tails 
Choose heads (1) win $100 (2) win $2 
Choose tails (3) lose $100 (4) no win, no loss 

 

It doesn’t take long to realize that this hardly counts as a game at all, since there’s every reason to choose heads, and 
no reason to choose tails.  Similarly, there’s every reason to believe in God, and none to disbelieve. 

CRITICISM’S OF THE WAGER 
William James (1842-1910), the famous Harvard psychologist, philosopher, and 

brother to the equally famous novelist Henry James, noted that if he were God, the first 
people he would send packing off to Hell would be those who believed in Him simply out 
of a calculated self-interest like Pascal’s wagerer.  Isn’t it just as likely, James continued, 
that God might place more value on people who honestly and sincerely seek the truth, but 
who nevertheless die as atheists, than these hypocritical, yet orthodox, believers — people 
who believe “for the wrong reasons”? 

Closely related to James’s objection is the claim that even if I believe that I’m better off 
believing in God, it’s not the same as actually believing in God.  Can I make myself believe 
something?  How does that come about?   

Pascal writes that sincere belief will come with time and constant observance of the 
religious lifestyle:  

If you are unable to believe, it is because of your passions, since reason impels you to believe and yet 
you cannot do so.  Concentrate then not on convincing yourself by multiplying proofs of God’s exis-
tence but by diminishing your passions.  You want to find faith and you do not know the road.  You 
want to be cured of unbelief and you ask for the remedy: learn from those who were once bound like 
you and who now wager all they have.  These are people who know the road you wish to follow, who 
have been cured of the affliction of which you wish to be cured: follow the way by which they began.  
They behaved just as if they did believe, taking holy water, having masses said, and so on.  That will 
make you believe quite naturally. 

“A little philosophy inclineth 
men’s mind to atheism, but depth 

in philosophy bringeth men’s 
minds about to religion.” 

 
— Francis Bacon (1561-1626) 
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And in defending Pascal against James’s criticisms, one might suggest that, once a person truly does believe that 
God exists, then it is irrelevant how he came to such a belief.  The believer himself would be the first to despise his 
earlier self-interest, yet also would be grateful that it allowed him to find his way to the truth.  Even those who left 
the marked and well-trod paths and in this way become lost in the woods for a time — as long as they eventually 
make their way home, they will be no more lost in the end than those who never left the trails at all. 

But: could you train yourself to believe anything at all, given sufficient motivation?  Could you cause yourself to 
believe that little ghosts are responsible for turning the hands of a clock, or that 3 + 2 = 11 (in base 10)? 

There are several other objections to the wager related to the probability involved.  The first considers the extra 
hypotheses necessary for a good outcome (namely, heavenly reward) to occur.  The odds in our favor are lowered 
considerably once we see there is more than one hypothesis upon which we are betting.  Remember that when adding 
the probability of several events occurring (or different hypotheses being true) one multiplies the individual prob-
abilities.  For example, the probability of a fair coin turning up heads in a single toss is 1/2.  The probability of it do-
ing this twice in a row is 1/2 x 1/2, or 1/4.   

Now, apart from the hypothesis that God exists, there is the hypothesis that God rewards believers with infinite 
bliss (i.e., that there is such a bliss), and so on: Pr(God’s existence) x Pr(God rewarding believers with infinite bliss) 
x Pr(God rewarding only believers with bliss) x Pr(God not caring how believers came to their belief) x ….  After 
you multiply a few of these together, your odds begin to shrink considerably. 

In Pascal’s defense, we should note that the wager is still reasonable as long as the reward is infinite, since infin-
ity times anything greater than zero is still infinity.  A problem here, however, is that it is not obvious that humans 
can enjoy an infinite amount of utility (happiness or pleasure, etc).  If the amount of happiness that a human can 
enjoy is only finite, then the value of believing in God would only be a finite number, and so there could be some 
non-zero probability of the truth of the hypothesis where it would no longer be rational to believe.  But perhaps this 
can be rescued by considering that all one needs is an infinite amount of time in heaven.  Then the amount of happi-
ness experienced at any one time can be quite small, but multiplying this by an infinite span of time will give you an 
infinite amount of happiness.  These are all complicated considerations, and they detract considerably from what 
prima facie is a straightforward and simple calculation. 

Another objection to Pascal: even if we grant the pos-
sibility of infinite value, can we assume a non-zero prob-
ability for God’s existence?  Pascal assumes that the hy-
pothesis that God exists has some probability greater than 
zero (in fact, he thinks it is 50%).  But what grounds do 
we have for assuming this?  Is there a 50:50 chance that 
Santa Claus exists?  Is there a 50:50 chance that square-
circles exist?  Yet many atheists will put God in the same 
category as Santa Claus or square-circles. 

Another problem is that there are lots of different re-
ligions to decide upon, not just Christianity, and they all 
have their various promises and threats.  How do I choose 
which one to follow, especially where they have exactly 
the same rewards and punishments?  Pascal advises to choose the one that is most familiar to you, as you will bene-
fit the most from its practices.  But does this take the religious claims seriously?  Many of them make claims about 
the afterlife and, if these claims are true, they are far more important than any perceivable benefits enjoyed in this 
world.  Thus we must determine which of the religions is the correct one so as to win eternal bliss and avoid eternal 
damnation.  That may not be the religion of your parents — why think that it would be?  This problem differs from, 
and is more disastrous than, the problem of multiplying hypotheses, since some of these hypotheses will contradict 
each other (rival religions), such that you risk eternal damnation for believing in the wrong God. 

 

BELIEVING FOR THE WRONG 
REASONS 

“We feel that a faith in masses and holy water 
adopted willfully after such a mechanical calculation 
would lack the inner soul of faith’s reality; and if we 
were ourselves in the place of the Deity, we should 
probably take particular pleasure in cutting off be-

lievers of this pattern from their infinite reward.  It is 
evident that unless there be some pre-existing ten-

dency to believe in masses and holy water, the option 
offered to the will by Pascal is not a living option.”   

 

— William James, “The Will to Believe” (1896) 
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A final objection to Pascalian wagering is that we get to play only once in this game (unlike most wagers).  Imag-
ine the following game: I will toss a fair coin, and if it comes up heads then you give me $1 million, which is non-
refundable.  Or lacking the money, you can give me an agreement to twenty-years of hard labor, redeemable imme-
diately after the game.  If it comes up tails, then I will give you $10 million.  Now, if you were allowed to play mul-
tiple times, then you obviously should play the game, since you have a 50% chance of winning, and the potential 
loss is only 10% of the potential gain.  But if you only get to play once, is it rational to play at all, given the possible 
losses?  Of course, Pascal will say that we must wager, and our only choice is in how we wager. 

 
READING 

THE WAGER 
Blaise Pascal 

 
Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) was a French scientist and 
mathematician who experienced a religious conversion 
during the night of November 23rd, 1654 (at the age of 
31), at which time he began work on a defense of Chris-
tianity.  When he died, this work was still a pile of 
notes, but was assembled and published posthumously 
as his Pensées, and it is from this that the following 
selection is taken.  Translated by A. J. Krailsheimer. 

 

§418  Infinity — nothing.  Our soul is cast into the body 
where it finds number, time, dimensions; it reasons 
about these things and calls them natural, or necessary, 
and can believe nothing else. 

Unity added to infinity does not increase it at all, 
any more than a foot added to an infinite measurement: 
the finite is annihilated in the presence of the infinite 
and becomes pure nothingness.  So it is with our mind 
before God, with our justice before divine justice.  
There is not so great a disproportion between our jus-
tice and God’s as between unity and infinity. 

God’s justice must be as vast as his mercy.  Now his 
justice towards the damned is less vast and ought to be 
less startling to us than his mercy towards the elect. 

We know that the infinite exists without knowing its 
nature, just as we know that it is untrue that numbers 
are finite.  Thus it is true that there is an infinite num-
ber, but we do not know what it is.  It is untrue that it is 
even, untrue that it is odd, for by adding a unit it does 
not change its nature.  Yet it is a number, and every 
number is even or odd.  (It is true that this applies to 
every finite number.) 

Therefore we may well know that God exists with-
out knowing what he is. 

Is there no substantial truth, seeing that there are so 
many true things which are not truth itself? 

Thus we know the existence and nature of the finite 
because we too are finite and extended in space. 

We know the existence of the infinite without know-
ing its nature, because it too has extension but unlike us 
no limits. 

But we do not know either the existence or the na-
ture of God, because he has neither extension nor lim-
its. 

But by faith we know his existence, through glory 
we shall know his nature. 

Now I have already proved that it is quite possible to 
know that something exists without knowing its nature. 

Let us now speak according to our natural lights. 
If there is a God, he is infinitely beyond our compre-

hension, since, being indivisible and without limits, he 
bears no relation to us.  We are therefore incapable of 
knowing either what he is or whether he is.  That being 
so, who would dare to attempt an answer to the ques-
tion?  Certainly not we, who bear no relation to him.   

Who then will condemn Christians for being unable 
to give rational grounds for their belief, professing as 
they do a religion for which they cannot give rational 
grounds?  They declare that it is a folly, stultitiam, in 
expounding it to the world, and then you complain that 
they do not prove it.  If they did prove it they would not 
be keeping their word.  It is by being without proof that 
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they show they are not without sense.  ‘Yes, but al-
though that excuses those who offer their religion as 
such, and absolves them from the criticism of produc-
ing it without rational grounds it does not absolve those 
who accept it.’  Let us then examine this point, and let 
us say: ‘Either God is or he is not.’  But to which view 
shall we be inclined?  Reason cannot decide this quest-
ion.  Infinite chaos separates us.  At the far end of this 
infinite distance a coin is being spun which will come 
down heads or tails.  How will you wager?  Reason 
cannot make you choose either, reason cannot prove 
either wrong.   

Do not then condemn as wrong those who have 
made a choice, for you know nothing about it.  ‘No, but 
I will condemn them not for having made this particular 
choice, but any choice, for, although the one who calls 
heads and the other one are equally at fault, the fact is 
that they are both at fault: the right thing is not to wager 
at all.’  

Yes, but you must wager.  There is no choice; you are 
already committed.  Which will you choose then?  Let us 
see: since a choice must be made, let us see which offers 
you the least interest.  You have two things to lose: the 
true and the good; and two things to stake: your reason 
and your will, your knowledge and your happiness; and 
your nature has two things to avoid: error and wretched-
ness.  Since you must necessarily choose, your reason is 
no more affronted by choosing one rather than the other.  
That is one point cleared up.  But your happiness?  Let 
us weigh up the gain and the loss involved in calling 
heads that God exists.  Let us assess the two cases: if you 
win you win everything, if you lose you lose nothing.  
Do not hesitate then; wager that he does exist.  ‘That is 
wonderful.  Yes, I must wager, but perhaps I am wa-
gering too much.’  Let us see: since there is an equal 
chance of gain and loss, if you stood to win only two 
lives for one you could still wager, but supposing you 
stood to win three? 

You would have to play (since you must necessarily 
play) and it would be unwise of you, once you are 
obliged to play, not to risk your life in order to win 
three lives at a game in which there is an equal chance 
of losing and winning.  But there is an eternity of life 
and happiness.  That being so, even though there were 
an infinite number of chances, of which only one were 
in your favor, you would still be right to wager one in 
order to win two; and you would be acting wrongly, 

being obliged to play, in refusing to stake one life 
against three in a game, where out of an infinite number 
of chances there is one in your favor, if there were an 
infinity of infinitely happy life to be won.  But here 
there is an infinity of infinitely happy life to be won, 
one chance of winning against a finite number of 
chances of losing, and what you are staking is finite.  
That leaves no choice; wherever there is infinity, and 
where there are not infinite chances of losing against 
that of winning, there is no room for hesitation, you 
must give everything.  And thus, since you are obliged 
to play, you must be renouncing reason if you hoard 
your life rather than risk it for an infinite gain, just as 
likely to occur as a loss amounting to nothing. 

For it is no good saying that it is uncertain whether 
you will win, that it is certain that you are taking a risk, 
and that the infinite distance between the certainty of 
what you are risking and the uncertainty of what you 
may gain makes the finite good you are certainly risk-
ing equal to the infinite good that you are not certain to 
gain.  This is not the case.  Every gambler takes a cer-
tain risk for an uncertain gain, and yet he is taking a 
certain finite risk for an uncertain finite gain without 
sinning against reason.  Here there is no infinite dis-
tance between the certain risk and the uncertain gain: 
that is not true.  There is, indeed, an infinite distance 
between the certainty of winning and the certainty of 
losing, but the proportion between the certainty of win-
ning and the certainty of what is being risked is in pro-
portion to the chances of winning or losing.  And hence 
if there are as many chances on one side as on the other 
you are playing for even odds.  And in that case the 
certainty of what you are risking is equal to the uncer-
tainty of what you may win; it is by no means infinitely 
distant from it.  Thus our argument carries infinite 
weight, when the stakes are finite in a game where there 
are even chances of winning and losing and an infinite 
prize to be won. 

This is conclusive, and if men are capable of any 
truth, this is it. 

  ‘I confess, I admit it, but is there really no way of 
seeing what the cards are?’ — ‘Yes.  Scripture and the 
rest, etc.’ — ‘Yes, but my hands are tied and my lips 
are sealed; I am being forced to wager and I am not 
free; I am being held fast and I am so made that I can-
not believe.  What do you want me to do then?’ — 
‘That is true, but at least get it into your head that, if 
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you are unable to believe, it is because of your passions, 
since reason impels you to believe and yet you cannot 
do so.  Concentrate then not on convincing yourself by 
multiplying proofs of God’s existence but by dimin-
ishing your passions.  You want to find faith and you do 
not know the road.  You want to be cured of unbelief 
and you ask for the remedy: learn from those who were 
once bound like you and who now wager all they have.  
These are people who know the road you wish to fol-
low, who have been cured of the affliction of which you 
wish to be cured: follow the way by which they began.  
They behaved just as if they did believe, taking holy 
water, having masses said, and so on.  That will make 
you believe quite naturally, and will make you more 
docile.’ — ‘But that is of what I am afraid.’ — ‘But 
why?  What have you to lose?  But to show you that 
this is the way, the fact is that this diminishes the pas-
sions which are your great obstacles....’ 

 
End of this address. 

‘Now what harm will come to you from choosing 
this course?  You will be faithful, honest, humble, 
grateful, full of good works, a sincere, true friend....  It 
is true you will not enjoy noxious pleasures, glory and 
good living, but will you not have others? 

‘I tell you that you will gain even in this life, and 
that at every step you take along this road you will see 
that your gain is so certain and your risk so negligible 
that in the end you will realize that you have wagered 
on something certain and infinite for which you have 
paid nothing.’ 

‘How these words fill me with rapture and delight! 
—’ 

‘If my words please you and seem cogent, you must 
know that they come from a man who went down upon 
his knees before and after to pray this infinite and indivis-
ible being, to whom he submits his own, that he might 
bring your being also to submit to him for your own good 
and for his glory: and that strength might thus be recon-
ciled with lowliness.’
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[39] WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 

“MATTERS OF TASTE” AND “MATTERS OF JUDGMENT” 
I made a distinction near the beginning of this book between “matters of taste” and “matters of judgment.”  Rela-

tivism is the belief that all truth-claims (about some topic or other) are simply matters of taste.  Perhaps you began the 
philosophical study of religion as a relativist — and if you didn’t, you might be one now.  After all, it doesn’t look 
like reason is much help here.  Belief or disbelief in God begins to look like a matter of irrational choosing.  Yet 
many, myself included, don’t find relativism especially plausible with respect to most areas of belief, including the 
area of religion.  So how might we view these many arguments for and against the existence of God?  They seem to 
take us in various directions and none of them conclusively.  Doesn’t this suggest that our beliefs about God’s exis-
tence and nature are simply a “matter of taste” — no different than the preference one might have for wearing a solid 
tie with a certain shirt instead of striped?  They are not merely unjustified beliefs; they appear to be unjustifiable, in 
principle. 

But the fact that there is so much to say about these religious beliefs suggests that they might involve more than 
mere matters of taste.  Believing certain things about God and the world implies certain other things about God and 
the world.  For example, if you believe that God is all-loving, all-powerful, and all-knowing, then you will likely 
believe that we live in the best of all possible worlds.  We can make this point more general: Nearly all of our beliefs 
are connected together in various ways and to varying degrees.  This suggests that once you believe anything at all, 
then certain other beliefs are not going to be available to you, for the simple reason that they are inconsistent with 
your initial belief.  Here’s a trivial example: If you believe that your car keys are on the table, then you won’t be-
lieve that they are hanging on the wall.  These two beliefs are logically connected in that they are inconsistent with 
each other, so believing one precludes your believing the other.  We might be able to imagine someone foolishly 
believing both, but then nearly everyone will acknowledge that such belief is foolish.  It isn’t simply a “matter of 
taste” as to whether one believes either, neither, or both.  So we can say this much about relativism: it simply isn’t 
true once we’ve made certain belief-commitments.  And once you add further beliefs to your initial belief, these will 
constrain future beliefs even further.  The more beliefs in your belief-system, the more constraints there will be. 

WHAT DIVIDES US? 
Rousseau’s arguments against special revelation are fairly strong: religious revelations do seem highly arbitrary, 

contradictory, prejudiced by human interpreters — in a word, unreliable.  But natural religion would seem to be 
wholly bankrupt.  Reason can’t prove that God 
exists; it can’t even offer what everyone would 
accept as evidence that God exists (or does not); 
and so reason has trouble getting much of a foot-
hold in religion. 

How, then, does someone become a theist or 
an atheist?  What separates these two kinds of 
people?  Is it something wholly arbitrary, an acci-
dent of one’s social environment?  For a matter of 
such importance to rest on such flimsy grounds is 
indeed unsettling; but what’s the alternative?  Can 
I choose to believe in God?  Or does this simply 
happen to me?  And if I can choose, can I find 
good reasons upon which I can base such a 
choice? 

Human beings differ in their beliefs on any 
number of topics.  These differences may be triv-

 [Poem] 

GOD’S GRANDEUR 
 The world is charged with the grandeur of God. 
 It will flame out, like shining from shook foil; 
 It gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil 
 Crushed.  Why do men then now not reck his rod? 
 Generations have trod, have trod, have trod; 
 And all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil; 
 And wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell: the soil 
 Is bare now, nor can foot feel, being shod. 
  
 And for all this, nature is never spent; 
 There lives the dearest freshness deep down things; 
 And though the last lights off the black West went 
 Oh, morning, at the brown brink eastward, springs — 
 Because the Holy Ghost over the bent 
 World broods with warm breast and with ah! bright wings. 
 

— Gerard Manley Hopkins (1844-1889) 
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ial, or interesting, or peculiar, but some are so profound that we feel our fellow humans come from some other 
planet — or at least belong on one!  Few differences are so divisive as those grounded in religious beliefs.  Of the 
various problems Rousseau found with revealed religion, perhaps the most damning is that it leads to religious 
schisms, followed all too often by intolerance and bloodshed. 

But perhaps, in the end, it is not our beliefs that divide us as it is the ways that we 
live our lives, determining what Ludwig Wittgenstein  (1889-1951) called our “form 
of life” (in German: our Lebensform).49  I am particularly struck, for instance, by the 
difference between those persons who see the world around them as only so much 
plunder and spoil, as opposed to those who see the world as possessing a worth and in-
tegrity all its own.  This is a division that cuts across religious labels, and I certainly 
see in Christians (the religious community that I know best).  Here we find some 
Christians whose eyes are so keenly set on the next world that they feel little more than 
contempt for the physical world, while other Christians take to heart God’s judgment 
in Genesis that the created world is good and therefore focus their energies on its 
preservation and well-being.  

Wittgenstein and others have argued that religion is essentially non-cognitive, which is to say that religious 
claims are neither true nor false.  Religious beliefs, faith utterances, and other theoretical trappings are really just 
spin-offs of religious practice, or ways of living out a certain Lebensform.  What it means to be religious, on the 
Wittgensteinian account, is not to assent to various beliefs as such, but rather to engage in certain practices and to 
assume a certain posture towards the world (see, for instance, William Stafford’s poem on “Being a Person”).  De-
nying a religious belief is not to contradict anything, since the essence of such beliefs has nothing to do with how the 
world is, but rather concerns the way we are to live our lives.  Religion is not about metaphysics, but about life; it is 
not about proving God’s existence, but about manifesting God’s existence in one’s own life.  The assertions, the 
dogma, the metaphysics — all are latecomers to religion.  They are the by-products of intellectuals, mere after-
thoughts of the religious life. 

Somewhere apart from the cant and dogma and proofs is this sense of the holy and the sacred, a sense of the deep 
mystery of our existence.  A close study of the proofs for God’s existence is important, and also highly interesting 
— but for most people it doesn’t get very close to religious experience.  And whatever else we say about human be-
ings, we must acknowledge this experience that is found in so many of us — this sense of mystery and this sus-
ceptibility of our souls to beauty. 

Perhaps the chief and guiding hope behind natural religion is ecumenicism: That all people might be able to find 
some common religious ground.  Unlike particular revelations, which are by their very nature confrontational and 
unyielding (insofar as they are given to us to believe, not to consider or investigate), natural religion is based on rea-
son, and reason’s lifeblood is a free and open dialogue between thoughtful individuals.  Difference of opinion is not 
to be eliminated with the stake or the end of a sword, but rather it is to be understood and overcome in a manner 
agreeable to all parties — insofar as those parties agree to the project of reason in general. 

DEATH AND KNOWLEDGE 
Here’s one last problem to consider before we move on to other matters.  People often say — partly as a way of 

ending or dismissing these discussions about God’s existence and nature — that “we’ll have all this answered once 

                                                             
49 Wittgenstein was the son of a wealthy Viennese industrialist.  He studied philosophy under Bertrand Russell at 

Cambridge, and later taught there.  He is generally considered to have been one of the most gifted philosophers 
of the 20th century.  While serving as a soldier in the Austrian army during World War One, Wittgenstein drafted 
his highly influential Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, and then several decades later went on to develop what in 
many ways was an entirely different method of doing philosophy (as embodied in his Philosophical Invest-
igations and other posthumously published writings).  I should add that not all scholars of Wittgenstein’s writ-
ings agree that he held the views on religion presented here. 
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we die and go to heaven” (with the implication that “there isn’t much point in troubling our heads about it now”).  
An obvious response to such a comment, of course, is that it simply assumes the existence (and a particular nature) 
of God — but for the sake of discussion let’s grant all that.  There still remains a puzzle.  For even if there is an af-
terlife (heaven, or whatever), won’t we find ourselves in the same epistemic position with respect to God?  Won’t 
God’s existence still remain a question for us?  Suppose God shows himself to us — the heavenly choir is belting 
out “Hosannas” to beat the band, and along sweeps God-In-All-His-Glory —couldn’t he do that now, in this world, 
if he chose, and couldn’t we be just as misled and deceived in our beliefs?  Won’t we still need to distinguish be-
tween hallucinations and “the real thing”?  Or won’t there be any hallucinations or mistakes in heaven?  (And how 
could we be sure of this?)  Once in heaven, can you trust as true all that you believe?   Once in heaven, is there no 
difference between knowledge and belief? 

Why should we think that all of our questions will be answered when we die?  Why should we think that any of 
them will be answered with any certainty? 

“Either God is a mystery or He is nothing at 
all.  To ask for a proof of the existence of 
God is on a par with asking for a proof of 

the existence of beauty.  If God does not lie 
at the end of any telescope, neither does he 

lie at the end of any syllogism. . . .” 
—W. T. Stace (1886-1967) 
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The Nature of Mind and Self



“In searching out the truth be ready for the unexpected,
for it is difficult to find and puzzling when you find it.”


— Heraclitus (c.535-470 bce)

[25] Thinking Things


Dualism and Physicalism


The 17th century French philosopher and mathematician René Descartes described the mind as a res cogitans, or “thinking thing.”  The mind is the thing that thinks, that also feels and desires — in a word, it’s the thing that experiences.  Experiencing is what minds do; or perhaps we should say: “that’s how minds are.”  There is really no question that minds exist in some form or other — their existence is a commonplace of human experience.  (They are, it seems, where human experience quite literally takes place!)  The question, rather, is this: What are minds? 
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Some people believe that minds are the sort of thing that can exist wholly separate from a material body — we might want to call this kind of mind a “soul” and those who believe that minds are souls we can call “dualists”— René Descartes was a dualist.  


Other people believe that minds are simply a certain way that certain kinds of bodies function or behave.  This second group — we can call them “physicalists” — think that minds exist in much the same way that smiles exist.  For instance, if you were creating an inventory of your face, you would list things like two eyes, two eyebrows, a nose, a chin, lips, perhaps a scar or two, and so on, but you probably wouldn’t include ‘smile’ on your list — not because smiles don’t exist or because you never smile, but because smiles don’t exist in the same way that teeth and eyelids exist; they don’t exist as some distinct part of the face.  A smile is simply one way that a face can be organized or appear or behave.  Except for the Cheshire cat in Alice in Wonderland, smiles don’t exist apart from the face they are on.  A smile is just a certain way that these various facial parts align themselves, or move together; it’s more like a facial event than a part of a face.  


Physicalists maintain that minds are just like smiles.  Of course minds exist, but not as something separate from the body.  The mind is just a certain way that a body is organized or appears or behaves.   If a person has a facial paralysis, he might not be able to smile.  What he lacks is an ability, not a thing.  Similarly, if a person is unconscious, what he lacks is an ability, not a thing; and a dead body is even more lacking in this regard.  This is a physicalist understanding of the mind.  On this view, the mind is just a certain way that a certain kind of body is able to function or behave.


Dualism and physicalism are not the only possible ways of thinking about the mind, but they are the most prominent and most basic, and so we will be focusing on them in this section.


Me and My Mind


A distinct but closely related question about the mind is its relationship to me: How is my mind related to me, and how is your mind related to you?
  


Is my mind just me?  Am I a mind?  Or do I have a mind?  When I say: “Please hand me that pencil,” I am presumably wanting the pencil given to my body, not to my mind as such — what would it do with a pencil, anyway?  When considering these practical situations, the ‘I’ or the ‘me’ seem very much to be the mind/body composite, the organism as a whole.


Consciousness and Causality


Try this experiment: imagine a 3-inch cube of wood painted on all sides with red paint.  Now imagine the cube cut into 1-inch cubes.  How many cubes will there be?  And how many of these will have (i) three red sides, (ii) two red sides, (iii) one red side, (iv) no red side?  


Most people tend to solve this problem by imagining the red cube being cut up, and then “visually inspecting” each of the smaller cubes in one’s imagination.  But what is it that solves the problem?  The mental manipulation of these images, of which I am conscious?  Or the brain processes, of which I am unconscious, that underlie these images?


Is any problem solved by way of our conscious thoughts and images?  Or is all the work done by subconscious machinery in the brain under​lying these thoughts and images?  Does the physical event cause the non-causal mental event (a theory known as epiphenomenalism)?  Or are the physical and mental “events” just two ways of describing the same event (an identity theory of the mind and brain)?


Is my mind what perceives and thinks about the world?  We certainly don’t say things like: “my body saw a sparrow fly out that bush” — but it sound almost as strange to say that “my mind saw a sparrow…”.  It would be reasonable to interrupt anyone speaking like that to ask: “Do you mean that you saw the sparrow?  What’s all this talk of your body seeing or your mind seeing?” 


It is clear, in a naïve sort of way at least, that one needs a mind in order to do things like think, wonder, believe, or doubt — and that one might get on well enough doing these things without a body — but that one definitely needs a body in order to do things like swim, play hopscotch, or digest one’s lunch.  Do these “normal ways of talking” tell us anything about what we really are?

When we stop to consider the mind (is it me, or is it my mind, that does the considering?), we normally have in mind that part of us that is conscious or aware, the part that senses or perceives, and also that thinks — and that’s why the following story is so peculiar.


A certain patient, known in the psychology literature as L.B., was having trouble seeing.  It turns out that a tumor had destroyed part of his optical cortex, which is the part of the brain responsible for processing visual information.  As a result of this damage, L.B. reported that he could see nothing on the left side of his visual field.  


Nonetheless, when asked to guess where an object in his left field was, he would point correctly over 90% of the time.  This suggested that there were neural pathways bypassing that part of the brain responsible for awareness, and yet which supplied perceptual information about the world.  The visual data became part of the general background information available to the brain, even though the conscious subject was unaware of the data.  This phenomenon is known as blindsight.


This story makes clear at least two things: First, that the status of the brain generally has a pronounced effect on the status of our experiences.  This is something humans have understood for centuries, although we are only now developing some sense of the causal details involved.  Second, it is possible to sense without being aware of the sensing.  Is it perhaps also possible to think without being aware of the thoughts?  If so, what role does consciousness play?  Does it have a causal role?


When thinking about the mind we are immediately confronted with two contrasting points of view — the inner and the outer — both of which seem absolutely compelling, yet both of which, seemingly, cannot be correct.  The mind would seem to inhabit this non-physical realm: My thoughts are in my mind, and they seem to be nowhere in space, suggesting that my mind is also nowhere in space.  My thoughts would seem to lack all physical qualities, and thus my mind as well — and yet it is this very mind that allows me to perceive and to consider the physical world around me.


Zen Buddhism on the Self


“Why are you unhappy?  Because 99.9 percent of every​thing you think and of everything you do is for yourself — and there isn’t one.” 


— Wei Wu Wei, Ask the Awakened (1963)


Substance or Attribute?


Questions of free will and personal identity (and the possible survival of bod​ily death) depend on first decid​ing what the mind is.  Does the mind exist as a distinct kind of substance?  Or is it just an attribute of certain kinds of material bodies?


We might ask what it means to “act freely” or to “be the same person over time,” but ultimately these ques​tions point to the more basic question of what the self or mind is.  If physicalism is correct, and the mind is just a special way that the body functions — so, an attribute of the substantial body — then there is no prima facie reason for thinking that the mind might survive the death of the body.  Similarly, there is good reason to believe that nothing happens in the mind that is not causally related to earlier physical events in the body, thus making free will problematic.  


[26] Cartesian Dualism


Image Rotation


Psychologists have found that people can rotate images anywhere from 320° to 840° per second, de​pend​ing on the object rotated (for in​stance, let​ters and numbers can be rotated more quick​ly than other figures), as well as the age of the sub​ject.  Roger Shepherd, who worked with image rota​tion in the early 1970s, discovered a precise linear relationship between the angle an image is rotated and the time it takes to rotate it.  


It has also been found that pigeons are able to solve these problems at the same speed, regardless of the degree of rotation (and they can do this more quickly than human beings).


René Descartes (1596-1650) developed a metaphysical view that involved two distinct kinds of substance: mental substances (the essence of which is to think), and material substances (the essence of which is to be extended).  This is what we mean by ‘Cartesian Dualism.’ 


Cartesian dualism also holds that human beings are to be understood as composites, consisting of two distinct substances: the human body (a highly complex physical body) and a human mind (a simple soul).  Cartesian dualism also claims that, in the context of the human body, mind and matter stand in causal interaction.   There is one human mind for each human body, and these two substances interact with each other.  For instance, the mind experiences some sound coming from behind, and desires to have the body turn and look in that direction; here, the vibrations in the air strike the eardrums, causing a certain nervous excitation that travels to the auditory part of the brain, and ultimately “enters the mind” (or “I become aware of it”), at which point the sound occurs; the mind then directs the appropriate muscles of the body to contract or relax so as to turn the body in the proper direction.   


This Cartesian world in which we live is actually two: a mental world in which minds exist with their ideas, and that is non-spatial and immaterial (and where each mind is connected to every other mind only indirect​ly, through their accompanying bodies), and a physical world in which bodies exist, extended in space, and where the material bodies are directly related to each other.  My access to my mind is direct, but to other minds it is indirect. 


The Apparent Irreducibility of the Mental


Mental experience and mental terms do not seem to be reduc​i​ble to the physical, and this irreducibility offers prima facie support for Cartesian Dualism.  First, experience has a subjectivity or interiority to it that would seem to set it wholly apart from the physical world.  We have external sensations (e.g., I see a red chair) and internal sensations (e.g., I feel pain), we have mental imagery, we suffer emotions (e.g., fear, anxiety, joy, sor​row, hope) — and all of this seems to occur inside us (not inside our bodies or brains, but rather inside the mind itself).  For instance, when I eat a chocolate bar and ex​perience the taste of chocolate, we assume that something is hap​pening in my brain that makes possible that sen​sation of choco​late; but if a brain surgeon opened up my skull, there would be no part of my brain that she could lick and thereby have the same experience I am having.  She might record neuron firings which correspond with my experience, but those firings seem to be quite different from the experience itself.


Along with this interiority of experience, three related and common beliefs and desires seem to recommend dualism.  The first is the nearly universal belief that we are “free agents,” that we are more than programmed robots or puppets on a string, that we can choose and deliberate and will our actions freely and decisively.  Sometimes I choose to do something with my body now (this is actual willing); or I choose to do something on condition of some fu​ture event (this is condi​tional willing or intending).  Yet if we are nothing more than bits of matter, then all of our thoughts and actions will be caused by the motions of other bits of mat​ter, and our freedom will be wholly illusory.  So human freedom, prima facie, seems to require metaphysical dual​ism.


A second feature is our feeling of personal continuity or identity.  The matter of our bodies is always changing and, while our experiences are changing as well, there seems to be a con​tinuity to our persons that transcends this change.  Yet if we were only material beings, then such continuity and identity would seem to be compromised.  


Related to this second feature is a third, the hope for immor​tal​ity or an afterlife.  If I am nothing but matter, then I will cease to exist once my material being disintegrates (such as when my body dies).  If, on the other hand, I am an incorpor​eal, indi​visible mental substance, then the death of my body is nothing to me, for the real self cannot die (the only way it could die is through dis​integration; but if it is simple and indivisible, then it obviously can’t be divided into parts, and so it cannot disintegrate.  Admit​tedly, it is a standard part of most Christian confessions that one’s body will be resurrected at some future time, thus allowing for one’s continued existence.  But that sort of immortality depends upon divine inter​vention, and so lacks the certainty and universal appeal of a proof that the self is an immaterial soul.  (For more discussion of these issues of free will, personal identity, and the survival of death, see the chapters on “Free Will and Determinism” and “Personal Identity and The Afterlife,” both below.)


Descartes’ Arguments for Dualism


Descartes offered several arguments for viewing mind and body as distinct substances.  One was a result of his methodological doubt: I can imagine not hav​ing a body, but I cannot imagine not having a mind.  Therefore mind must be separate from body, and while it may be true that I have a body, it is the case that I am a mind.


A slightly better argument for dualism is to note that a material body is divisible, but mind would seem to be indivisible.  That is, I can imagine taking a bit of matter (some body) and dividing it into pieces or parts; but I cannot imagine doing the same to a mind (or my mind).  Minds have a unity about them not found in matter.  Since everything that is extended is di​visible, mind must not be extended; and if it is not extended, then it obviously is distinct from matter; thus it is a different sub​stance.


This argument from the indivisibility of mind has two different forms.  The first is conceptual: I cannot conceive of mind having any parts into which it can be divided.
  Mind must be unified, for otherwise it could not have a thought.  For instance, if one part of the mind began a thought, and another part of the mind completed the thought, then there would be no thought at all.  It would be like having separate individuals each thinking one word of the proposi​tion: here, the whole thought (e.g., “There’s a red balloon in that tree”) would not occur at all.  


The second argument is experimental: although the mind seems to inhabit the whole body, we do not sever or divide the mind when we sever or divide the body, such as when a foot is amputated: this does not result in a corresponding amputation of the mind.


Problems with Dualism


Despite these various considerations in favor of a dualist understanding of the mind, philosophers have been quick to point out several problems with Cartesian dualism that appear to be very nearly intractable.  While considered separately, below, they all center on the basic puzzle of how immaterial minds and material bodies are supposed to causally affect one another.


The conservation of matter and energy


Leibniz on Cartesian Interactionism


“Descartes recognized that souls cannot impart any force to bodies, because there is always the same quantity of force in matter. Nevertheless he was of the opinion that the soul could change the direction of bodies. But that is because in his time it was not known that there is a law of nature which affirms also the conservation of the same total direction in matter.  Had Descartes noticed this he would have come upon my system of pre-established harmony.”


— G. W. Leibniz, Monadology, §80


It has been argued that any interaction between mind and body will violate the physical principle of conservation, for it opens up what was a closed physical system.  On Descartes’ account, minds are able to add energy to the material system whenever the mind moves the body to do something, and energy is lost to the mind whenever the body affects the mind.


A present-day Cartesian might reply that the princi​ple does not apply to brain phenomena, or that the net gains over losses of energy may be so slight as to be undetectable and thus irrelevant.  Or that there may not be any net gains or losses (it may take no energy for the body to act upon the mental, and the mental may be able to effect changes in matter that doesn’t involve any addition in energy).


How can minds and bodies interact causally?


Mental and material substance are so dissimilar that it is wholly unclear how they are supposed to causally interact with one another.  We under​stand how two bodies interact: one bumps into the other, and causes it to move.  This me​chanical interaction is the sort of account that Descartes tried to give of the workings of our bodies.  But the body cannot “bump” into the mind because there is nothing physical that it can bump into.  Minds will offer no resistance to the bod​ies; similarly, the mind cannot “bump” into a body. 


In short, the causal interaction between my mind and my body — which, according to Descartes, is sup​posed to occur in the pin​eal gland — is wholly mysterious, and it is a mystery of the worst sort: not only do we not know how the interaction occurs, it ap​pears that we can never know: it is, in principle, beyond our ken.


How are minds and bodies connected?


Closely related to the problem of causal interaction is understanding how individual minds and bodies are connected together.  What is it that connects my mind to my body, and not to some​​​one else’s body?  If mind is immate​rial and non-spatial, it would seem as though it might end up con​nected to any​thing.  What ties it down to this particular lump of matter?


Initially, one might suppose that there is some sort of physical con​nection.  But this can’t be right, since the mind is (by defi​ni​tion) non-physical.  There isn’t any obvious way it might get hooked to a physi​cal thing, such as a neuron, or something like the pineal gland.  Lacking a straight-forward physical connection, we might turn to a connection by virtue of occu​pying the same space or contiguous spaces.  But this won’t work, either, for while bodies are in space, and there​fore have a loca​tion, minds are non-spatial.  


In order to talk about the location of minds and mental events, one might develop a distinction be​tween local and virtual placement in space: the mind is in the body virtually but not locally, that is, the mind seems to have a location, but not a precise one — for instance, I’m certain that my mind isn’t some​where on the moon.  In fact, I’m pretty sure that my mind is somehow inside my body, and perhaps even inside my skull.  But I’m not sure where, exactly, it is in the skull — maybe it is co-extensive with the brain.  But we don’t want to say that the mind is extended, for it seems to have a unity that resists exten​sion.  This distinction between virtual and local placement in space, however, really seems to be just a fancy way of saying that we traditionally attach our minds to our bodies, although we aren’t sure how this is done.


Of course, if we reject the Cartesian hypothesis that minds are “mental substances” separate from “bodily sub​stances,” then we could say that a mind is extended equally with its body, and that it is simply the way that the body functions (insofar as it thinks, feels, and desires).  Here the unity of the mind is a “func​tion​al” unity (just like the unity found in a properly functioning automobile).  This non-Cartesian ap​proach, of course, rejects the notion that minds and bodies are separate (or even separable), and thus does not solve the problem of connecting minds and bodies so much as dissolves it.


[27] Physicalism


[News clipping]


Study says male brains bigger than female brains


Copenhagen, Denmark (ap) – Danish researchers say they’ve found that men, on average, have about 4 billion more brain cells than women.  But they haven’t figured out what men do with them.


Dr. Bente Pakkenberg, a Copenhagen Municipal Hospital neurologist who led the research project, told Danish radio last month that the conclusions came from an examination of the brains in 94 cadavers of people age 20 to 90.


The average number of brain cells in males was 23 billion, while the females had about 19 billion.  Asked what the males might be doing with the surplus, Dr. Pak​kenberg said: “Right now it’s a mystery.  The know​ledge we already have shows men are not smarter than women.”


American Medical News (August 18, 1997)


Dualism is the view that reality consists of two separate kinds of things: material bodies and immaterial minds, each with their cor​re​sponding events.  Monism, on the other hand, claims that reality consists of one kind of thing, which is either mental or material.  The only traditional view of idealistic monism is George Berkeley’s (discussed in some detail in a previous chapter).   As might be evident after some reflection, however, it does not matter much what you choose to call the one kind of stuff that exists, once you adopt monism, since this stuff must still account for the observed phe​nomena, including those phenom​ena that are “mental” and those that are “material.”  We will now examine below various materi​alistic forms of monism.


Support of Materialistic Monism


Apart from the problems noted above that plague dualism, materialistic monism is fur​ther supported by the following consider​a​tions.  


First, Cartesian dualism assumes a clean break between those mechanical bod​ies that have minds, and those that don’t.  Such a clean division, however, is belied by animal behavior, which indicates great similar​i​ties up and down the ladder of complexity, from human beings and other primates down to rats, birds, liz​ards, and worms.  This was a problem pointed out even in Descartes’ day: if non-human animal behavior is expli​cable in mechan​ical terms, then human be​havior is as well, and vice versa.  This continuum makes dualism highly suspect.

Second, Cartesian dualism results in a skepticism of other minds.  (This is a problem for all dualistic theories.)  As Gilbert Ryle muses, if Cartesian dualism is true, then “for all that we can tell, the inner lives of persons who are classed as idiots or lunatics are as rational as those of anyone else.  Perhaps only their overt behavior is dis​appointing; that is to say, perhaps ‘idiots’ are not really idiotic…” (The Concept of Mind).


Finally, by segregating the mental world off as a separate substance, then psychology as a science be​comes im​possi​ble.  We cannot study other minds, since we cannot properly get at them (they are invisi​ble, non-mate​rial, private, etc.).  In the following, we will briefly consider three physicalist theories of mind.


Philosophical Behaviorism


Gilbert Ryle (1900-1976), in his Concept of Mind (1949), developed philosophical behaviorism as an antidote to Cartesian dualism and what he called the “myth of the ghost in the machine” — that is, the belief that there exists an immaterial soul within the material body.  This behav​iorism claims that mental states are simply “logical con​structions” from our behavior and dispositions to behave.   In other words, a mental state is just a kind of behavior, either actual or dispositional: to be in pain from touching a hot stove just means to draw one’s hand away from the stove, or to cry out, or to clutch one’s hand and begin looking for ice; it also means trying not to touch hot stoves in the future; and so on.  The mental is nothing more than a certain way that a body behaves.


According to Ryle, Cartesian dualism rests on what he called a “category-mistake” insofar as it claims that mental events be​long to one logical type or category when in fact they belong to an​other.  Specifically, Des​cartes claimed that mental events are private, infallible, internal, and happen to a special kind of substance (mind), when in fact these mental events are nothing more than certain ways that our bodies behave or are disposed to behave.   Not every sort of human behavior is mental, of course.  Thinking of the Mona Lisa is not the same sort of thing as stumbling into a ditch.  These two behaviors in​habit different conceptual spheres, although they both have to do with our behav​ior.
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The Brain — is wider than the Sky —



For — put them side by side —



The one the other will contain



With ease — and You — beside —



The Brain is deeper than the sea —



For — hold them — Blue to Blue —



The one the other will absorb —



As Sponges — Buckets — do —



The Brain is just the weight of God —



For — Heft them — Pound for Pound —



And they will differ — if they do —



As Syllable from Sound —


— Emily Dickinson (1830-86)

Ryle suggested that Descartes’ category-mistake was rooted in the science of his day.  The advent of the me​chanical sciences, in the work of Galileo and others, led to the question of where our mental lives fit in.  Is think​ing just a subtle mech​anical operation, as Thomas Hobbes had speculated?  Descartes wanted to avoid this materialism, and so postulated the mind as a non-physical, non-material thing that nonetheless had the power to cause ideas, and to initiate movements in the body to which it is attached.


In rejecting Cartesian dualism, Ryle insists that his behaviorism is not a form of materialism.  “Both Ide​alism and Materialism are an​swers to an improper question,” he argues, in that they assume that mind and matter are terms of the same logical type.  It “presupposes the legitimacy of the disjunction ‘Either there exist minds or there exist bodies (but not both)’.  It would be like saying, ‘Either she bought a left-hand and a right-hand glove or she bought a pair of gloves (but not both)’.”  Ryle’s behaviorism re​jects both idealist and materialist answers to the question: “What is the mind?”


Mind/Brain Identity Theory


Mind/Brain identity theory is the view that the mind just is the brain, or at least some part of it, and therefore that mental events are identi​cal with certain physi​cal events located in the brain.  When a certain group of neurons fire in a certain way, that just is a visual image of a certain shade of red, or a certain feeling of sadness, or a memory of one’s 12th birthday.  Many physical events in the world have simply an outer or external aspect, but some events (many that occur within a brain) have an inner aspect as well as an outer aspect. 


Identity theory, like Cartesian dualism, allows for us to think of the mind as a substance or thing.   Unlike with dualism, however, the mind is now just a special kind of physical thing.


Possible problems with identity theory involve the location of mental events and the apparent privileged access one has to one’s own mental events.  First, the mind and its thoughts don’t seem to be located in space, whereas physical events are very much located in space, and if mental events are identical with certain brain events, then the mental events do indeed occur in space.  This may not be much of a problem, however, since it trades on perhaps dubious intuitions, and in any event it would also seem that thoughts clearly do occur in space, since they seem to be taking place in one’s head.


A second possible problem is that I seem to have a “privileged access” to my own mental events, whereas the physical events of my brain are essentially open for anyone suitably situated to observe.  The identity theorist will claim that this seeming privacy of the mental is an illusion.  The neurologist can see the process occurring that just is the event of thinking (believing, experiencing, etc.) something.


Functionalism


Is the actual stuff making up the brain important for there to be a mind?  The identity theorist thinks it does matter, since the mind just is the brain: If there is no brain, then there is no mind.  The functionalist, however, disagrees.  Imagine replacing the brain — neuron by neuron — with electrical linkages.  A neuron collects charges from other neurons, and passes these charges down the line to the next neuron.  Without too much difficulty we might replicate this causal chain by using electrical wires and switches.  Functionalism is the view that such a project — at least in principle — could be successful.  The physical material that “embodies” the mind is not important.  What matters is the “causal array” of that embodiment, or its functional state.


Functionalism is in some ways a cleaned-up version of behaviorism.  It holds that we can define mental states in terms of their cause, the effects they have on other mental states, and the effects they have on be​havior.  The net result is that talk about mental states is ultimately reducible to talk about sensory inputs and behavioral outputs.


Mental events and physical events are different ways of describing the same system.  Mental events are individuated by their causal or functional role within the brain.  The mind is a causal array or network, which might be implemented in various sorts of materials, including brains.


Functionalism is a materialist theory of the mind that avoids the problems of correspondence that trou​ble the mind-brain identity theory.  Functionalism involves distinguishing between physical descriptions and abstract (functional) descriptions of systems, that is, the rules governing a function, and the physical manifestation of those rules or function.  The physical manifestation might occur in a brain or in a computer.


Similarly, we can describe the brain in two ways: physically (given a description of the neurons and their interconnec​tions and order of firings) and functionally (using mental terms primarily for describing the function of those certain op​erations).  A certain event in the brain will be an act of thinking not because it is a special kind of brain event, but be​cause it performs the appropriate function in the brain’s program.  Functionalism is closely related to work on artificial intelligence, to which we turn in the next sec​tion.


Arguments against eliminative materialism


(a) Introspection


But this would also support the existence of witches and celestial spheres.


(b) Self-defeating


(c) Too ambitious


Maybe a few concepts of folk psychology will drop out, but most will not.


[28] Artificial Intelligence: Can Computers Think?


Animal Behavior, Rational Souls, and Clever Robots


I see these human beings walking about, interacting with each other and with myself: How do I know that they aren’t just cleverly-built robots?  Is there a test that would allow us always to know when we are confronted with a real “person” — a Cartesian thinking thing — instead of some programmed machine?


Descartes’ metaphysical dualism implies that the human body, being made up entirely of matter, is just a complicated machine — divinely crafted, of course, but nonetheless a machine fol​lowing mechanical laws.  The human mind or soul inhabits this machine, and stands (in some mysterious way) in interaction with it, such that the mind “controls” at least some of what the machine does.  Similarly, things that happen within or to the machine are often consciously experi​enced by the mind.  


Descartes also believed that non-human animals (“brutes”) were simply machines, and nothing more.  He believed this on the basis of two tests that he describes in his Discourse on Method (1637).  The ability to speak was Descartes’ first test.  He claimed that the absence of brute speech is not due to lack of speech organs (after all, mag​pies and parrots can imitate the human voice) — and even if they did lack these or​gans, we find that deaf and dumb human beings still create a language, unlike brutes.  Further, human speech is more than mere “expression of passion,” which is all that brutes are capable of performing.   We must not suppose that brutes pos​sess some “unknown language,” Descartes argues, for if this were so, then they could communicate their thoughts to us as easily as they can to each other, and they clearly do not communicate their thoughts to us.


Descartes’ second test is actually best viewed as his principle crite​rion, with speech being just an example.  This test concerns the universality or adaptability in one’s behavior.  “Reason is a universal instrument,” and thus can adapt to any contingency — for instance, developing novel strings of words for novel situations.  Descartes found that various ani​mals were exceptionally skilled at a few things — even out-performing human beings, just as an adding machine can add sums more quickly than we can.  But while quite good at one or two skills, they perform horribly overall, since they are unable to adapt to the peculiarities of each new situation.  (This is all quite false, of course, as the animal studies of the past century have shown; but such were Descartes’ beliefs.)


The implications of Descartes’ arguments are fairly severe.  If non-human animals fail these tests, then they are understood to lack souls; and if they lack souls, then they lack mental lives, and so are fundamentally no different than human built machines, like clocks or cal​culators.  They cannot think, nor can they suffer. 


At least two questions confront us here: (1) Are these tests a proper indication of the presence of a rational mind? and (2) Can non-human animals truly not pass them?  These tests were questioned from the very start, and some of Descartes’ contemporaries turned his argument in the opposite direction: Because animal behavior did not seem all that different from what humans do, if all animal behavior could be understood mechanistically, then so could humans — and thus we should think of ourselves as nothing more than machines.  The most famous proponent of this view was the French philosopher and physician Julien Offray de La Mettrie (1709-1751) and his notorious book, Man a Machine.
  Drawing a clear line between human beings and other animals has not been easy, and it is constantly being redrawn as we increase our understanding of other animals.  We once thought that only humans could use tools, or could pass down information from one generation to the next, or engage in play, or deceive others, or form concepts, or have a “theory of mind” (a sense of the intentions of another individual).  Each of these lines was eventually erased by ethologists and comparative psychologists, studying the behavior of other animals.


As it turns out, there actually are two lines to draw, not one — although this has not always been clear in the history of the discussion.  First, we are looking for an essential difference between human beings and other animals; second, we are looking for an essential difference between human beings and humanly-built computers and robots.  These are potentially quite different borders to negotiate, and I would like now to turn exclusively to a consideration of the latter border.
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Alan Mathison Turing (1912-1954) was an English mathe​ma​tician, logician, and early theorist of computer science who, among other things, built a computer used to crack the German military code (devised by their own “Enigma” machine) during World War II.  


Turing was also interested in the field that is now called “artificial intelligence,” and he developed the famous Turing Test as a means for deciding whether computers can indeed think.
  This test was actually quite simple: it involved two humans, A and B, and a computer, C.  The first human, A, would communicate, by way of a keyboard, with B and C.  A would ask any question he liked of his two interlocuters, and if he was unable to reliably say which was the human and which the computer, then the computer was said to have “passed the test” and, for all practical purposes, would be said to be in possession of a mind (i.e., be able to think).  It is with the articulation of this test that the field of artificial intelligence officially began.


Turing Machines
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Turing machines are the basis of all computers that exist today.  The hardware to be used is left unspeci​fied; a Turing machine could be im​ple​mented in a structure made of banana peels and egg shells, although per​haps with some diffi​cult​y.  Normally, silicon chips are used to implement them.  They are characterized as being able to do three things: have states, read symbols, and modify these states and symbols.  A state is a disposition to act, and Turing ma​chines will have some finite number of states.  The machine must also be able to recognize symbols (normally these symbols are just the presence of different levels of electri​cal volt​age).  The symbols could be thought of as existing on a long tape, but they could just as easily be em​bodied in a number of different media, such as iron oxide dust on a floppy computer disk or pits in the surface of a DVD.  Finally, depending on the state that the ma​ch​ine is in and the symbol that is being read, the machine must then be able to per​form any of the following actions: (i) move to the previous or next sym​bol, or continue read​ing the same symbol; (ii) erase the symbol and write another symbol; and (iii) change to a different state, or re​main in the same state.  The sample machine in the accompany​ing box is designed to take any string of A’s and B’s and re-order them so that all the A’s come first, followed by all the B’s.  It’s a simple ma​chine (much simpler than one designed to add or subtract num​bers), but it does its job transpar​ently and well.  It consists of four different states, which are described in terms of how the machine responds when it reads a certain symbol (A, B, or no symbol).  Imagine a sample tape with the letters ‘BABA’, and now imagine moving between the four states of the machine, as described in this table, as you grind through the letters of the sample tape (begin in state 1 reading the ‘B’ on the far left).  After fifteen or so moves, the sequence ‘BABA’ will be re-ordered as ‘AABB’ and the machine will stop.


Machine States and States of Mind 


The view that the mind is just a fancy Turing machine is rather compelling.  The states of Turing machines can be thought of as “dispositions to behave” just as minds have dispositions.  If a Turing machine is in state #1, for instance, and it sees a “0”, then it might erase the “0” and write a “1”, move to the next sym​bol, and enter state #2.   If I am in a hungry state and I see a pizza, then I might move to the pizza, con​sume a portion of it, and enter the state of satiation. 


Artificial intelligence (AI) is the attempt to simulate human intelligence in a computer.  It assumes a functionalist ac​count of the mind — the mind is just the functional de​s​cription of the body, primarily the brain.  Therefore this function might, in theory, be replicated or modeled in a computer (thus producing artificial intelligence).


If a task can be done on a Turing machine, then that task is algorithmic (or computable).  This is “Tur​ing’s Thesis,” and was the first precise definition of what an algorithm is.  A task is algori​th​mic, in other words, if the process for per​forming the task is so well defined that a mere machine can do it.  It is hard to know whether a task is algorithmic until you attempt to program it onto a computer.  For our pur​poses, the question is wheth​er everything that the mind does is also algorithmic; if it is, then we should be able to implement or model the mind in a computer.  At that point, it might be legitimate to say that the computer can think.


Artificial Intelligence as a “Top-Down” Strategy


One can try to explain what the mind is in either of two general ways: from the bottom-up or from the top-down.  Bottom-up strategies begin with the “atoms” of mental experience and work upwards until reaching the complex phen​omena of various mental skills (such as remembering, learning, and pattern-recog​ni​tion).  The two likeliest candidates of this bottom-up strategy are behaviorism (focusing on stimuli and respons​es) and a neuro-physiological approach that looks at firing patterns of individual neurons.  Each of these comes with its problems: the stimuli and responses that be​haviorism acknowledges aren’t likely to be the relevant atoms, and with neurophysiology, there are so many neural con​nections that, even while these are likely our best candidate for the “mental atoms,” the technical difficulties sur​round​ing their exhaustive study appear to be, at least at present, insurmountable.  These problems make top-down strategies more attractive.  With this top-down approach, you analyze complex mental phenomena into ever smaller units of organization until you arrive at non-conscious elements (such as neurons and their connections).  This strategy best characterizes AI and tra​ditional epistemology — for instance, the most general top-down approach is Kant’s: How could anything experience or know anything?


One general strategy in AI is to analyze our mental functions into simpler and simpler functions until finally the functions, when viewed by themselves, no longer appear to be minded or intelligent.  Consider the problem of how we form a visual representation of the world.  A naïve view of this process, put as crudely as possible, assumes that there is a person inside your brain that interprets the images coming in, as though there were a movie screen inside the head (these are the internal representations), as well as a little person (or homunculus) watching the show (that is, interpreting these representations).  This account, however, does little to explain how we understand the world; it just puts the problem off a step, for either the homunculus understands what he sees or he does not; if he does not, then neither do we; if he does, then there must be an even smaller homunculus inside of him, observing its own set of internal representations (and here, of course, we enter an infinite regress).  Representations cannot simply understand themselves; there must be an interpreter.  The approach of AI is to solve this problem by breaking down this interpreter-function into sets or structures of functions that are so simple that they do, in fact, understand themselves.  The mind, as we know it, disappears into its non-mental parts, becoming nothing more than the sum-total of these parts insofar as they are functioning together.


Searle’s Criticisms of Artificial Intelligence


John Searle (b. 1932) teaches philosophy at the University of California/Berkeley and has become a prominent critic of func​tionalism and the AI project.  In his essay, “The Myth of the Computer” (1982), Searle notes that there are three levels for explaining human behavior.  The first level is what has come to be called “Folk psychology,” the common-sense un​derstanding of conscious intelligence.  This consists of hun​dreds of common-sense generalizations or laws like “Persons in pain tend to want to relieve that pain” or “Persons who are angry tend to be impatient.”  These laws make use of vari​ous concepts like belief, desire, fear, and pain, and we use these laws and concepts to explain and predict human behav​ior.  This level of explanation works well enough in practice, but is not scientific. 


In the past several centuries, Searle notes, we have become convinced that our folk psychology is somehow grounded in the work​ings of the brain.  Neurophysiology — a second level for explaining human behavior — is scientific, but not well devel​oped, and (perhaps merely as a consequence of its immature state) it cannot ex​plain much of our behavior.


Cognitive science is the most recent attempt at a third level between these two — a kind of a scientific psychology that is not introspective, and yet not merely a study of the brain.


Many cognitive scientists see at the heart of their field a theory of mind based on artificial intelligence, which Searle summarizes with three propositions: (1) the mind is a program, (2) the neurophysiology of the brain is irrelevant, and (3) the Turing test is the criterion of the mental.  Searle criticizes each of these propositions.  Against the claim that the mind is a program, Searle notes that the mind does one thing that no program does: it attaches an inter​pre​tation to the symbols used.  As Searle puts it, computer programs are mere syntax without semantics; the symbols remain uninter​preted in the computer.  Searle supports his criticism with what has become a famous thought-experiment: the Chinese Room.  He asks us to imagine a room without windows, but with something like two mail slots — one for incoming pieces of paper, and one for outgoing — and hundreds of books lining the walls inside the room.  The room also contains one non-Chinese speaking hu​man adult — call her Betty.  The pieces of paper sent into the room contain sentences written in Chinese, and the books are filled with transformation rules that tell Betty how to respond (also in Chinese) to these sentences.  Betty need not know that the sentences are in Chinese, or even that they are sentences.  All she needs to do is identify the string of symbols in one of the books and then copy out the corresponding set of symbols that the book indicates.  Now suppose that a Chinese speaker, Wenje, is writing down messages and sending them into the room, and that appropriate responses are coming back out.  It would appear that Wenje is having a conversation with Betty.  But by hypothesis, Betty doesn’t know that the symbols she is manipulating are sentences, much less Chinese sentences, and she has no idea that she is conversing with someone.  But this is precisely the situation of a computer: It shuffles sym​bols around following pre-set rules (the syntax), with no understanding (the interpretation or semantic content of the symbols) of the symbols.  Therefore, the computer has no semantics, no understanding of the symbols.


The second proposition — that the neurophysiology of the brain is irrelevant — seems to rest on the notion that a com​puter simulation is the same thing as whatever is being simulated.  If we can manage to simulate the workings of the brain on a computer, then there is nothing significantly different between the two.  But Searle finds this absurd.  A com​puter might simulate the various mechanisms involved in our feeling thirsty, and even have it print out the words: “I’m thirsty” — but no one would contend that the computer really is thirsty.  Much of our behavior, Searle continues, is ground​ed in the kind of physical beings that we are, not simply in the way that these beings function.  


Searle is being tendentious here.  His examples seem crazy, because com​puters aren’t the sort of things that eat or drink (and thus are not the sort of things that get thirsty or hungry).  But strong AI doesn’t claim that computers are beings capable of thirst or hunger; rather, it claims that they are capable of thought.  Thirst needs a body, but does thinking need a brain?  Strong AI does not think so; but Searle disagrees:


I believe that everything we have learned about human and animal biology suggests that what we call “mental” phenomena are as much a part of our biological natural history as any other biological phen​omena... Much of the implaus​i​bility of the strong AI thesis derives from its resolute opposi​tion to biol​ogy.


Finally, Searle believes that his Chinese room thought-experiment undermines the Turing test.  Wenje, the native Chinese speaker, might easily believe that he is having a conversation with someone who understands Chinese, when by definition he is not.


Daniel Dennett (b. 1942) and others have argued that Searle’s Chinese Room argument fails to undermine AI because it misunderstands the level at which “understanding” takes place.  In the Chinese Room, Betty clearly has no understanding of Chinese, or even what she is doing — that’s true by the very terms of the argument.  But Dennett wishes to argue that the room itself understands Chinese.  This is the “systems reply” to Searle — a reply that Searle finds preposterous.  When put in terms of the thought-experiment, the systems reply might indeed seem preposterous, but Dennett would argue that this sense is an illusion, brought on by the terms of the argument.  After all, we have entities who are clearly conscious beings — Betty, Wenje — and it’s also clear that Betty understands none of the Chinese being spoken, whereas Wenje does.  Because they are both (ex hypothesi) human beings, then it would seem that they are at the same epistemic level — but of course they are not.  The entire Chinese Room is at the same level as Wenje, and inside Wenje we could postulate some analogous Betty who is equally oblivious to what is going on.

What do you think?


Free Will and Determinism


“In man, free agency is nothing more than 
necessity contained within himself.”


— Baron d’Holbach (1723-1789)

“man is condemned to be free.”


— Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980)

[29] Aristotle on Action


Voluntary Actions
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Voluntary actions, according to Aristotle,
 are actions in a person’s power to perform, free of any physical compulsion, and that the agent understands what she is doing.  Specifically, voluntary actions have two necessary conditions:


(a) the action must originate in the agent (“no physical compulsion”)


(b) the agent must know the relevant circumstances of the action (“no relevant ignorance”)


An action is considered involuntary if it fails either of these two conditions, but there is also an inter​mediate class of actions that Aristotle called mixed, and which involve a kind of psychological compulsion. Mixed actions are voluntary, but the blame is ambiguous because of extenuating circumstances — for instance, the action was performed under some threat (either human or natural, where one must choose be​tween the lesser of two evils).  It is often unclear to what extent a particular threat should count as “compelling.”  Aristotle offers the following examples: Doing X to prevent the killing of one’s family, or destroying one’s property to save one’s life, or submitting to disgrace to attain some noble end, or doing X to avoid torture — but some actions, according to Aristotle, are impermissible even under duress (matricide is his example).


Involuntary Actions


Involuntary actions are a result of either physical compulsion or ignorance.  With compelled actions, the agent “contributes nothing” to the action.  The compelling force may be either other human beings, or else natu​ral forces, such as a storm at sea.  


The second sort of involuntary action is performed out of ignorance, either general or particular.  A state of general ignorance is achieved through inebriation or through some extreme passion.  Here we act with no proper sense of the consequences of our behavior and so, in a sense, act involuntarily.  This class of action, however, is in Aristotle’s eyes the most vicious, since we were responsible for having willingly entered this state in the first place — allowing oneself to be the sort of person who drinks to excess or who flies easily into a pas​sion.  Consequently, actions done out of general ignorance are punishable: We blame the agent not for his act, but for his culpable ignorance.  


Actions done out of particular ignorance, on the other hand, are indeed done in ignorance of what one is really doing.  For instance, you give someone a glass of water to drink, unaware that the water contains poison, whereby you inadvertently kill the person.  Such actions are unfortunate, but typically not blamable. 


[30] Why is There a Free Will Problem?


“Give me free!”


It is an unforgettable moment in Amistad, Steven Spielberg’s film about an African man named Cinque who helped commandeer the slave ship carrying him and his fellow Africans to America, but who was ultimately captured and brought to trial in Boston.  During the trial, this man Cinque rose up from his courtroom seat and cried out in newly-learned English: “Give me free!  Give me free!”


What Cinque wanted, what any human wants, is to be free from unjust restraints, whether imposed by the state or by any other man.

Free will is often confused with this physical or political freedom.  The former is a metaphysical problem, while the latter is physical or political.  Cinque was demanding his physical freedom, to be released from physical chains.


Imagine, while out walking one day, that a huge tree limb falls on you, so that now you are pinned to the ground; or imagine that kidnappers have snatched you off the street and are now whisking you away in their black SUV, all bound and gagged; or that the state has arrested you and thrown you in jail.  In each of these instances, the courses of action available to you have been seriously curtailed; but so long as you are still conscious, your free will (if there is such a thing) will still be intact, and whatever choices available to you are for you to freely choose — even if it is to choose only between despair and hope.


Physical freedom involves a freedom from certain physical restraints imposed by the environment, and political freedom is really just a subset of this, in​volving a freedom from restraints imposed on you by the state.  A govern​ment might limit your actions with laws and threat of imprisonment, death, or some other form of punishment, but this doesn’t touch your free will: you can still quite freely decide to break a law (and suffer the consequences).  Humans are always restrained physically to some extent.  The question here is: Are we restrained metaphysically?


Aristotle’s account of voluntary and involuntary action is a good place to begin a discussion of free will and determinism, both because his account seems roughly correct, and because it indicates what the “free will problem” is not.  The question before us now isn’t whether any of our actions are in fact voluntary — for the common-place examples offered by Aristotle make it plain that we often do indeed act voluntarily in his sense of the word.  The question is rather whether any of these voluntary actions are still done freely — whether the agent could have acted other than he did.  Was the agent the sole cause of his action?  And could he just as easily have acted in some other way?


The problem of free will is relatively straight-forward.  On the one hand it seems obvious that we act freely in those actions Aris​totle called ‘voluntary’; yet on the other hand it seems equally obvious that every event in the universe is caused by some previous event.  Since all of our actions are events in the universe, it would seem that all of our actions are caused in this deterministic sense, that is, all of our actions are unfree, even when it seems as though they are the result of our free choice.  So the basic question is: Are we unfree even when performing so-called voluntary actions?


Humans are Practical Beings…


We have various reasons for believing that we are free.  We tend both to think of, and to feel, ourselves as practical agents caught in a web of actions, constantly choosing between alternative courses.  It seems obvious that at least some of our actions are free, especially in three kinds of situations.  First, we deliberate over alternative courses of action.  If you were sitting in prison under heavy security, it would be wholly idle to deliberate over the restaurant in which you might dine that evening — although even in prison, even with your arms and legs bound, it would still be yours to decide whether to glance up or down, or to think about one thing instead of another.  Deliberation between two courses of action im​plies the freedom to pursue either of those courses.  


We also feel regret or pride over past acts, implying that we “could have done otherwise” but did not.  Where the action was involuntary (beyond our control), regret or pride over the action is inappropriate.  If Jack is pushed out of a second storey window and lands on a would-be kidnapper who is about to snatch away a young child, thereby saving the child from being kid​napped, it would be inappropriate for Jack to feel pride for his having saved the child, for he did so inadvertently; if instead he accidentally fell on the child and smashed it flat, he might feel sorrow at the child having been hurt, but it would be inappropriate for him to feel regret, for it wasn’t his action that brought the child harm.


Finally, we feel morally obliged to perform some actions but not others, and we praise or blame others accordingly.  None of this makes sense if we are not free.
  We would not think to blame Jack for hurting the child (if that’s who he flattens), nor would we praise him if, instead, he flattens the kidnapper.  Who he flat​tens, and indeed that he flattens anyone at all, is wholly beyond his control and unintended, and in such cases the assignation of praise and blame is inappropriate.


…Yet Everything is Determined


Principle of Universal Causation


For any event, A, there is some other event, B, such that the occurrence of B causes the occurrence of A.


Science seems able to explain and predict large areas of human behavior.  Many acts that we consider free are later shown to have occurred necessarily following some cause beyond our control.  This is summed up in a general principle of science, the principle of universal causation, which is basic to the natural sci​ences and is widely assumed by the general populace as well.  Pierre Simon de Laplace (1749-1827) used this principle to con​struct a model of how the solar system developed in his Exposition du système du monde (1798).  He asks us to consider a being with God-like calculating abilities, who could know the position and velocity of every particle in the universe: given knowledge of this and of basic laws of motion, such a being could predict everything that will happen in the universe.  Laplace writes:


We ought then to regard the present state of the universe as the effect of its [preceding] state and as the cause of the one which is to follow.  Given for one instant an intelligence which could comprehend all the forces by which nature is animated and the respective situation of the beings who compose it — an intelligence sufficiently vast to submit these data to analysis — it would embrace in the same formula the movements of the greatest bodies of the universe and those of the lightest atom; for it, nothing would be uncertain and the future, as the past, would be present to its eyes.


Fatalism is a slightly different form of determinism.  This is the view that what​ever happens is somehow destined to happen (as Doris Day once sang: “que sera sera” — “what will be, will be”).  Apart from this informal sense of fatalism, there are also two formal kinds of fatalism: logical fatalism (based on the laws of logic) and religious fatalism (based on God’s omniscience and omnipotence).  These dif​fer from determinism in that they make no appeals to causation and causal laws, making use instead of logical features of truth and knowledge of propositions regarding future events.


Possible Responses to the Free Will Problem


There are three traditional responses to the problem of free will.  Incompatibilism is the belief that free will and the PUC are incompatible, and thus that one of them must be false.  This results in two options: hard determinism (which accepts the PUC, and rejects free will) and libertari​anism (which rejects the PUC in favor of free will).  On the other hand, one might believe that the PUC and free will are in fact compatible — com​patibilism (also called “soft determinism”) — and thus that the “problem of free will” is only illusory.  What follows is a summary of what the defender of each position must do: 


Determinism: the determinist normally assumes that free will and the PUC are incompat​ible, but he must show that the PUC is true, or at least that all human actions are causally determined.  She’ll need to take every action that we consider to be free and explain it as something deter​mined, and show that her explana​tion is more probable than that of the liber​tarian.


Libertarianism: the libertarian also assumes that free will and the PUC are incom​patible, and then attempts to prove that determinism (e.g., the PUC) is false, hoping thereby to show the possi​bility of free will.  He gener​ally argues that he needs only to show that free will is possible because the “burden of proof” is on the determin​ist; it is the determin​ist, after all, who is asking us to give up a commonly-held and (morally) important belief.


Compatibilism: like the determinist, the compatibilist must show that all of our actions are caused, but then he must also show that this is compat​ible with our notion that some of these actions are free.  To do the latter he must provide an analy​sis of ‘causation’ and ‘freedom’ which indicates that they are compatible (viz., that an event can be caused by a prior event and yet be a free action), and which does not un​duly violate our ordinary notions of the terms.  So the compatibilist has two challenges: the argu​ments against PUC, and the libertarian’s insistence on a non-deter​mined free will.


[31] Fatalism


Before examining these three positions, we will consider two traditional arguments for a logical, or non-causal (non-empirical) form of determinism, which is traditionally called fatalism: logical fatalism and reli​gious fatalism.


Logical Fatalism


Aristotle’s Three Laws of Thought


Law of excluded middle = for any x, x is either A or not-A


Law of identity = for any x, if x is A then x is A


Law of non-contradiction = for any x, x is not both A and not-A  


Understanding the argument for logi​cal fatalism requires some notion of a few logical laws, as well as the differ​ence between propositions and sentences.  Unlike religious fatalism, logical fatal​ism makes no reference to God’s nature, and is based instead on two logical laws: the law of excluded mid​dle and the law of non-contradiction.  The former holds that a thing must be either something or its contra​dictory (there is no middle thing that it could be).  For instance, a dog is either a purebred border collie or it is not a purebred border collie (it might be part collie and part poodle, of course, but in that case it is not a purebred border collie).  (Contradictory is not the same as opposite.  The contradictory of white is not black, but rather not-white.)  The law of non-contradiction holds that nothing can be both something and its contradictory (for instance, both a purebred border collie and not a purebred border collie).  This law requires some reference to time, since things often do change into their contradictories over time: a person can be young and supple at one moment, and somewhat later be old, overweight, and unable to touch his knees.  What the law means is that, at any given time, a thing cannot be both something as well as its contradic​tory.


One also needs to distinguish sentences from propositions.  Sentences are collections of words, while propo​si​tions are the meanings that sentences refer to, and are what have a truth-value (i.e., are either true or false).  Any num​ber of sen​tences might refer to the same proposition, just as a variety of different numerals can all designate the same number.  For instance, “I am sitting” will refer to a different proposition whenever it is uttered, since the utterance here refers to the utterer as well as to the time of utterance.  If I utter those three words now, I pick out the proposition that would go something like this: “Steve Naragon is sitting at 3:53 PM on December 30, 2007” — and this proposition happens to be true.  If I utter those same three words a few minutes later, it will refer to another proposition, and that new proposition could well be false.  Likewise with any other utterance of those three words by other people.


Only propositions have truth-values.  A proposition is either true or false, and this designation is its truth-value.  It is normally maintained that the truth-values of propositions, once these have been assigned, never change.  If I was standing up at time, t, then the proposition that I was standing then will always be true.  In the laws of thought written out above, the x’s are propositions, and the quality (A) is the truth-value of the proposition.


The Proof for Logical Fatalism


(1) For any proposition about a future event, it is now either true or false.
[excluded middle]


(2) If it is true, then I haven’t the power to make it false, since it would then be both true and false. (true at one time, false at another)
[non-contradiction]


(3) If it is false, then I haven’t the power to make it true, ….
[non-contradiction]


(4) I cannot change the truth-value of any proposition.
[1-3]


(5) If the truth-value of propositions about future events is determined, then the future events them​selves are determined.


(6)  Future events are determined, i.e., I am not free.
[4-5]


Problems with Logical Fatalism


Premise one is complex, assuming both (a) that a proposition is either true or false (this is true by the law of excluded middle), and (b) that propositions about future events already have truth-values assigned to them.  This second part is not obviously true.  Another way of viewing this hidden assumption is with the following inference:


(3’) if necessarily-(T or F), then (necessarily-T or necessarily-F)


This is the move from the law of excluded middle to the claim that a proposition is either necessarily true or necessarily false (in which case, (4), I could not change the truth-value of the proposition).  This amounts to the claim that the truth-values of propositions are assigned prior to the event happening which the proposition describes; but there is no reason to accept this premise, especially if accepting it results in fatalism.


Apart from such technical problems, this argument would seem to have no practical relevance for our lives.  Since no one knows with certainty the truth-values before the events take place, things will still ap​pear as though the truth-values aren’t yet assigned to the events.


Religious Fatalism


Fatalism might also result from certain beliefs about God, primarily God’s omnipotence and omni​science.  Divine omnipotence causes a problem with human free will because, if God is truly omnipotent, then it would seem that he is the cause of everything, including everything that we do and think.  If, on the other hand, we have some power, then God is not omnipotent.  Augustine tried to resolve this conflict by claiming that God simply acts through our free choices (although what this means is not entirely clear).  The prob​lem of reconciling human freedom with God’s omnipotence is actually somewhat difficult, and many theists salvage human freedom only by having God limit his own powers.


Another problem for free will stems from divine omniscience, which is similar to the problem posed by logical determinism.  If God knows all events, both past and future, then all events are necessary:


(1) God has foreknowledge that I will do X.


(2) It is possible for me not to do X.
[indirect proof, assuming free will]


(3)  It is possible for me to confute an item of divine knowledge.


(4) But (3) is absurd.


(5)  We must reject (2), i.e. we are not free. 
[or reject (1), of course]


Many theologians, such as Boethius and Aquinas, have dealt with this problem by denying (1), that God has fore​knowledge.  They deny this by noting that God is “outside of time” and therefore sees events as they happen (as opposed to predicting their occurrence).


[32] Three Views


Libertarianism


What do libertarians believe?
  It is useful first to note a few things that they generally do not believe.  For instance, libertarians do not believe that all human actions are free.  Rather, they agree that much of what we do is caused or pre-determined (e.g., the kleptomaniac stealing matches, the prisoner detained in jail, the child sent to bed, the person act​ing under the force of a threat).  Further, they do not believe that free human actions are uncaused.  Libertar​ians aren’t interested in purely uncaused (random or capricious) acts, since these are rarely or never subject to moral judgment.


One standard account of libertarianism holds that an action is free if: (a) the action is caused by something in the self, and (b) this something is itself uncaused, such that the person could have done otherwise (in some fundamental sense).  


This notion of libertarianism rests on something like the following story.  There exists in me an au​tonomous self — this belief might be motivated by some religious belief (e.g., the human self created in the image of God), or a moral theory (which requires such a self) — and I (this autonomous self) have an ideal self that I hope to become.  As such, I can choose to act either in accordance with that ideal self or in accordance with my inclinations (should they differ).  The way I do act influences my character (that is, my set of in​clinations to act).  My ultimate goal is to develop a character in conformity with my ideal, such that I am naturally inclined to act in the way that I should act.


This picture of the self implies that there are two sources of my actions within me: my character and some creative power within me.  My character is molded by natural causes (genetic make-up, present stimuli, general constitution of the body, etc.), as well as by my past actions.  The creative power within me, on the other hand, is wholly uncaused, and ac​tions resulting from it are free, as are those actions resulting from a character molded by this creative power.  Actions arising from a char​acter molded entirely by one’s environment are unfree (in that they do not stem from the creative power).  Just because these actions are unfree, however, does not mean that I am not responsible for them.  I could have chosen to act differently than I did, resulting in a different character (I chose, in other words, to act unfreely), and so I am responsible for my action.


Arguments for Libertarianism


Because of the importance of free will to our practical lives, the libertarian argues that we should assume that it exists, laying the burden of proof on the determin​ist to show that we are in fact unfree.  In deliber​at​ing over different courses of action, we simply feel free.  Were we not free, why would we try to persuade others to act in one way rather than another?  And after we have chosen one action over another, we might later feel regret or pride over the choice, implying that we could have done otherwise.  In short: “I feel free, therefore I am free.”


Similarly, we cannot make sense of morality apart from freedom.  How can I be morally obligated to perform one action but not another, if I am incapable of doing or refraining?  Nor do we praise or blame others if we know that they acted unfreely.


And finally, if we were not free we would always act according to our incli​na​tions.  But consider the situation where you can do either A or B: all your desires incline you towards A, but you also believe that A is immoral while B is the moral thing to do.  It is possible to exert “an effort of will” and perform B despite your inclinations.


Apart from these practical requirements of freedom, there are also some theoretical ones.  Certain twentieth-century develop​ments in physics (in particular, quantum mechanics) indicate that not every event is causally determined.  Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle claims that, at the level of sub-atomic particles, it is impossible to determine both the present velocity (speed + direction) and the present position of any particle, making it impossible to predict the particle’s future position.  This unpredictability suggests a lack of causality, and this lack of causality could be taken as either the basis of free will, or else as proof that there are exceptions to the principle of universal causation, making it easier to accept the libertarian po​sition.


Arguments against Libertarianism


Opponents of libertarianism have offered a response to each of the arguments given above.  Regarding the use of Heisenberg’s principle, three points can be made: First, it is entirely unclear how the indeterminacy of subatomic particles is supposed to translate into the indeterminacy of larger objects like human bodies.  The behavior of larger objects (anything much larger than an atom) appears to be wholly deterministic, as though the indeterminacies occurring at the quantum level cancel each other out at the macro level.  Second, even if such indeterminacy could occur at the level of human actions, it is unclear how this would amount to anything like the libertarian’s freedom.  What the libertarian wants is determined action, but one that is entirely determined by a free self.  And third, it isn’t obvious whether this indeterminacy is a feature even of the subatomic particles themselves; it might simply be a feature of our knowledge of those parti​cles.  The so-called substantive interpretation of the principle holds that there really is no causation at the level of sub-atomic particles; but a methodological interpretation holds that we are simply unable to predict the position and velocity of a particle.  The particle is in fact deter​mined to be where it actually is, but we can never know in advance where this will be.


As for our feelings that we are free, the critic will note that our feelings are sometimes reliable guides to reality, but often they are not.  For in​stance, there is an important difference between the self-evidence of claims like “I feel pain,” and the possible unreliability of “I feel that I understand chemistry.”  If you feel pain, then you are indeed in pain, but you might feel you understand chemistry and yet handily fail your next chemistry exam.


As for morality, if freedom is required for morality, then so much the worse for morality.  But perhaps we’ve mis​understood the requirements of morality and its system of rewards and punishment.  Perhaps morality is just a way of supplying the neces​sary causes that allow our society to run smoothly.  The libertarian’s appeal to morality assumes an account of morality that might simply be mistaken.


What of the feeling that we occasionally have of acting contrary to our inclinations?  First, we have no way of knowing whether we really are acting against all our inclinations.  How do we know that there isn’t some hidden inclination to do B that outweighs the inclination to do A?  Here there would be no need to bring in “an effort of the will.”  There is no way of knowing that this so-called “creative power” of the self is not some further, naturally-caused inclination that happens to be at odds with much of the rest of one’s character.


Further, the critic of libertarianism can note the essential predictability of human behavior.  Behavior is pre​dict​able only if it follows laws, and therefore much, if not all, of our behavior will be law governed.


Finally, the critic will argue that the libertarian’s notion of freedom is simply incoherent.  If the “effort of will” is in fact free (uncaused), then it is a miracle.  This in itself is no objection to libertarianism (it amounts merely to a re-statement), but it suggests a deeper problem.  If the “effort of will” is at odds with one’s natural charac​ter, then what guides the will?  The self?  But what is the self apart from its character?  A mere creativity?  But mere cre​ativity does not offer any guidance; and so the “efforts of will” become wholly irrational, unguided actions.  Is this “effort of will” the decision to change the character to X, or to act against the character, so as to change it to X?  But in what in the self is this decision based?  This libertarian freedom begins to look like the merest caprice.


Determinism and Causal Laws


Arguments for the causal determinism of all human action tend to be of two sorts: theoretical and empirical.  The theoretical argument is based on something like the principle of universal causation:
 


(1) Every natural event is causally determined by some previous natural event.  


(2) Every human action is a natural event (or a collection or series of such events).  


(3) Therefore, every human action is causally determined by some previous natural event.


The determinist claims that we are completely enmeshed in a web of natural causation, and are con​strained by our physiological, genetic, and psychological make-up.  These causal chains began long before the individual human was even born.  There is no room for a spontaneous human choice to occur in this account, but this argument does not prove there is no spontaneity; rather, it simply assumes it (in premise 2).  Consequently, libertarians should not find this argument persuasive.  What the determinist needs is a second set of empirical arguments, where various human behaviors are shown to be causally determined.  The challenge here is to provide enough examples, and of a broad enough range, that the existence of any human actions that are not captured by these causal laws becomes increasingly implausible.


Can we formulate specific causal laws that explain or cover all human actions?  Causal laws help us explain, predict, and control the world around us.  For instance, where A is the cause of B,


• We explain why B happened by pointing to A and the causal law (explanation)


• We predict that B will happen by pointing to A and the causal law (prediction)


• We bring about or prevent B from happening by bringing about or preventing A (control).


For instance, the glass jar broke (B) because it was filled with water and the temperature dropped below freezing last night (A) and water expands when it freezes (causal law).  This same law allows us to predict the event before it happens, and thus to prevent it happening (by emptying the jar, or by bringing it inside, or by adding antifreeze).  Determinists have appealed to a variety of causal laws in order to establish human determinism; we will consider each in turn.


There are a number of reasons why we believe that we are free, even though we are not.  Belief in free​dom is often required by religions to justify the meting out of rewards and punishments.  Belief in freedom is required by society to justify the punishment of criminals.  And finally, we often fail to see the many causes behind an action, and therefore believe that the will is the cause.  As Nietzsche noted in one of his aphorisms: “Freedom is the chains we no longer feel.”


Multiple Causes


One complicating factor is that all of our actions will have multiple causes, and these causes will be of different kinds and degrees.  The question is whether any of these causes are under the control of the agent, and whether that cause is then significant enough that we could call the action itself as freely chosen and performed by the agent.


The Stoic philosopher Chryssipus (279-206 bce) distinguished two kinds of cause — antecedent and principal — which he illustrates with the example of a cylinder rolling on the ground.  The antecedent cause of its rolling is whatever impulse started it to roll, but the principal cause of its rolling is the cylinder’s round shape.  With human actions, the principal cause is usually rather more complicated. Whether a person — say, Homer Simpson — eats a doughnut will depend on the antecedent cause (Homer seeing or at least smelling the doughnut) and on the principal cause (Homer being hungry for doughnuts, and in general having the sort of character that easily succumbs to the temptation of doughnuts). 

Physical determinism
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This is the strongest form of determinism, and it involves the claim that all human behavior is explain​able in terms of physics, viewing humans as just so much matter in motion.  Imagine a Billiard Table: we can predict the posi​tion and velocity of a moving ball for any time (so long as we know its mass and velocity, and such things as friction, elasticity of the ball and sides of the table, etc.).  The same will be true if there are two or twenty balls on the table.  Paul-Henri Thiry, Baron d’Holbach (1723-1789) argued for a thorough-going determinism on this basis.  We are like swimmers in a strong current, carried ineluctably in a pre-determined direction:


Man … resembles a swimmer who is obliged to follow the current that carries him along.  He believes himself a free agent, because he sometimes consents, sometimes does not consent, to glide with the stream, which notwithstanding, always hurries him forward; he believes himself the master of his condition, because he is obliged to use his arms under the fear of sinking. [The System of Nature (1770), ch. 11]

Unconscious Decisions


“There has been a long controversy as to whether subjectively ‘free’ decisions are determined by brain activity ahead of time.  We found that the outcome of a decision can be encoded in brain activity of the prefrontal and parietal cortex up to 10 s[econds] before it enters aware​ness.  This delay presumably reflects the operation of a network of high-level control areas that begin to prepare an upcoming decision long before it enters awareness.”


[Soon, et al., “Unconscious determinants of free deci​sions in the human brain” in Nature Neuroscience, 5 (2008): 543-45]


Or to use another example from the Stoic philosopher Chryssipus:  We are like a dog tied to a cart.  The dog can choose to walk alongside the cart, or it can resist and be dragged through the dirt — but follow the cart it must.


This is how things seem, in general, when viewed in the abstract, with human beings fully immersed in the order of nature; but to arrive at causal laws with which we might begin predicting human behavior is another matter.  Physics is quite good at precisely predicting the motion of simple bodies (e.g., bil​liard balls, falling stones, planets); but when it comes to more complex systems, like living organ​isms, then it is fairly useless.  In principle, the physicist should be able to explain all these motions, but the systems are so complex that this would be done only with the greatest effort; that means that prediction (using these laws) is, for all practical purposes, out of the question.  


Furthermore, while the determinist can always claim that such prediction is possible, and thus that human de​terminism is possibly true, the libertarian will want actual predictions — for it’s unclear that complex organ​isms, and minded organisms in particular, are just bits of matter in motion.


Biological determinism


Some determinists will appeal to laws of biol​ogy to explain and predict the more complicated behaviors that character​ize living organisms like human beings.   This typically occurs at the level of biochemistry and genetics, but is also heavily supported by laws of evolutionary biology.


The determinism here generally works on the level of character and disposition, as opposed to specific actions — that is, given some genetic or biological feature, a person will be predisposed to act in certain ways.


This science is much better at predicting the motions of living things, but it is not nearly as precise as physics in predicting the motion of inert things: it predicts tendencies (the likelihood of actions), but not specific actions.


Strokes and tumors that damage various parts of the brain can cause lasting changes to one’s personality.  For instance, Ken Kesey’s novel One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest (and the subsequent film with Jack Nicholson) vividly depicts how a frontal lobotomy can change your whole afternoon.  
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Then there is the famous case of Phineas Gage, a twenty-five year old construction worker on the railroads, a friendly and industrious fellow, who in the summer of 1848 had a three foot seven inch long iron tamping rod weighing thirteen and one-fourth pounds come hurling through his brains, entering his left cheek and flying out the top of his head.  Gage actually survived the accident: He lost sight in his left eye, but otherwise he could see, hear, smell, and taste perfectly well, nor was he paralyzed in any way.  The iron bar severely damaged the ventromedial prefrontal region of his brain, however, and this transformed him into a wholly different person.  He lost his ability to plan for the future, and he no longer had a sense of social etiquette and tact.  In the words of a contemporary physician observing his case, he was now…


… fitful, irreverent, indulging at times in the grossest profanity which was not previously his custom, manifesting but little deference for his fellows, impatient of restraint or advice when it conflicts with his desires, at times pertinaciously obstinate, yet capricious and vacillating, devising many plans of future operation, which are no sooner arranged than they are abandoned.


Chemicals that we ingest can also radically change how we think and act.  Hallucinogens, depressants, stimulants, antipsychotics, tranquilizers — there’s an extensive pharmacopoeia for altering our moods, the way we perceive the world, and what we want to do.  


One example of how a chemical imbalance can profoundly affect our behavior is the condition called pellagra, which results from a niacin deficiency.  Known as the “disease of the three D’s” — der​matitis, diarrhea, dementia — it causes confusion, and general disorientation, often accom​panied by periods of mania.  In the early 1900s it was a leading cause of death in poorer regions of the southern areas of the U.S., where corn — which is niacin deficient — was the staple grain.  It also ac​counted for roughly 10% of the admissions to asylums in those areas.  Pellagra is still common in certain areas of Africa and India where corn and millet are sta​ples.  As a consequence, it accounts for some 8-10% of all admissions to the insane asylum in Hyderabad, India.


Porphyria is an inheritable metabolic disorder that involves epi​sod​ic decreases in the ability to produce hemoglobin.  Such episodes are accompanied by red urine, acute abdominal pain, insomnia, rest​less​ness, confu​sion, and irrational behavior.  King George III (1738-1820), who ruled Great Britain from 1760 to 1810, suffered from this (at the time undiagnosed) disorder, and occasionally required a straight-jacket to confine his bizarre behavior.  His attacks began in 1788, and after the 3rd or 4th attack, Parliament replaced him in 1810 with his son.


One last example is mercury poisoning.  Everyone has heard of the Mad Hatter in Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, but not everyone knows that “mad as a hatter” is an expression that inspired Carroll’s character, and not the other way around.  Hatter’s were, on average, madder than those in the general population, and this was directly related to their profession.  Many hats are made out of felt, and the felting process involves the use of mercury.  Mercury can be absorbed through the skin as well as inhaled, and too much mercury brings about a form of insanity.  Thus the madness of hatters.
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The above are all examples of how our behavior — what we do, and how we think and feel — can be strongly influenced by physical conditions well beyond our control or ability to choose.  


Of course, the libertarian can rightly say: “Look here: No large iron bar has pierced my brain, I’ve taken my vitamin supplements, I’m not suffering from porphyry, and I’ve steered clear of mercury.  So why should I think my actions are somehow unfree?”  What the determinist needs to show isn’t that obviously non-voluntary actions (in Aristotle’s sense) are determined, but rather that voluntary actions are determined as well; and so what needs to be shown is that the person’s choice is determined.  Subsuming one’s choices to the realm of physical and chemical events is clearly a possible approach, as already noted above; but we can also remain at the psychological level of choices and show these “choices” are still not really under the individual’s control.


Psychological determinism


Human behavior can be explained in terms of psychological laws (e.g., patterns of association, subconscious drives, neuroses, operant conditioning, and so on).  While these laws are much more applicable to human actions (as opposed to, for example, Boyle’s Law or the law of gravity), they lack some of the predictive accuracy of the physical sciences (although the behaviorist — like Skinner — would claim that a high degree of precision is possible if we know enough of the antecedent facts).  And these “human sciences” have not come close to formulating a complete sets of laws for predicting and explaining every human action.


Operant Conditioning is the process by which the results of a person’s behavior determine whether the behav​ior is more or less likely to occur in the future.  This conditioning was studied closely by the psy​chologist B. F. Skinner (1904-1990), who taught first at Indiana University, and later at Harvard.  Skinner’s own stu​dents were also quite adept at operant conditioning.  There is an often-cited case — possibly spurious — where Skinner was cond​i​tioned by his own students always to lecture while standing by the podium: they would cough or drop books, look bored, etc., whenever he moved away from the podium, and they would appear more at​tentive the closer he stood to the podium, and giving him their rapt attention whenever he actually touched the podium.  Eventually Skinner lectured only while stand​ing by the podium.  
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A famous cinematic example of operant conditioning is found in Stanley Kub​rick’s 1971 film A Clockwork Orange,
 where the young hoodlum Alex is enrolled in a new government penal reform program.  The program had Alex watch violent images on the screen while being given medication that made him nauseous.  Alex soon formed such a strong association between violence and nausea that he found himself unable to lift a hand against anyone without becoming ill — and in this fashion was made safe to re-enter society.  Most who watch this film believe that something wrong was done to Alex, however brutal a fellow he was prior to his treatment; and yet haven’t we all been conditioned, by our parents and others, with outcomes similar to Alex?  Are we any more free than him?

Finally, some actions may be caused by subconscious drives and desires, such as kleptomania.  A kleptomaniac friend who steals all your Glenn Gould CD’s at a party is to be viewed more as a natural disaster (like ter​mites, say, or a leaky roof), than as a responsible and moral agent.


General Problem for Determinism


If you’re a determinist, you need to pick a science which will provide the causal laws for explaining, pre​dicting, and controlling all human behavior, such that none of it can count as being free.  This will lead you into a dilemma: (a) either you pick an accurate science (physics, chemistry, biology) which seems less rel​evant to human behavior, or (b) you pick a relevant science (psychology) which is, however, not as accu​rate.  Of course, the determinist can make use of all these types of explanations; and put together, they make a pretty strong case.


If you assume that humans are just material things, then there is no reason to doubt that physical laws will ulti​mately be able to explain their actions.  But this just begs the question against the libertar​ian, for it’s not obvious that people are nothing more than material things, and to show that they are would require showing them to be susceptible wholly to these laws, which leads us in a circle.


Compatibilism


The compatibilist (or “soft determinist”) believes that libertarians and hard determinists share an improper understanding of human freedom.  The compatibilist believes that all events in nature are causally determined by other events in nature (and that human beings are fully part of the natural world), but also that many of the events proximally caused by humans are free.  With compatibilism, an action is free if it is caused by the self and this causality of the self is itself caused by events outside the self.  The ulti​mate cause of a free act is always going to be something outside the control of the actor (e.g., the environment and her genetic predispositions), but the action’s proximate cause will be inside the actor and of which the actor is conscious. 
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External causes are those that impinge upon us from the outside: the social environment (behavioral conditioning), physical environment (sensory stimuli, diet, genetic predisposition), threats of force or actual use of force.  Internal causes are those that arise within the person, and include two major groups: conscious (or controllable) causes, and unconscious (or uncontrollable) causes.   


Among conscious causes are the principles, desires, and values that we consciously hold.  These are the causes that we identify as “our own,” and we call those actions free whose internal cause is consciously held.  Subcon​scious causes are all those neuroses, phobias, and such that the psychiatrists talk about.  Presumably these subconscious desires and beliefs affect our consciously held desires and beliefs, and perhaps we can also con​scious​ly-influence our subconscious selves.  This sub​conscious world is itself shaped by the various external causes men​tioned above.


Prediction and Freedom are Compatible


Once we are familiar with a car, we can predict how it will handle under various driving conditions.  Simi​lar​ly, we routinely predict the behavior of others, and yet we rarely think of this as calling into question their freedom.  They are freely acting in accordance with longstanding preferences. We can predict a person’s actions if we know what motivates him, that is, what his character or personality is like.


In general, we want our freedom, but we also want it with plenty of the right kinds of constraints.  For instance, we don’t want to hold just any belief whatever; we want our beliefs to be constrained by the evidence available to us.  What we want, primarily, is freedom from constraint imposed by the will of others.  We want to act from our own principles and beliefs, and we want these principles and beliefs to be acquired in the “right way.”


It is helpful here to distinguish different levels of desire, what Harry Frankfurt has called first-order and second-order desires…


Theories of Punishment


Retribution


C. S. Lewis: the “humanitarian theory” (rehabilitation) views punishment as therapy, criminal behavior is an illness to be treated.  This ignores desert and, with desert, justice.  Desert and just punishment make sense only on a retributivist view.  Rehabilitation involves incarcerating and treating people as based on what psychological experts say.  And deter​rence favors doing whatever will deter would be criminals (even punishing the innocent).


Having shown that altruistic acts are possible, we might go on to show that they are biologically neces​sary.  This is what the sociobiologists suggest.  Gould’s thesis is that altruism is biologically-pro​grammed.


Freud argued that civilization requires altruistic behavior, which goes against our bestial natures, thus re​sulting in various conflicts.  Darwinian evolution would seem to suggest that altruism could not come about “naturally,” so that it must be some cultural product, as Freud thought.


The theory of kin selection, as developed in the early 1960’s by W. D. Hamilton, gives us an evolution​ary model that explains the possibility of altruism.  It has predicted with great accuracy the altruistic forms of behavior in the social insects.  Given the biological basis of altruism in other animals, it is not unlikely that this same basis is the cause of human altruism.


Personal Identity and 
The Afterlife



Nothing in his life became him like the leaving it.


—William Shakespeare, Macbeth (Act I, Scene 4)


[33] Personal Identity and Personal Survival


What is it that stays the same from the time you’re born until the time you die, such that we can say that the same per​son existed from birth until death?  All the molecules of your body are constantly being replaced; the outward appear​ance of your body is constantly changing as you gain and lose weight, add wrinkles and scars and other marks of time, and lose teeth, hair, and other parts.  And if your body does not seem especially stable, your mind is even less so, what with your thoughts, feelings, and desires constantly shifting.  There seems, indeed, to be little stability to your existence; and yet you typically feel quite com​fort​able in talking about your past and future as though they really are yours.  When we talk about ‘identity’ and ‘identical’, we don’t mean ‘similar’ or ‘identical in resemblance’; I don’t resemble very closely the newborn baby that later grew up to be who I am now, and yet I would say that that baby was me — that we are identical.  Similarly, two ball bearings in the hub of my bicycle wheel might resemble each other perfectly, and yet they are not, in the sense we have in mind, identical, for they clearly are not the same thing (they are not numerically identical).


Wittgenstein on Death


6.4311  Death is not an event in life: we do not live to experi​ence death.

If we take eternity to mean not infinite tem​poral dura​tion but timelessness, then eternal life belongs to those who live in the present.

Our life has no end in just the way in which our visual field has no limits.


6.4312  Not only is there no guarantee of the tempo​ral immor​tality of the human soul, that is to say, of its eternal sur​vival after death; but, in any case, this assumption com​pletely fails to accom​plish the purpose for which it has al​ways been intended.  Or is some riddle solved by my sur​viving forever?  Is not this eternal life itself as much of a riddle as our present life?  The solu​tion of the riddle of life in space and time lies outside space and time.


Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus 
Logico-Philosophicus (1919)


The question of personal identity grows especially com​pelling in the face of death.  Watching others die and losing their com​panion​ship helps motivate our desire for, and be​lief in, an “after​life” — that is, some form of human existence beyond our quo​tidian realm.  Ever since Plato, philo​s​o​​​phers have been depicted with one foot in the grave, forever worrying over death and the afterlife — and perhaps some under​standing of death is important for a proper understand​ing of life.  Philos​ophers do have quite a bit to say here, al​though some of them argue, like Wittgen​stein, that positing an afterlife doesn’t really help explain or give meaning to life, since it merely puts off answering life’s inevita​ble mystery.  Other philosophers, like John Perry, argue that the notion of an after​life is incoherent (and there​​fore, in any normal sense of the word, impossible).  


Personal survival involves two things — a person and survival — and it must allow for both my anticipa​tion of future experi​ences and my memories of my now present and past experiences.  Sur​vival clearly re​quires more than merely “surviving in the memory of others,” and it requires more than the material atoms of my body surviving somewhere in the ecosphere (recycled in the bodies of worms and plants), and it also requires more than my mental atoms or mental stuff (if there is such) surviving as part of the Godhead or World-Soul or Nir​vana.  If the thing that survives is not a thinking thing that remembers my experiences and is con​nected to my present self in some appropriate way, then I cannot be said, in any meaningful sense, to sur​vive.


Death and Grief



Grief fills the room up of my absent child,



Lies in his bed, walks up and down with me,



Puts on his pretty looks, repeats his words,



Remembers me of all his gracious parts,



Stuffs out his vacant garments with his form.



Then have I reason to be fond of grief.



Fare you well: had you such a loss as I,



I could give better comfort than you do.



I will not keep this form upon my head



When there is such disorder in my wit.



O Lord! My boy, my Arthur, my fair son!



My life, my joy, my food, my all the world!



My widow-comfort, and my sorrow’s cure!


— William Shakespeare, The Life and Death of King John (Act III, Scene IV)


There are three common Western traditions regarding the survival of bodily death.  The first is bodily resurrection.  Here personal survival simply involves the resurrection of the body (or, perhaps, the creation of a “similar” body).  The second tradition, stemming from the ancient Greeks, is a disembodied survival.  Here the non-physical soul survives the death of the body, and this soul is either eternal (having existed for all eternity), immortal (having begun to exist in the past, but now continuing to exist indefinitely), or mor​tal (where the soul will die sometime in the future after the body’s death).  A third tradition, endorsed by most Christian sects, is the view that survival requires both resurrection of the body and continued existence of the immaterial soul (see 1 Corinthians 15, or the Apostles’ Creed).  Here, the soul can exist separately from the body, but the person is not complete until the soul and body are united.


Must simply the “thinking thing” sur​vive, or is there more to me than that?  Can I be me without my body?  What has to sur​vive so that the same person that ex​ists now will also exist later?  This brings us to the more general question of per​son​al identity, namely, in what does personal identity con​sist?  What makes me “the same person” from moment to moment through the career of my life (and possibly beyond)?  Before we consider this, how​ever, we need to look at the nature of identity in general.


[34] Varieties of Identity


Summers were the best part of my growing up — a claim I imagine most of us could make — and part of what made summers so good for me was spending time on my grandparents’ farm.  There were apple trees to climb and woods to explore, but best of all were those long afternoons when my grandpa and I would float around in a little rowboat on the pond out back.  We called it fishing, although fish weren’t always involved in the project.  He bought that boat new when I was little, just for us, so that we could fool around together on the water.  
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Sometimes we’d haul the boat in for repairs, and I’d help replace an old plank, or sand and brush on a new coat of paint.  Now while it didn’t happen to the rowboat we used, it’s not much of a stretch to imagine having to replace, over the years, each of the boards that made up that little boat.  And there might be some grandfathers, fussier than mine, who would replace a board at the first sign of damage or rot; and if you combined such fastidiousness with my own grandpa’s frugality, then you can easily imagine a pile of loose planks slowly accumulating in the corner of the barn — all the old boards from the rowboat that were replaced (“You never know when a board like that might come in handy…”).  You could imagine how, after ten or fifteen years of such replacements, every single board in the original rowboat would be replaced.  And off in the corner lay all the boards original to the boat when it was first bought.


Now imagine this frugal, fastidious grandpa finally dying, and all his property going up for sale in an estate auction.  You’re there, of course, because there are warm memories in some of the things for sale, including that old rowboat that you see lying off to the side in the grass alongside various farm implements.  You also notice a pile of lumber stacked neatly in a corner of the barn, and come to realize that these are the castoffs from the many repairs made on the rowboat.  While waiting for the auctioneer to finish with the household goods, you start piecing these planks together, and pretty soon you’ve reconstructed the original rowboat, the one you’re grandpa bought for the two of you back when you had just turned three.  All it would take are some nails and sealant and paint, and you could be out back floating on the pond again, just like in the old days.  The memories make your heart ache and you long to get to work on it.


Death and Meaning


“Dead bodies are indecent; they proclaim with embarrassing candor the secret of all matter, that it has no obvious relation to meaning.  The moment of death is the moment when meaning hemorrhages from us.” 


— Terry Eagleton, After Theory (2004)

Then you look back over at the other rowboat lying in the yard, and stop short.  Which boat was it that so fills your memory of summers long ago?  The boat over there in the grass, or this one in the barn that needs a little work?  You remember how, during one of your last summers at your grandpa’s (before high school came with all its distractions), you scratched your initials into the bottom near the back, and after a little searching, you find them on one of the loose planks in the barn.  The more you reflect, the more you’re torn between these two boats.  Which one did you share with your grandpa?


Let’s give these boats different names to facilitate the discussion.  The boat your grandpa bought so long ago we’ll call Al; the boat out on the grass we’ll call Bill; and this pile of boards we’ll call Carl (just to even things up, let’s invest a few afternoons and fasten all those boards back together, so as to make Carl seaworthy).  Now we can start mak​ing some observations.  Back towards the end of that first summer, when your grandpa felt the need to replace one of Al’s small planks, Al was still Al even after the replacement.  It would have been strange to claim otherwise; and likewise with each subsequent summer: Al was still Al.  That would suggest that Al is identical to Bill (listed in the auction as a “rowboat”), and this seems to be true not in the sense that Al and Bill are similar, but rather in the very strong sense that they are numerically identical, that they are one and the same rowboat.  


Locke on Persons


John Locke defined a person as “a thinking intelligent being, that has reason and reflection and can consider itself as itself, the same thinking thing, in different times and places; which it does only by that consciousnes which is inseparable from thinking, and, as it seems to me, essential to it: it being impossible for any one to perceive without perceiving that he does perceive.”  [Essay, Bk. 2, ch. 27, §9]

And yet if you consider all the planks belonging to Al when it was first purchased, you’d find those very same planks now in Carl (listed in the auction as “miscellaneous lumber”).  So it also seems that Al and Carl are identical — again, in this strong sense of being numerically identical.  Yet we know that both these claims can’t be true, since Bill and Carl aren’t numerically identical — they can’t be identical, because they are two separate things.


John Locke, an English physician and philosopher of the 17th century, discussed the nature of identity in his widely influential Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689).
  Locke considers several kinds of identity: logical identity (a thing is what it is and not another thing; A= A), the material identity of heaps (where if you add, remove, or re​place a particle, then you have a different heap), and the functional identity of systems or organized beings (where if the thing remains the same functionally, then it is said to maintain its identity).
 We can avoid the paradoxical situation with Al, Bill, and Carl by distinguishing between the material identity of heaps and the functional identity of systems.  Al and Bill are functionally iden​tical, while Al and Carl are materially identical.  Once this distinction is made, the paradox disap​pears.


With respect to the functional identity of systems or organized beings, Locke considers separately the identity of non-living organized beings (ships, tools, machines), the identity of plants and animals, and finally the identity of human be​ings.  According to Locke, life is the principle of identity for living things.  It is the “organization​al principle” uniting the disparate parts (which themselves may change).  We might re-phrase this and call life the “functional unity” of the thing, which maintains a thing’s identity through the many material vicis​situdes of time.


[35] The Basis of Personal Identity


An Epicurean Death


“Death, the most terrifying of ills, is nothing to us, since so long as we exist, death is not with us; but when death comes, then we do not exist.  It does not then concern either the living or the dead, since for the former it is not, and the latter are no more.”


— Epicurus, “Letter to Menoeceus” 


The identity of human beings depends upon this functional unity of the life of the organism.  Locke was quick to point out, however, that ‘human being’ and ‘person’ do not mean the same thing, and that con​seq​uently the identity of the one might not be the same as the identity of the other.  A human being is a kind of living organism, while a person is a thinking being and, in par​ticular, is a forensic or legal being.  In other words, a person can be held accountable for her actions, and what makes a person accountable for her actions is the ability to recognize them as her own, and this requires an awareness of what she is do​ing, in doing X, as well as an ability to remember having done X.  So being a person (or here: the same person as she who so acted in the past), involves both conscious​ness and memory.  Locke concluded that personal identity requires memory: I am the same person over time so long as I have memories that connect me to my past selves.
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Being Identical vs Recognizing Identity 


Two separate but closely related questions regarding personal identity are (1) What makes me the same person over time?, and (2) How do I know that I’m the same person over time?  The former question con​cerns the basis of personal identity (an ontolog​ical question), while the latter concerns the way we can recognize such identity (an epistemological question).  The epistemolog​ical ques​tion, furthermore, may well have different answers regarding my own iden​tity and the identity of others.  The criteria I use for considering myself to be the same self from day to day are that I have the same memories, that I have roughly continuous emotional states, and that others around me respond to me in the same way (they say things like “Hi Steve,” and the people that I remember knowing act towards me as though they know me, etc.).  The criteria that I use for deciding that someone is the same as someone I’ve previously seen nor​mally includes their bodily resemblance and general behavior (which should exhibit beliefs and attitudes generally consis​tent with those held previously).  This epistemological question is not trivial — indeed, Locke appears to have ultimately viewed the ontolog​ical question as moot, claiming that we can have no knowledge of such matters.  


Is Mental Substance the Basis of my Personal Identity?


Leading candidates for the basis or foundation of per​son​al identity are mental substance (immaterial sub​stance; spirit; soul; the thinking thing), bodily substance (the human body), con​sciousness and memories, and the brain (a part of the body).  Let’s first consider the possi​bil​ity that my mental sub​stance re​maining the same is the basis of me remaining the same.  This claim is some​what plausible — especially for Carte​sians, who equate the self with the “thinking thing” or mind (which is a mental substance).  Since I am just my mind, my personal iden​tity rests wholly on the identity of my mind.  Descartes felt that we have imme​diate and perfect know​ledge of our own minds, which should make the recog​ni​tion of our own identity easy.


But Locke rejected this Cartesian view that personal identity was a matter of “substantial unity” (namely, that we exist as the same soul or mental substance over time) — for Locke did not think we could gain any knowledge of such a soul.  We neither care nor know whether, through​out our lives, we are in some “vital union” with the same or different immaterial substances, and we are will​ing to affirm or deny personal identity in com​plete ignorance of this.  Hence, the identity of immaterial sub​stance is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for per​sonal identity.  In reviewing Des​cartes’ arguments in his Medita​tions, we see that all he has shown is that I am certain that some thinking thing exists, but not that this is somehow the same thinking thing that exist​ed ten minutes ago.  We have (as Berkeley put it) merely a “notion” of the workings of a mind or mental substance, but nothing more.  Locke followed Descartes in being a dual​ist, but argued (against Descartes) that we cannot have knowl​edge of this substance (and there​fore no knowledge of its identity through time).  Locke argued that we can imagine a single person contain​ing more than one mind or mental substance, as well as imagine many people sharing a single mind or mental substance.  This becomes more clear when you think of the mind or mental substance as merely a tool or mechanism for thinking (somewhat like the CPU of a personal computer), without involving any memories or thoughts as such.  Here we can imagine that these minds or souls could get passed around freely, just as different carpenters might all use (at different times) the same hammer.  Similarly we might imagine a single person using two different minds (thinking mechanisms), just as a carpenter might use (perhaps as a joke, or to show off) a different hammer in each hand.

Is Bodily Substance the Basis of my Personal Identity?


[Poem]


Spring



To what purpose, April, do you return again?



Beauty is not enough.



You can no longer quiet me with the redness



Of little leaves opening stickily.



I know what I know.



The sun is hot on my neck as I observe



The spikes of the crocus.



The smell of the earth is good.



It is apparent that there is no death.



But what does that signify?



Not only under ground are the brains of men



Eaten by maggots.



Life in itself



Is nothing,



An empty cup, a flight of uncarpeted stairs.



It is not enough that yearly, down this hill,



April



Comes like an idiot, babbling and strewing flowers.


— Edna St. Vincent Millay, 1921 (1892-1950)

Perhaps being the same person simply requires that there is the same body.  The main point favoring this theory is that we seem to rely on the similarity of bodies in determin​ing the pers​onal identity of oth​ers.
  One might object that the body could not possibly be the basis of personal identity since my personal identity re​mains the same through time where​as my body is constantly changing: molecules come and go as I eat, respire, sneeze, (etc.), my skin and hair and fingernails are constantly being replaced, and so on.  So there is very likely no part of me that is the same as when I was born (at which time there was also only about seven pounds of stuff).  Similarly, we might have the misfortune of losing parts of our bodies: our appendix or tonsils, a finger, toe, or limb in an accident, etc., and yet no one would suggest that such losses bring about a loss of per​son​al identity, nor do they typically interfere with recogniz​ing other people as the same over time.  These considera​tions should remind us of the difference between material and functional identity: clearly our bodies lack material identity over time (since their matter is constantly changing), but they appear to have a func​tional identity until the time of death, and it is this functional identity that serves, perhaps, as the basis of our per​sonal identity.


Locke and others have objected, however, that the functional identity of our bodies is simply the identity enjoyed by all plants and animals, and that personal identity is something more, insofar as be​ing a person is more than simply being an animal.  What we want is an identity of that thing that chooses and acts, an identity of agency and thus an identity of the responsible party for those actions.  Who or what I am would seem to be much more than just my body; rather, I am a mind with a set of experi​ences (thoughts, sensations, feelings, desires) — and surely these are what determine my personal identity.  To further this point, Locke argued against the view that bodily substance is the basis of personal identity in much the same way that he argued against mental substance, namely, that we can imagine a single person (or consciousness) spread between two or more bod​ies, and we can also imagine a single body inhabited by two or more persons (after the fashion of Jekyll and Hyde, perhaps, or of Sybil, the famous case of what was once called “multiple personality disorder” but in the DSM IV is now called “dissociative identity disorder”).  If  a one-to-one correspondence between bodies and persons is not necessary, then bodily identity cannot be the basis of personal iden​tity.


Are Consciousness and Memory the Basis of my Personal Identity?


[Poem (haiku)]


The world of dew


is a world of dew and yet


and yet.

— Issa (1763-1827), on the death of his only child


Given the above arguments, Locke concluded that substance (both mental and material) is simply irrele​vant to per​sonal identity.  What matters rather is the iden​tity of my consciousness (that is, thought or awareness itself, as opposed to Des​cartes’ “thinking thing”) and of my memories.  My conscious​ness sepa​rates my self from other selves, and so person​al identity would seem to consist of an identity of conscious​ness.  My identity ex​tends as far back into the past as my memory.  As far as we can ever know, mental and material substance is irrelevant: I may consist of many such sub​stances but, so long as they are united by a single consciousness, I remain a single person.


Locke is likely right in seeing our mental lives as central to our sense of self, and yet there are certain intractable prob​lems with viewing personal identity as based on continuity of consciousness and memories.  First, it’s a common​place that our consciousness is discontinuous and our memory is incomplete (I fall asleep, I forget things), which suggests that my continuity as a person is always being broken; but no one believes that they are a different person after every nap, and so it seems unlikely that this consciousness criterion is adequate.


It can be argued (successfully, I think) that our memories bridge the various gaps in our conscious lives; upon awak​en​ing (from a nap or longer sleep, or from a coma, etc.) we use our memories to reconstruct our lives again — this usu​ally happens quickly and spontaneously, although in cases of protracted coma this can take longer and be more difficult.  But we still have the problem of incomplete memories.  Thomas Reid, an 18th century Scottish philosopher and critic of Locke’s, raised this problem with his “Brave Offi​cer” example: imagine an officer who, in mid-life, recalls being flogged as a boy, and who, as an old man, recalls his brave deed as an officer but can no longer remember the flogging.  On Locke’s criterion, the boy and the officer are the same person, and the officer and the old man are the same person, but the old man and the young boy are not.  Locke might try to avoid this by talking about potential memories, but surely we can imagine a case where the old man has simply lost his childhood memories such that they truly do not exist (even potentially) for him, and yet we would still want to say that the old man was the same person as the child.


But perhaps the most difficult problem for Locke’s memory criterion is that we are unable to distinguish between genuine and apparent memories by referring to memories and consciousness alone.  Insane asylums are filled with peo​ple who claim to be Napoleon Bonaparte or Jesus or Catherine the Great, and they will even “remember” such events as the defeat at Waterloo, or the crucifixion, or various episodes at the St. Pe​tersburg court, but we don’t want to allow that these people are in fact identical with whom they claim to be.  They are crazy, and their memories are not genuine.  How do we know this?  Well, we assume that their memories are not genuine because their bodies could not have been in the right place to have had those memories (none of them are old enough, for instance, to have been at Waterloo to witness the defeat of Napoleon’s army, or at the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth, or at Catherine’s court).  


Is my Brain the Basis of my Personal Identity?


Separating genuine from apparent memories seems to require some reference to the body, as shown in the following argument:


(1) Sincere memory claims are either genuine or apparent.


(2) Being “in the right location” to have the memory is necessary for a memory to be genuine.


(3) Location is determinable only by referring to the body.


(4)  Distinguishing genuine from apparent memory claims requires the body (and possibly more than that).


So it would appear that bodily identity is necessary for recognizing personal identity.  Basing the recognition of per​sonal identity on the body, however, met with several problems above.  A way out of this difficulty might be to base per​sonal identity on just a part of the body, namely, the brain.  The brain, after all, is what is affected by the various sensa​tions that form the basis of all genuine memories of events like Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo.  If your brain was not at Waterloo at the time, then you cannot have a genuine memory of the event; at best, you experienced it in some second-hand way, such as from reading a book or hearing a history lecture.
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It is not difficult to demonstrate the cen​tral​ity of the brain to our personal identity.  Suppose tonight, after you’ve fallen asleep, a team of neurosurgeons breaks into your bedroom, puts you under general anes​thesia, and removes your brain; suppose that they had earlier removed George Bush’s brain and now proceed to install it into your skull.  Later that night they will rush back to Wash​ington, DC, to hook-up your brain to George Bush’s body.  Now here we have a fairly practical question: Where will you be when you wake-up in the morning?  


The person with George Bush’s looks will likely shrink back a bit at the First Lady’s morning affections and will worry about being late to class.  Meanwhile, the person with your looks will be issuing Executive Or​ders, calling for Secret Service agents, and in other ways acting presidential.  Your friends will at first think you are playing a joke on them; after a while one of them will quietly call a counselor in the student development office to let them know that you’ve finally lost your marbles.  People’s intuitions differ regarding this brain-transplant scenario, but most feel that they go wherever their brain goes.  Just as the biblical Ruth said to her mother-in-law Naomi, so we say to our brains, “Whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge; where thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried” (Ruth, 1:16-17).  
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These strong intuitions that identify our brains with our selves are in part based on the belief that the brain is the repos​itory of our memories.  But there must be more to personal identity than these memories, for suppose that there exists a “memory-transfer” machine that allows us to surreptitiously switch your memories with the President’s.  After the transfer, both of you will be somewhat confused (for instance, one of you will have memories of going to bed in the White House, of having such and such a body, etc., and yet will be confronted in the morning with the experience of a com​pletely dif​ferent bedroom and body).  Do we want to say here that one goes with one’s memories?  Maybe, but it all seems less certain.  It could be that after the transfer, we have instead two very confused persons who awake in the same beds (and bodies) they had earlier fallen asleep in?  Is it possible that your brain has a way of processing experiences that makes them uniquely yours?  We normally consider a person suffering from amnesia as the same person, and presumably a per​son with a wholly new set of memories will still be that same person, only now somewhat deluded.


“The average man does not know what to do with this life, yet wants another one which will last forever.”


— Anatole France (1844-1924)

A similar thought-experiment, developed by Bernard Williams,
 further sep​arates the roles of memories and brains in our sense of personal identity.  Williams argued that memories are not what count (or at least not exclusively) in matters of antici​pating the future.  Sup​pose that you were told that tomorrow after​noon you will be tortured.  You are understand​ably worried.  Now imagine that your future tor​turer also tells you that tomorrow morning, be​fore the torture begins, you will lose all of your mem​ories as well; will you find any comfort in this change of plans?  A Lockean might, since then the person being tortured would no longer be you, but the rest of us would find such a prospect worse than simple torture.  It would still be you and your body suf​fering the torture — only now you would no longer remember who you were or how you got there.  


This thought-experiment appears to speak against the memory criterion, but not the brain criterion.  Imagine two people, you and someone named Smith.  The torturer tells you that tomorrow afternoon he will give Smith one million dollars, but that he will cut off your fingers, have your eyes pecked-out by crows, and so on.  This should cause you no small distress in anticipating the events of tomorrow after​noon.  But now suppose that your torturer tells you that all of the above will happen, except that before it does, he will switch your brain with Smith’s.  Now won’t it be the case that, although you may feel some distress at losing your body and acquiring Smith’s, you nonetheless would be chang​ing bodies, and that this would be a proper description of what was happen​ing, so that the body that was being tortured was no longer your present body?  It might be ter​rible to think of a crow pecking-out your old set of eyes (or anyone’s eyes, for that matter) — but still, they wouldn’t be your eyes any​more, and you would not be tortured.  So again, it seems that our identity depends on our brains rather than on our memories.


Is my Body the Basis of my Personal Identity? — A Reconsideration


The above thought-experiment gives preference to the brain over other parts of the body, but there are reasons for wor​ry​ing about such preferential treatment.  After all, no one has undergone a brain transplant yet, and so we can only guess at some of the consequences.  It might turn out, for instance, that our bodies are unique in the way that they filter our experi​ences, such that if my brain were in a different body, the world would appear quite differently to that brain.  Or it may turn out that my emotional states are closely linked to my body, such that losing my body (by having the brain transplanted into another body) might also involve losing my emotional constitution.  It may, indeed, turn out that these “background” features of ourselves are in fact so central to our sense of self that a brain-transplant would better be described as a loss of one’s brains (and cognitive memories) rather than as a loss of one’s body (with its emotions and ways of experience).


Finally, there is the question of spatially locating the self that is brought into focus by Daniel Dennett’s story “Where Am I?”  Dennett’s story suggests that, in brain-transplants, we won’t identify with the loca​tion of our brains, but rather with the loca​tion of whichever body or sense-organ that is feeding sensory-in​formation to the brain — a fact obscured by the simple brain-transplant thought experiments.  In Den​net​t’s story, the body seems to be much more important for the “location” of the self and its thoughts than the brain — unless your body dies, and then you seem to be “disem​bodied.”  There’s still a brain, but it doesn’t really serve as a body for you (since it has no sense or​gans).


Preparing the Dead


“When a body arrives at a funeral home, it is sub​jected to a series of steps before the actual process of embalming com​mences.  First, funeral home person​nel lay the body out on a stain​less steel or porcelain embalming table, not unlike those used for an autopsy.  They then remove all of the corpse’s clothes and either clean and return them to the family or destroy them as they do with any bedclothes that accompany the body.  Next, funeral home personnel carefully inventory any jewelry on the body, usually taping or tying rings in place, so they do not disap​pear.  Other jewelry and glasses are removed during embalming and then replaced on the body.


The embalmer then cleans the body surface with a disinfec​tant spray or solution by sponging it onto the body.  This kills any insects, mites or maggots on the body and decreases any odor from the corpse.… The embalmer disinfects the mouth and nose using cotton swabs.  If fluid from the lungs or stomach seeps into the mouth (both are called “purge” in the industry) the mortician rolls the body over to drain it out.  Nasal suction is also used for this purpose.  To avoid further secretions from the mouth or nose, some em​balmers cut and tie off the trachea (windpipe) and esophagus when they cut open the neck to expose the arteries for embalming.


Next, the embalmer positions the body.  He re​lieves rigor mortis by flexing, bending and mas​sag​ing the arms and legs.  He then moves the limbs to a suitable position, usually with legs extended and arms at the sides or hanging over the sides of the ta​ble so that blood can drain into and expand the ves​sels for better embalming.  Once embalming fluid enters the hands, they will be placed in their final position over the chest or ab​domen.  The fingers are often kept together by using cyano​acrylate (e.g., Su​perglue).  […]


The embalmer then closes the eyes using cotton or an eye​cap, a plastic disk with knobs on the surface which is inserted under the eyelids to keep the eyelids closed.  Alternatively, the eyelids are glued closed with Superglue or rubber cement.  The embalmer often massages the forehead to relax the muscles that control the eye area, achieving a peaceful look with the upper lids just meeting the lower lids two-thirds to three-fourths of the way down.  If the upper and lower lids meet in the middle, the corpse takes on a pained look; if they overlap, it looks as if the face is squinting. …”


Kenneth Iserson, Death to Dust: What Happens to Dead Bodies? (1994), pp. 197-99


Is the brain the “seat of consciousness”?  Trad​itionally this “seat” just was the thinking thing, that is, the soul or men​tal sub​stance (which, if Locke is right, we aren’t able to re-identify, for lack of criter​ia).  But suppose there are no souls, and con​scious​ness resides simply in the brain: why should I pre​sume this con​scious​ness to be me?  Perhaps con​scious​​ness is just a power or ability, and is the same in everyone; like eyeballs or hearts, per​haps it could be changed without affecting personal identity.  


On the other hand, if my consciousness is unique to me, then what makes it different from your con​scious​ness?  Regardless of what is considered the seat of con​sciousness (such as the soul or the brain), there remains the problem of finding some feature or mark of this “seat” such that it is uniquely me and not some other person.  It can’t simply be a particular set of experiences and memories, since we are still left with the question of what makes any one experience mine rather than yours.  Could it be the atti​tude or char​acter (that is, the way that consciousness responds to input)?  Is this what individ​uates one conscious​ness from an​other?  Common sense seems to push us back to the body: an exper​ience is mine insofar as it hap​pens to my body; conse​quent​ly, persons are indivi​duated on the basis of their bodies (to be specific: their nerve end​ings), and not their souls or brains or memories.










� 	To add an additional complication that we can’t pursue further here: What is it about my mind that makes it mine and not yours?  And what is it about my thoughts that make them mine and not yours — for example, my thought that “5 x 7 equals 35”, my desire to go back to bed, my mem�ories of my 18th birthday?  Can we share the same thought?  If we are both drink�ing from the same bottle, are we tasting the same thing?  If we are both contemplating the Py�thagorean theorem, are we contem�plat�ing the same thing?



� 	See R. N. Shepherd and J. Metzler, “Mental Rotation of Three-Dimensional Objects” in Science 171 (1971) 701-3.



� 	This is a horrible argu�ment.  It fails to notice that we might know the same thing in more than one way, and thus entertain contradictory beliefs about it; for instance, humans used to be�lieve that the morning star and the evening star were separate planets, when in fact they are both Venus, but appearing on different sides of the sun.  Another example: if you didn’t know that Mark Twain was a penname for Samuel Clemens, you could well hold the beliefs that Mark Twain was the most humorous author who ever lived and that Samuel Clemens was not an author at all, much less the funniest.



� 	One might, indeed, argue that the mind does have parts — after all, there are distinct abilities of thinking, feeling, and will�ing.  But Descartes claims that each of these is performed by the whole mind.



� 	Admittedly, this mechanical mind (as described) would be static.  To have experiences, neurons need to keep forming new synapses, and re-enforcing or degrading old ones.  So for this thought experiment to work, we need the mechanical replacements to be capable of re-aligning themselves — something more easily done at the software level than the hardware level, but certainly possible at the hardware level.



�	Julien Offray de LaMettrie, L’homme machine (Leyden, 1748).



� 	Alan Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intel�li�gence” (Mind, 1950).



� 	Cf. William Lycan’s “homuncular functionalism” as discussed in his “Form, Function, and Feel,” Journal of Philosophy, 78 (1981) 24-49.



� 	The relevant discussion is in his Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. 3, ch. 1.



� 	The legal distinction between sanity and insanity rests upon the concept of free will.  In the traditional legal test of mens rea, or “guilty mind,” criminal intent is essential to an illegal act.



� 	Laplace, A Philosophical Essay on Probabilities, transl. Truscott and Emory (New York: Dover, 1951), p. 4.   Laplace was actually an atheist, and claimed to have no need for God in order to make sense of the universe — to Napoleon, who asked him whether he believed in God, he replied: “Je n’ai pas besoin de cet hypothèse.”



� 	And then there are those puzzle cases.  Imagine someone who understands no English at all finding these three words ‘I am sitting’ scrawled on a bathroom wall, and pronounces the words: here, presumably, no proposition is being picked-out at all; something more has to happen than simply the noises being made.  This would perhaps be like someone playing a tape which has the words recorded on it; can the tape itself pick out the proposition?  Imagine that no one is in the room while the tape is playing.  Or imagine some snail leaving a trail of slime on the sidewalk that appears exactly like the words “I am sitting” written out in long-hand.  Is the snail making some proposition?  And if so, is it true or false?  Can snails even be said to sit?



� 	This metaphysical position is not to be confused with political libertarianism.  The latter emphasizes the political freedom of the individual over social and egalitarian interests, thus minimizing the role of the state. 



�	This argument was first advanced by Sir Arthur Eddington (1882-1944) in his Gif�ford Lectures delivered in 1927, and later published as The Nature of the Physical World (New York: Macmillan, 1929); see his discussion on pp. 228-29 and 294-95.



�	As a point of fact, most quantum physicists now incline towards the substantive interpretation.  This was the position taken by the “Copenhagen School” of Niels Bohr; Einstein, on the other hand, argued that “God does not play dice with the universe” and supported the methodological interpretation.



� 	The libertarian could reply here, however, that the occasional predictability of human behavior is fully compatible with human freedom.  We may often act according to our “character” or to those general human inclinations — and here our actions are predictable — but we do not always follow those actions, and so there will be some actions will indeed be free, and therefore unpredictable.



� 	Because of the causal indeterminism existing at the quantum level, this argument will need to be confined to natural events at the macro-level; but since human actions would all seem to occur at this macro-level, the argument, as such, should not be effected by quantum indeterminacy.



�	Dr. J. M. Harlow, as quoted in Antonio R. Damasio, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain (G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1994), p. 8.



� 	Based on Anthony Burgess’s novel of the same name.



� 	Cf. Christopher Jay Johnson and Marsha G. McGee, eds., How Different Religions View Death and Afterlife, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: The Charles Press, 1998).



�	Book Two, ch. 27.  This chapter was added in the 2nd edition of 1694.  Christopher Fox (in his Locke and the Scrib�ler�ians: Identity and Consciousness in Early 18th Century Britain, Univ. California Press, 1989), argues that a crucial text for the modern emphasis on the individual was this chapter of Locke’s on identity, which “put personal identity and con�sciousness on the intellectual map.”



� 	Functional identity assumes some sort of material continuity, but not a material identity.



�	Although we can also make mistakes here, this being a stock element in many comedies.  Recall the fascinating case of Martin Guerre, which has since been made into a movie, as recounted in Natalie Zemon Davis, The Return of Martin Guerre (Harvard U. P., 1983).



�	This speaks to those religious beliefs opposing cremation or organ donation on the grounds that the ma�terial body must be preserved for a future resurrection.



�	Descartes had championed the view that our minds are never inactive, that they are always thinking to some degree (lest they go out of existence) — although Locke needs continuous conscious thoughts, and not even Descartes was willing to claim that these occurred.



� 	Another response to Reid’s puzzle is that transitivity would hold for persons only if they are real things, but persons might instead be a kind of non-transitive relationship.



�	Comparing a brain-transfer with a memory-transfer suggests an important difference between memories and the ability to acquire new memories.  If you feel that personal identity is most closely related to ac�tual consciousness, rather than to memories, then merely transferring memories isn’t enough to re-locate a person in another body; rather, whatever serves as the “seat of consciousness” must also be transferred, and the brain would seem to be the best candidate for this.



�	See Bernard Williams, “The Self and the Future” in The Philosophical Review, v. 79 (1970).



� 	We encounter here two senses of spatial location: My location in the space of experienced objects, and the theoretical space that I conceive my brain to be in, when I find myself without sensory inputs.
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