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    Most educated people have heard of Planck’s Constant. Fewer have heard of Max Planck’s other eponymous contribution to science, Planck’s Principle, even though it is of arguably greater philosophical import. Planck’s Principle aims to answer a question that has long vexed students of science – under what circumstances does a new theory replace an old one? Planck’s answer; when all the adherents of the old theory are dead or retired.




    There’s a serious point here which philosophers too often ignore, but to which Jonathan Leicester is alert – as he puts it, the intellectualist theory of belief fails because it pays too much attention to the evidence for a proposition, and ignores many of the other factors that cause us to hold beliefs. Planck drew our attention to the obvious fact that scientists who have invested their career in a theory, who rely on it in their work and maybe derive great prestige from their association with it, will be very reluctant to give it up even when the evidence convinces others who have less at stake. We all know people who seem to believe things because of emotional attachments, ideology or financial gain, or just because of plain old wishful thinking. These processes cause beliefs but do not justify them, and we make allowances for them in our everyday dealing with other people, although perhaps we are not alert enough to them when they occur in our own thinking.




    We also use “belief” to cover a wide variety of judgements – a snap judgement that the noise behind you means danger might be called a belief, and so might the considered conclusion you come up with after long hours in the library or the lab, weighing the evidence judiciously. Many philosophers and psychologists have contemplated the variety of causes and manifestations of belief and wondered if perhaps there is no such thing. This ‘eliminativist’ position does not necessarily imply that that humans never think about the world or respond to it or that we cannot have true and false representations, but it wonders whether there can ever be a unified theory of a phenomenon that seems so diverse as the myriad things we call belief.




    Dr Leicester thinks there can be a unified theory, by arguing for the view that belief is a distinctive feeling. This allows him to account for the variety by saying that what beliefs have in common is the way they feel, rather than their functions or their causes. It has always been a minority view, because so many of us find it hard to identify the unique feeling that accompanies belief and belief only, but the arguments here are clear and concise and deserve everyone’s attention, as does the great variety of phenomena covered in the book. What Beliefs are Made From is scholarly, fascinating and entertaining.




    

      Dominic Murphy


      History and Philosophy of Science


      Faculty of Science, The University of Sydney


      Australia

    




    Belief is the central problem in the analysis of mind. … Beliefs give knowledge and error; they are the vehicles of truth and falsehood. Psychology, theory of knowledge and metaphysics revolve about belief, and on the view we take of belief our philosophical outlook largely depends.




    

      Bertrand Russell, 1921.

    




    On any longer view, man is only fitfully committed to the rational – to thinking, seeing, learning, knowing. Believing is what he is really proud of.




    

      Martin Amis, 2008.

    




    I know we’re going to lose in Turin today, and I believe we’re going to win.




    

      Tim Parks, 2002.

    




    You never believed in the meaning of this world and you therefore deduced the idea that everything was equivalent and that good and evil could be defined according to one’s wishes.




    

      Albert Camus, 1943.
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    Have you noticed that sensible people sometimes hold a belief that is contrary to evidence you would expect them to know and accept? Sometimes it is about something important. Beliefs are made from many things, a fact that has intrigued me for years and has led me to this exploration of the nature of belief. It is offered for anyone who is interested in belief, hoping they will find it helpful, as I have. It is about how people do believe, not about how they ought to believe. For readers new to the brain sciences there is a short appendix on the brain’s anatomy and physiology, and for those more deeply involved in the topic there is a section of brief notes, often indicating a point of contention, or a guide to references. The book is intended to be serious but accessible.




    

      Jon Leicester


      Neurology Department


      The Royal Prince Alfred Hospital


      Sydney


      Australia


    


  




  

    

      Conflict of Interest




      The author confirms that he has no conflict of interest to declare for this publication.


    




    Acknowledgements




    I am especially grateful to Pierre Beumont, late professor of psychiatry at the University of Sydney, for help and encouragement through the early stages of this project before his illness in 2003. I thank all the other people who have helped me with comments and suggestions on early drafts. The cover photograph of the battleground, First Bull Run, American Civil War, is by Robert Wines. Jon Gittoes made the drawing at the end of Chapter 13.


  




  




  

    The Problem with Belief




    


    Jonathan Leicester


    




    

      Abstract




      This brief introductory chapter outlines the reasons for and aims of this inquiry into the nature and purpose of belief. The main problem is that belief is such a poor guide to truth, which raised the question of whether this is its function, as it is commonly supposed to be. The inquiry will lead to the conclusion that the purpose of belief is to be a guide to practical action.
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      The great English philosopher John Locke gave this definition of belief: ‘belief is the admitting or receiving any proposition as true, upon arguments or proofs that are found to persuade us to receive it as true.’ The problem with belief is that people are not as rational as they might be. In the next chapter we meet strange beliefs that have been shared by whole groups of people, and in later chapters we will meet individuals who have believed that all the planets are inhabited and the outermost planets have the best inhabitants, that people are coming into a locked bedroom at night by passing through the floor, that all healthy infants start life with equal intelligence, and that the man who purports to be your father-in-law is really his exact duplicate robot driven by clockwork in his head. Why is it that while most of us don’t believe in astrology some of us do? To my mind the evidence for evolution is overwhelming, yet many people are Creationists. It has been known for decades that human activities are causing the climate to change, yet there are still many skeptics and some outright deniers. All these beliefs need to be accounted for. There is no doubt that people base some of their beliefs on the teaching of parents and authorities without asking for evidence. If Locke’s definition were relaxed to allow for this then some odd beliefs would be accounted for, but many others would not.




      I find that I doubt that the universe and time began with a big bang when a tiny lump of amazing density exploded. Instead, I believe in infinity and eternity, I always have, and I can’t imagine nothing, nowhere, or no-time. I know it would be sensible to believe the experts, yet somehow I doubt them. I have other beliefs that I cannot justify with evidence. One of these is that computers will never be conscious. Why do I believe that? I know it would be sensible to withhold judgement. There is something involuntary about belief. Why do people often form beliefs very quickly without persuasion from arguments or proofs? Why do optimists and pessimists so often form opposite beliefs from the same evidence?




      What is belief? What happens in my mind as I believe that the Amazon River is in South America, or that five plus three is eight? What happens differently as I disbelieve that Mt Everest is in the Rockies, or that four plus two is ten? Or does nothing different happen? What is the purpose of belief? Locke’s definition implies that belief is a guide to truth, but it seems a poor guide to truth. Perhaps it has another purpose.




      I believe there are answers to these problems and questions, and my purpose is to present them. Perhaps the most fundamental answer, suggested by many observations, is that the purpose of belief is to guide practical action, not to indicate truth. Many of us half-know this implicitly, so we are usually not very surprised to find someone holds a mistaken belief, but we are surprised if we occasionally find a man acting contrary to a belief we know he has held. Once it is accepted that this is its purpose many of the problems with belief fall into place.




      My interest in belief was stimulated by noticing the fallibility of ordinary beliefs about secular matters and it is from these beliefs that I will draw evidence and reach conclusions. I have not been especially interested in the matter of religious faith, though many people find this the most intriguing of all our beliefs. For this reason I will examine two issues that have some bearing on religious faith in the final two chapters.


    


  




  




  




  

    Some Strange Shared Beliefs
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      Abstract




      This chapter describes and comments on mistaken beliefs that are or have been orthodox or at least common in whole communities. So-called culture-bound psychoses are illustrated by shen-k'uei in Taiwanese culture and malgri among natives of Mornington Island. So-called epidemic hysteria is illustrated by an outbreak of witchcraft in Christian Europe, the epidemic of shell shock among allied soldiers in the First World War, and the epidemic of RSI in Australia from 1980 to 1986. Brief notes on myths, legends, rumours, and conspiracy theories complete the chapter.
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      Culture-bound Psychoses




      These illnesses are not psychoses, and the beliefs they depend on are not psychotic. The term, though widely used, is a misnomer. There are many of these illnesses around the world, each stereotyped and peculiar to a particular culture. I have chosen two lesser-known examples for illustration, shen-k’uei and malgri.




      Shen-k’uei is a syndrome of Taiwanese culture. It usually affects young men, who present acutely miserable and complaining of dizziness, backache, fatigue, insomnia, thinness and fear for their health and fertility. The patient is anxious about masturbation or wet dreams. The underlying beliefs are that the ejaculations have induced kidney deficiency. The kidneys are believed to be the source and store of vital essence, semen, which they distribute around the body as needed to sustain the vigour of the various organs. If too much is lost in ejaculations then ill health follows. These beliefs were widely held, and were promulgated by traditional doctors and faith healers.




      Malgri occurred in Australian Aborigines living on Mornington Island. It was described by the medical anthropologist and psychiatrist John Cawte, who thought that personality factors contributed to vulnerability, though most of the islanders had at least some anxiety about contracting the condition. It was an abrupt illness. Victims complained of abdominal pain, headache, and distended abdomen. They sometimes vomited and might writhe and roll on the ground, clutching their bellies and crying out. On examining patients, mission nurses found no abnormality apart from abdominal distention from swallowed air. The underlying beliefs were that the coastline was divided into regions, and each region belonged to a subgroup of the tribe and had its own totem. Malgri could be caught either by going into the sea after eating land food without washing the hands in fresh water, or by going onto the land after eating seafood without washing in salt water. The sickness was caught by the totem of that region entering the body of the transgressor. Malgri would not be caught in a person’s own totem zone, as that totem knew that person. When malgri occurred the people gathered and made a fire near the prostrate sufferer. A tribal doctor massaged his sweat over the victim’s body. A grass or hair belt was unwound to make a long cord from the victim’s foot to the water, for the intruding spirit to leave by. The throng then chanted the malgri song, exhorting the spirit to depart; while they watched for a shooting star, believed to be Malgri’s eye, diving from the sky to indicate the spirit’s departure. The cord was then cut, the sufferer having recovered.


    




    

      Epidemic Hysteria




      Epidemic hysteria is a poor but established name for this condition, which is rather like culture-bound psychosis in our culture. The fertile ground for an epidemic is that a considerable section of the community has a shared belief in the condition, including at least some of the people who have authority, and that some people are getting benefit from it. The whole community does not have to believe: there usually are skeptics who often disbelieve the genuineness both of the entity and of the individual sufferers, but who are overruled by the weight of belief against them. There is often evidence, either then or later, that some of the apparent believers were malingering or manipulating, but some real believing is a sine qua non, without it the epidemic will not occur. Once established, an epidemic usually expands and intensifies. As this happens its consequences become more serious, until pragmatic considerations necessitate that it stop. Whatever its truth or falsity, the skeptics then get the upper hand, the benefits are terminated, and the epidemic subsides. I have chosen three examples for illustration, an outbreak of witchcraft in seventeenth century France, the epidemic of shell shock among soldiers in the First World War, and the epidemic of RSI in Australia from 1980 to 1986.
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Fig. (2.1))


      The burning of Grandier (From engraving by Gabriel Leguè, 1880).



      The social factors that fostered outbreaks of witchcraft in Christian Europe were belief in supernatural causes and preoccupation with a Christianity that in some respects had left the gospels and lost its way. Witchcraft could be used as a weapon against enemies. Accusations of witchcraft often broke out when animosity between villagers was running high. They were especially likely if local leaders encouraged the accusations. Supernatural causes were sometimes invoked for the most natural of events. For example, a rider thrown from his horse had natural injuries, but a magic spell might have caused the horse to buck or bolt. There are excellent accounts of some of these epidemics. Aldous Huxley, in The Devils of Loudun, describes an outbreak in a nunnery in a small town in France. Sex and sexual frustration had a lot to do with it. The town had a promiscuous and combative parson named Urbain Grandier. He never went near the nunnery, but his reputation did, and the prioress began having sexual fantasies about him. She was a bitter young woman with a personality disorder. The post of spiritual director to the convent became vacant, but Grandier declined her invitation to take the job. From spite, she appointed instead a canon who belonged to the enemy cabal that had formed in the town with the intent of bringing about Grandier’s downfall. By this stage the prioress was being ravished every night either by Grandier himself or by an incubus in his command. Soon many of the other nuns were having the same experience. The canon reinforced these delusions, and arranged for the services of several exorcists.




      Multiple exorcisms were carried out in public. In the sincere belief of her exorcist and others, one of the devils inhabiting the prioress, housed under her last left rib, was Isacaaron, the devil of concupiscence. Public opinion was divided between believers and doubters. The canon may have been more manipulating than believing, and there is some doubt about the sincerity of the prioress, but there was plenty of believing. The cabal achieved its objective. By due process Grandier was charged with sorcery and came to trial. He had no incriminating extra nipple or witch’s tit. At his trial the usual rules of evidence were flouted by admitting the testimony of devils. He was found guilty. It was legal to torture an unrepentant witch to facilitate the confession that could save his or her soul. Knowing his innocence, Grandier would have believed that to betray his faith was the way to lose heaven. So the bones of his legs were broken. Then he was burnt at the stake before thirty thousand onlookers, twice the town’s population. As the immolation proceeded a flock of pigeons unexpectedly appeared and circled in the column of smoke, perhaps a troop of devils come to collect his soul, or perhaps from the Holy Ghost to show his innocence – it depended on what each spectator already believed about Grandier’s guilt.




      There was an epidemic of shell shock during the long stalemate in the trenches of France during the 1914-18 war. Conditions were among the worst that soldiers have ever had to endure; wet, cold, unhealthy, demoralizing, subject to nearly constant shelling, a high casualty rate, and the ever present chance of being blown to bits or buried alive. Whenever a shell landed nearby there was a rain of debris, a crater, a heavy thud and a juddering shock wave. Here is part of one soldier’s account: ‘We are lousy, stinking, ragged, unshaven, sleepless … I have one puttee, a dead man’s helmet, another dead man’s gas protector, a dead man’s bayonet. My tunic is rotten with other men’s blood, and partly spattered with a comrade’s brains.’ Cases of mental breakdown from stress would be expected and did occur. There were instances of a confused soldier climbing out of the trench and wandering in no-man’s-land, a sure way to get shot and certainly not done for gain. Then something new occurred. Soldiers began to be disabled by a peculiar delirium. It became known as shell shock. Afflicted soldiers were sent home, complete with the customary wound stripe on their uniforms as a badge of honour. There was an intense controversy among doctors and commanders about its cause. Doubters pointed out the absence of the usual signs of brain damage. Believers postulated that the vibration of the shock wave through the brain disturbed its function. Meanwhile, it had become so common that it might cause the Allies to lose the war. Faced with this imperative, policy was changed. There were no more wound stripes for shell shock, instead, most sufferers were returned to the trenches within a few days, and the number of cases soon decreased greatly. In successive six month periods cases of shell shock numbered 3 – 141 – 1,246 – 3,951 – 16,138 (July to December 1916) – 3,010 – 4,038.




      Australia experienced an epidemic of RSI in 1980-1986. The main symptom was pain in the hand and forearm. The first cases were reported by believing doctors using the diagnosis tenosynovitis. It was attributed by them to repetitive hand movements at work, and therefore eligible for compensation payments. Teno-synovitis was not a new disease. Repetitive hand movements can cause it, especially when they are strenuous and unaccustomed. It used to be common among shearers at the start of the shearing season, in the days when sheep were shorn with hand shears. In acute tenosynovitis the affected tendon is swollen and creaks when it moves. Most of the epidemic patients did not have these signs. Most of their jobs involved repetitive but accustomed and gentle movements, many of the patients were keyboard operators. There was a debate about whether mild tenosynovitis could cause symptoms without signs, which became irrelevant when the believers suggested a new mechanism. They proposed that it was a pain state without abnormal signs on examination, caused by an ill-defined repetitive strain injury. From then on the patients were given that diagnosis, denoted RSI, though skeptics sometimes called it kangaroo paw as it was a local epidemic. This change made the diagnosis hard to disprove. To add to the problem pain in the arm has many causes and it is often hard to diagnose. Brouhaha followed in the lay and medical press as believing and unbelieving doctors aired their strong opinions. I collected the newspaper items, because of my interest in belief. The same conflicting opinions were presented to the compensation courts. Lawyers were also divided into believers and disbelievers, though their system of advocacy and precedent partly concealed this. The courts had some sympathy for the claimants. The patients and claimants resented any aspersions on their integrity. Cynics pointed out that doctors and lawyers were doing well out of it. There was a good deal of ill feeling all round. A television station planted one of their people in a repetitive factory job. After working for two weeks she simulated RSI. Her diagnosis was confirmed by several doctors, she left the job, and received $4000 compensation. This trick, of course, proved that RSI could be simulated, but many things that are real can be simulated. Meanwhile, the flood of cases reached serious proportions. The efficiency of the workplace was being damaged. The courts became less generous, the public more cynical, and the incidence of RSI began to fall. Soon after that good evidence that the condition was not due to repetitive movements appeared, and this may have hastened the end of the epidemic. This evidence came from a major employer, Telecom Australia. In successive years from 1981 to 1985 the company had 109 – 209 – 351 – 1524 – 1783 cases of RSI, which caused 293,500 days off work. The epidemic peaked in the last quarter of 1984 and the first quarter of 1985, each of which had about 650 new cases. It then fell steadily. By the first quarter of 1987, the latest covered by the report, new cases had fallen to about 80, and the downward trend was continuing. Of 5500 telephonists 1886 got RSI. The incidence was at least as high in part-time as full-time workers. There were only 17 cases among 500 telegraphists, yet telegraphists make many more keystrokes than telephonists. The variable thought most likely to correlate with the incidence of RSI was poor job satisfaction.


    




    

      Myths and Legends




      Myths often have a supernatural element, while legends are often stories about heroes. Thus the account in Genesis of how God made the world in six days is mythical, while the stories of King Arthur and his knights are legends. The terms are used loosely and many instances have elements of both. All myths and legends are or have been told as true and are or were believed by many people. Here is a typical myth, from the Baryulgil community of Australian Aborigines:
Long ago, among the forests of tall trees, high in the mountains near Tooloom, an old woman called Dirrangun kept a hidden spring. She did not want anyone to know about her secret spring, but one day she fell ill and when a handsome young man called Bulagaan called by, she asked him to bring her water. Arriving at the spring to collect water in his coolamon, he discovered it was dammed. Bulagaan broke the dam and the water began to flow. Dirrangun rose in panic and tried to dam the water again, in the process creating the mountains we see today, but she failed to stop the flow of water, which became the Clarence River.



      Many myths express beliefs that account for things which one might expect to have been mysteries. They explain how mountains and rivers were formed, how weather comes and goes, what brings sickness, how the world began, what the sun, moon and stars are, and what happens before birth and after death. The thinking involved in myths seems strange to us, hence the old idea that myths come from primitive ‘prelogical’ thinking that is different from how we have learned to think. I believe that our thinking is often not so logical, and some of our beliefs no less strange. The basic nature of myths shows less clearly in the complex myths of advanced societies. The myths of ancient Greece, as we have them, were written by some of the world’s best authors and it shows in their narrative strength and portrayal of character. But they have the properties of myth. They tell us that before the beginning there were only Time-Without-Age and Necessity. Creation came from their intercourse, beginning with the birth of Aether, Chaos and Night. We learn the origins of the constellations in the sky. We are told that Zeus is the source of thunder and Poseidon of earthquake; that grapes, bread, horses, and olives were gifts from Dionysus, Demeter, Poseidon, and Athene; and that the Lycabettus, a rocky outcrop at Athens, is a massive stone that dropped from Athene’s grasp. There were temples to the Olympic gods, and commemorative and preventive rituals were enacted. The author Roberto Calasso suggests that mythical thinking is facilitated by an intuition that humans do not have free will. He illustrates his point with Priam’s belief that Helen was not the cause of the Trojan War. Homer has old Priam say to Helen “To me you are not the cause, only the gods can be causes.” Do myths exist because they contain simple eternal truths? Do they exist, as Freud and Jung claimed, because they speak to us in unconscious symbols of our deepest desires and fears? I believe that, like all stories, the best myths have wisdom and the rest do not. Our own creation myth is wise about human nature. God gave Adam only three instructions. Adam was to be fruitful and multiply and subdue the earth, to till the ground, and not to eat the fruit of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. Time has borne out the wisdom, we work, we multiply, and, like Eve, we try to know dangerous knowledge. Last century we were splitting the atom, now we are engineering genes.


    




    

      Rumours and Conspiracy Theories




      Virgil called Rumour the swiftest of pests. Rumours are likely when there is a suspicion of secrecy about a puzzling matter of curiosity. They are unwarranted beliefs of the people who spread them. They are often plausible, and sometimes turn out to have been true. For many years I occasionally visited a small hospital, usually to review the management of an elderly patient with a stroke. One day a nurse came to me with diffidence and asked me whether it was true that I had had a stroke. I was forty-five and well. I gulped and said no. She explained that she thought it was surprising, but many of the other nurses had assured her that it was so, and that it was why I was interested in strokes. For these nurses caring for patients with strokes was hard and often disappointing work. It was a curious puzzle that I found strokes interesting. I might keep my past illness a secret. The story had the appeal of being dramatic. It probably started as someone’s speculation and spread as a rumour.




      Conspiracy theories are perhaps the most interesting rumours. Most readers will be familiar with the widespread and enduring unfounded rumours of conspiracy after the assassination of President Kennedy and after the accidental death of Princess Diana in a car crash in France. The philosopher Brian Keeley describes the characteristic features of conspiracy theories, illustrated by a fascinating account of the conspiracy theories after the Oakland City Bombing by Timothy McVeigh in 1995. Conspiracy theories offer a reason for the puzzling event and often explain gaps and contradictions in the official account. They are to a degree plausible, and it is often reasonable to consider them as possibilities in the uncertain early days after the event. But as time goes by, as results of investigations become known, and as no positive evidence emerges, then the far-fetched aspects of the conspiracy theory come to weigh more heavily. Why still distrust the French autopsy report? How plausible is it that the modern British Crown would stoop to assassination? What of doping a chauffeur as a method of assassinating his passenger? Continued belief in the theory becomes unwarranted. Some of the theories are very far-fetched. There is the idea that the moon landings were concocted in a Hollywood studio, and the belief that climate change is a hoax contrived by the scientific community to get funding for their jobs. Such conspiracies would have to involve so many people that they wouldn’t stay secret for long. Yet some people cling to the beliefs. Some people will believe almost any conspiracy theory because of their personality, they are often people who have an external locus of control (who feel at the mercy of circumstances and other people), who need closure, resent authority, are skeptical, and have a laissez-faire individualistic ideology.
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      Abstract




      This chapter analyses the four main theories of belief in some detail. These are the intellectualistic theory that belief is a cognitive act related to evidence that the thing believed is probably true, the dispositional theory that we recognize our own beliefs by observing how we react to things, the feeling theory that belief is a particular feeling that comes to us and is a signal to us that we believe or think to be true the thing under consideration, and eliminativist theories that belief does not exist, but is an illusion of our language and culture. The strengths and weaknesses of each theory are examined. The main weaknesses of the intellectualistic theory are the high frequency of irrational beliefs and beliefs the believer cannot justify with evidence, the speed and ease of belief, the inability to withhold judgement, and the largely involuntary nature of belief. The attempts that have been made to overcome these difficulties are considered. The main weaknesses of the feeling theory are that some people report that they are not aware of feelings of belief, that the theory makes use of subjective experience and introspection, that beliefs have duration and can continue beyond the brief time they are felt in consciousness, and the existence of what are called tacit or unconscious beliefs. The attempts that have been made to overcome these difficulties, including my own contribution, are considered. The balance of evidence seems to favour the feeling theory, and this theory is adopted.
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    There are four main theories about the nature of belief. They are the intellectualistic theory, the dispositional theory, the feeling or occurrent theory, and eliminativist theories. The intellectualistic theory proposes that belief is a cognitive act related to evidence that the thing believed is probably true, and implies that the purpose of belief is to indicate truth. The dispositional theory holds that we recognize our own beliefs by observing how we react to things




    (much as we infer the beliefs of other people), and implies that the purpose of belief is to guide action. The feeling theory claims that belief is a particular feeling that comes to us and is a signal to us that we believe the thing under consideration, and eliminativist theories claim that belief does not exist, but is an illusion of our language and culture. There are difficulties with each of these theories. I will now examine them carefully, seeking to find which one fits the evidence best.




    

      The Intellectualistic Theory of Belief




      This is perhaps the first theory of belief that comes to mind. Over the years I have asked many people how they define belief. Most have answered to the effect that belief is based on evidence and is the state of knowing or thinking that something is true or probably true. Some have added the rider that there is also religious faith, which, being belief or trust in something that cannot be proved by evidence, is perhaps special and different from other belief. Others have added a rider to claim that there is a distinction between opinion and knowledge, and a fundamental difference between believing opinion and knowing knowledge, an issue that I will consider in Chapter 18. These people described the intellectualistic theory of belief. The theory has strong intuitive appeal, for it is natural for people to be confident that their beliefs are true, what we believe feels true. The theory is supported by some experts. Locke put it well when he wrote ‘Belief is the admitting or receiving any proposition for true, upon arguments or proofs that are found to persuade us to receive it as true, without certain knowledge that it is so.’ Modern authors who accept the theory include the neuroscientist Joseph Le Doux – ‘Believing, like all good higher cognitive functions, goes on up in the neocortical penthouse,’ and the philosophers Güven Güzeldere – ‘Beliefs are paradigmatic of cognitive states,’ and John Searle – ‘Indeed the proposition, construed as believed, just is identical with my belief. It is not the object of the belief.’




      The intellectualistic theory defines belief in terms of its cause, or what it supposes its cause to be. It holds that belief is caused by cognitive appraisal, and says that belief is the state or attitude that results when appraisal concludes that a proposition is probably true. It does not specify what this state or attitude is except in the vaguest terms. It is this gap that Searle is pasting over in his statement quoted above. The theory implies that the purpose of belief is to indicate truth.




      The most obvious difficulty with the intellectualistic theory is how to account for the high prevalence of irrational beliefs and beliefs that the believer cannot verify with evidence. These beliefs are often taken to include religious faith, myths, other unfounded shared beliefs, and the delusions of people with severe mental illness. A common response to this difficulty is to exclude these beliefs as special cases. Shared beliefs are excluded by the claim that they can be believed on authority without the need for evidence. Delusions are excluded because they are patently false, often bizarre, and unaffected by contrary evidence, and by the presumption that schizophrenia and severe depression are physical diseases and the delusions they cause are pathological products of a diseased brain.




      Many irrational and unverified beliefs are not covered by these exclusions. In 1991 a respected poll of adult Americans found that one person in four reported some belief in ghosts, one in four believed in telepathy, one in six believed they have communicated with a dead person, one in ten believed they have seen or been in the presence of a ghost, one in ten believed they have talked to the devil, one in seven believed they have seen a UFO, and one in four say they have some belief in astrology. Some readers may be surprised by these findings or even skeptical about them, but other surveys have found much the same thing. There is a well-known bias to believe that one’s own beliefs are more widely held than they really are.




      Even very intelligent people sometimes hold odd beliefs. Throughout his life Tolstoy believed Shakespeare’s plays were ‘insignificant’ and ‘empty.’ Freud, despite the dissuasion of his friends, believed the Earl of Oxford wrote Shakespeare’s plays. Kant never retracted his belief that all the planets are inhabited and the farthest planets have the best inhabitants. Sir Fred Hoyle, the eminent astronomer, believed that new species develop because life forms that fall to Earth from space cause mutations. The French philosopher Helvétius believed that all healthy infants were born with equal potential intelligence. The Nobel Prize winning physicist Lenard believed the theory of relativity was ‘mathematically botched-up’ and ‘now gradually falls to pieces.’ These beliefs may be aberrations, but they require explanation: the list could easily be made much longer.




      Everyone holds many beliefs that may be true but for which they cannot provide any proper evidence, which for convenience I call personally unverified beliefs. They are especially common concerning matters that do not have a single simple cause. The psychologist Deanna Kuhn showed how very frequent they are in her book The Skills of Argument. She and her colleagues asked people to state and then justify their beliefs about what causes prisoners to return to crime after their release from gaol, what causes children to fail in school, and why some people can’t keep steady employment. Less than half her subjects could give any genuine evidence for their beliefs, even their firmly held beliefs. College graduates did little or no better than people with only basic schooling. The believers often offered reasons for the beliefs that they did not pause to notice were inadequate. Often their reasons amounted to no more than an elaborated restatement of their belief, or they were unwarranted inductions based on only a few instances, or a single personal experience. Sometimes one reason was chosen on no valid basis from several obvious possible reasons.




      The simplest defence of the intellectualistic theory against the high prevalence of irrational and personally unverified beliefs is to suggest that people do their best to base their beliefs on evidence, but because evaluation of evidence is a difficult task many people of ordinary ability cannot manage to do it well. Many people do often evaluate evidence poorly, for reasons discussed in Chapter 5, but many erroneous beliefs are about simple matters and cannot be accounted for in this way.




      Another suggestion to explain irrational beliefs within the intellectualistic theory is called the intentionalistic theory. This proposes that the man who asserts a false belief is not irrational but intends to deceive himself, perhaps unconsciously, much as he might rationally intend to deceive another person by using deliberate lies. This explanation is claimed to apply to beliefs that concern issues that involve a conflict of values. It is plausible in some of the people who believe they have no feelings of racial prejudice though their behaviour suggests otherwise, in Tolstoy’s envious belief that Shakespeare’s plays are insignificant, and when a person protests too much about some issue. It does not seem applicable to most irrational beliefs. It also compromises the intellectualistic theory, since it acknowledges that personal values, not evidence, contribute to the causes of some beliefs.




      It is a common observation that different people often form different beliefs from the same evidence. This is another problem for the intellectualistic theory. The appraisal theory of belief accounts for this, provided the beliefs are within the bounds of reason. For various reasons people appraise the evidence differently. Differences in past experience, present circumstances, personality, and mood are prominent among these reasons. Prisoners and ex-prisoners are likely to appraise a controversial decision by the parole board differently from the general public and the victim’s family. People’s beliefs become pessimistic if they become depressed, and any man may believe one thing when he feels angry and another the next day when he feels forgiving. The flexibility of the appraisal theory is certainly more realistic than a strict or rigid intellectualistic theory, but it compromises the intellectualistic theory, since it acknowledges that other factors than evidence contribute importantly to the causes of some beliefs. There are indeed many other reasons for holding a belief, as later chapters will show. The intellectualistic theory concentrates on the most salient reason, to the neglect of other factors. This is a common bias in beliefs about complex matters (Chapter 16).




      The high prevalence of irrational and personally unverified beliefs is not the only difficulty the intellectualistic theory has to face. Another difficulty is the speed of belief. The theory allows for instant belief about familiar propositions, when belief can come from memory of the outcome of previous appraisal. With less familiar or more complex propositions the theory demands cognitive appraisal, which takes time. Yet belief often forms very quickly, faster than appraisal. There is a problem with the inability to withhold judgement. The theory requires that when a person does not have evidence about a proposition he or she should withhold judgement, which is to withhold belief. Also, while appraising a proposition a person should withhold judgement until appraisal is complete. People fail to do this: there is something involuntary about believing.




      Another difficulty is that we have beliefs that are not about propositions. These beliefs are not related to evidence in the usual sense of evidence. They come by a more direct process. Belief in our perceptions is an example. All our perceptions are monitored by the belief-disbelief system. We believe the lawn we are looking at is green. This is normally unnoticed and taken for granted. Evidence that it occurs comes from the effect of unexpected perceptions, which arouse doubt or disbelief that is noticed. Bertrand Russell commented ‘Beliefs of this class are what are called “judgments of perception” … Such beliefs display themselves when the expectations they arouse fail in any way.’ I suspect that our belief system monitors our feelings, thoughts, and actions, just as it monitors our perceptions. Again, we usually barely notice this mild assent, but we do notice surprise and doubt when the usual assent is denied by something out of character and unexpected: Why did that make me feel angry? Why did I do that? How could I have said something so stupid?




      The final difficulty concerns how people tell a belief from a mere thought. How are we able to distinguish so easily believing, or disbelieving, from merely entertaining the thought that the main reason prisoners return to crime is their social disadvantage? The intellectualistic theory has found this difficult to explain. The simplest suggestion is to propose that belief is signalled by some mental occurrence, perhaps a feeling. Most authors who hold the intellectualistic theory reject this suggestion for reasons presented below in the section on the difficulties faced by the feeling theory. Do we need to get a signal for belief? If we say there is no signal we can easily be led to eliminativism, as explained at the end of this chapter. The dispositional theory of belief makes a brave attempt to overcome this difficulty without resorting to eliminativism.
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