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Mary Douglas 

Pascal's Great Wager 

Mary Douglas, Pascal's Great Wager. — Starting with Pascal's arguments against skepticism, this essay seeks to locate within the social structure the niche in which radical skepticism tends to flourish. The Brahminicàl skeptical tradition is compared with Western idealist movements in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and with skeptical trends of today. A social position that combines considerable privilege with lack of influence in an arbitrarily powerful political system gives rise to moral contradictions and insoluble problems. In such a position a denial of the reality of the world indicates a level of thought in which intellectual coherence may be possible. The converse situation, where claiming authority and holding power seem feasible, is more compatible with affirmation of reality than with its negation. 

Mary Douglas, Le Pari de Pascal. — Partant des arguments pascaliens 
contre le scepticisme, cette étude cherche à situer au sein de la structure 
sociale la " niche " où fleurit sa forme radicale. La tradition sceptique du 
brahmanisme est comparée aux mouvements idéalistes occidentaux des 
xixe et xxe siècles ainsi qu'aux tendances contemporaines du scepticisme. 
Une position sociale qui allie des privilèges considérables à une absence 
d'influence dans un système politique de pouvoir arbitraire suscite des 
contradictions morales et des problèmes insolubles. Dans ce cas, le déni 
de la réalité doit se situer à un niveau de pensée où la cohérence intellectuelle 
peut être atteinte. A l'inverse, l'affirmation de la réalité s'accorde mieux 
avec une position qui permet de revendiquer l'autorité et le pouvoir. 

Although many religious minds are attracted by Pascal's argument 
for believing in the existence of God — it has been derided by logicians. 
So it seems good to draw the attention of the American Academy of 
Religion to a modern philosopher who defends it on purely logical grounds. 
This is Ian Hacking, expert in the theory of probability1. According to 
Hacking the principles of decision theory which Pascal used three hundred 
years ago have only recently been formulated, but even so, Pascal's logic 
is still impeccable. Betting on the probability of God's existence, wagering 

i. Hacking, Ian, The Emergence of Probability, Boston, Cambridge University 
Press, 1975. 

L'Homme, 93, janv.-mars 1985, XXV (1) , pp. 13-30. 



14 MARY DOUGLAS 

the constraints of religion against the libertine pleasures open to an 
unbeliever, betting on the incommensurability of a chance of heaven and 
a chance of damnation, Pascal stands centuries ahead on game theory 
and the technical analysis of rational choice — the founding ancestor of 
modern decision theory. 

Pascal recognized that the metaphysical proofs of God were based2 
on logical implication so remote from ordinary reasoning that they have 
little persuasive power against skepticism. He was specially concerned 
to argue a case for belief that would not rely on the authority of church 
doctors, nor upon the witness of the faithful, since these were already 
discredited by the skeptic. So he invented his wager. Modern decision 
theory requires an exhaustive list of the possible hypotheses of the way 
the world is, an inventory of possible decisions plus the different benefits 
from making a decision in all the possible various states of the world : 
from this the analyst can determine the decision most likely to pay off 
best. But Pascal ruled out observations of experimental data, since he 
would not consider reports of miracles either : this is the case of decision- 
making in face of uncertainty when no experiments are possible. To solve 
the problem he correctly used three separate arguments, called in the 
jargon, "dominance", "expectation", and "dominating expectation". 
Dominance applies when one course of action would be better, no matter 
what the world is like : there is more utility in preferring course A-i than 
any of the other actions : then course A-i is said to dominate. To bet that 
God does not exist, and to live as if that is what the world is like, will 
bring damnation if the bet turns out wrong. Since salvation is infinitely 
better than damnation, the dominance rule directs the bet in God's favor 
or rather in favor of living a life that is reckoned to win salvation — an 
important difference. Similarly for "expectation" and "dominating 
expectations", all three arguments indicate the decision to live by the 
rules of religion. All three arguments are valid in the sense that the 
conclusions follow from the premises. It is the premises that are hard to 
defend. 

This essay that starts with Pascal's wager has two objectivies, both 
rather different from Pascal's. One is to persuade some contemporary 
religious thinkers to be less disdainful of sociological principles and even 
to include them in their theological constructions of the world. The 
second is to use a sociological argument to locate the sources of skepticism. 
For these purposes, we do not need a survey of all the possible kinds of 
skepticism. It will not be necessary to distinguish the healthy skepticism 
of everyday life nor the methodological doubt of epistemology, nor the 

2. Pascal, Blaise, Pensées ̂ sur la religion et sur quelques autres sujets, edited by 
Louis Lafuma, Paris, Éditions du Luxembourg, 1951, Fragment : 190-381. 
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skepticism that underlies empirical inquiry in science. These are partial 
skepticisms that do not threaten discourse, rather they make it possible. 
The skepticism at issue is the same overall questioning of reality that 
Pascal himself attacked under the name of "pyrrhonisme". He used his 
decision-theory technique to found a reasoned basis for distinguishing 
reality from illusion. It was a foundational problem in philosophy which 
he sought to solve by defining first the nature of man, second, the 
certain prospect of death and third, a testing of all the different available 
paths for establishing a realist view against an acceptance of uncertainty. 
He included as hypotheses about possible states of the world the teachings 
of Judaism, Islam, Montaigne, the "dogmatists" and "academicians". 
Sorting them through, he decided that Christianity best meets the facts 
he finds established about the nature of man (a monster mixed of vileness 
and glory) and about the certainty of death. It was beside the point for 
Diderot to have remarked that the method of the wager could be used just 
as well to justify Islam. Pascal had carefully gathered up all the versions of 
the world and partitioned it exhaustively into two options : either there 
is no God, or there is a God whose characteristics are correctly reported 
by the Catholic Church. Hacking remarks that the strength of his logic 
is no help to his decisions if the partitioning of the universe is not well 
done. Is his list of possible hypothesis about the alternative states of the 
world exhaustive ? Supposing God was a Protestant ? Suppose He was 
not impressed by holy water and sacraments (or even suppose He 
disapproved of betting altogether ?) 

The argument below will focus not on God but on an anterior aspect of 
Pascal's partitioning : the issue of either believing in reality (especially 
in the reality of death) or of living in uncertainty about everything in life. 
He says : you are here, you are engaged in the game, you have to wager. 
To be indifferent, to try to withdraw from the game, is in itself a wager. 
Either conviction is possible or an all encompassing doubt wins the game. 
His real enemies are not the Protestants, Jews or Muslims, nor even the 
Jesuits and academicians against whom he inveighs, but the 
pronouncements of radical skeptics. In this choice of problem, he poses an option 
which is more contemporary than the choice between denominational 
religious forms. He thought that those especially charged in his time with 
expounding the claims of reason would never succeed without a modern 
argument. This essay assumes that scholars of today specialized in religion 
and philosophy will never even clarify their aims without a modern 
argument. Religious thinkers are not the only ones who shudder at the 
mention of sociological factors. Here it will be argued that their defense 
against historic waves of general skepticism loses its best arm by ignoring 
the sociological dimension. 
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Many students of religion display a bias against the idea that an 
individual human being receives and sustains his religious beliefs in a 
social medium. But can they seriously discount the possibility that God, 
having made man a social being, allows His Face to be seen only through 
a distorted lens, through the medium of the society which men 
themselves create ? To say Yes, belief and society go together, to concede this, 
would endorse a further element in Pascal's argument. For he did not 
think that belief comes by a decision to believe. At issue in his wager is 
the idea that belief comes by living in the company of believers. He did 
not discount social influences. So there is a further implication for 
theology : could it be that the virtuous activity of avoiding damnation could 
entail the activity of making the society which best images God ? It might 
also suggest that theology could not get far along its special path without 
studying that social medium through which God is known. And finally, 
on another tack, it is often remarked that an effect of the special distorting 
medium of our own contemporary society is to show each person related 
to God as an isolated individual. Theologians could well be under social 
constraints in this day and age to ignore the social support of belief and 
to emphasize the individual. If that seems plausible, then, paradoxically, 
those who most vehemently deny sociological determinism are by that 
very fact demonstrating their own intellectual dependence on shared 
prejudices of their society. 

Religious thinkers in our times agree in taking the difference between 
Eastern and Western traditions as the most distinctive variation in 
approaches to the divine. Pascal is highly relevant on this score. For the 
most striking difference between the two hemispheres is the strength of 
the skeptical tradition in the East and its weakness in the West. Different 
writers on religion have selected different elements to present the contrast 
of East and West, yet none has hitherto focused on this fundamental 
point. With the publication of Dreams, Illusions and Other Realities3, the 
focus is placed where it needs to be if discourse in the history of religion 
is not to remain in a separate sacred enclosure, fenced off from other 
major concerns of our times. In this new look, Wendy O 'Flaherty takes 
her own work on the interpretation of Hindoo mythology to a new depth 
by starting from the questions formulated by Ernest Gombrich : 

"Do all cultures make the same radical distinction between 'appearances' and 'reality' which our's have inherited from Plato ? 

Are their hierarchies the same ? In other words, do they necessarily 
accept the demand that contradictions must be ironed out and 

3. O'Flaherty, Wendy Doniger, Dreams, Illusions and Other Realities, Chicago, 
Chicago University Press, 1984. 
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that all perceptions that clash with beliefs must force us either 
to change our views of the 'objective world' or declare the 
perception to have been a subjective experience — an illusion ? "4 

She sees the history of dealing with this question in the West as a 
long and serious combat between Platonic idealism and Humean 
empiricism in which our legal system keeps coming in on the side of Hume. 
Here it will be argued that "What think ye of dreams ? " is the 
contemporary way of facing Pascal's two-pronged choice. Pascal's argument 
took the division between dreaming and waking as the touchstone5. To 
the reader in the Western tradition this always seems a little far-fetched : 
in sleep, we think that we are awake ; since we dream a lot, and since in 
dreaming, one dream often nests in another, is it not plausible that the 
other half of life in which we think we are awake is itself only a dream 
nested in the other dreams ? Then death will be a wakening. All the flow 
of time and the flow of life and the sensation of various bodies, these 
different thoughts which disturb us, perhaps are they all illusions like the 
flow of time in our dreams. Who knows whether this other half of our 
lives in which we think we are awake is another sleep a bit different from 
the first ? These are the very questions which the Indian literature on 
dreaming poses dramatically and worryingly. That tradition presents to us 
the logical development which Pascal wished to refute. 

In Hindoo and Buddhist thought, the doctrine of illusion is the single, 
clearest, distinguishing mark setting apart the Eastern and Western 
traditions. Western philosophers have been arguing with radical 
skepticism from the beginning of the philosophical record. But here it is a 
suppressed vein of thought, while in the East it is a dominant one. 

Often the skeptical question is presented to us if it only concerns the 
reality of particular experiences, something about stubbing toes on hard 
objects and feeling it hurt. Such a presentation is but a prelude to a facile 
dismissal. More fairly, the question is not about particular realities or 
certainties ; it is Pascal's question of how to have confidence in speaking 
about reality in general. It is a technical question about how to establish 
a position without depending on another position that equally needs 
defence and that defence depending on another and so on, opening up 
infinite regress. 

Of course, if you want discourse to proceed, it is easy to agree to avoid 
the whole issue of foundations. Some truce between the skeptic and his 
opponent can always be arranged if they so desire. They can easily agree 

4. Gombrich, E., "Illusion and Art", in E. H. Gombrich and R. L. Gregory, 
eds., Illusion in Nature and Art, London, Duckworth, 1973 : 193-243. 

5. Pascal, op. cit., Fragment : 131-246. 
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on a conventional appeal to authority or to self-evidence. But it is a 
patched up truce liable to break down. The Western philosopher's favorite 
recourse tends to be the announcement that it has to be possible : to deny 
the possibility of discourse is to fall. into absurdity. Or else the matter is 

settled by convicting the skeptic of inconsistency. The skeptic is repeating Parmenides' ancient paradox : if he says that all utterances are empty, 

then his own utterance is empty too. Hilary Putnam, who takes these 
questions seriously, seems to feel that it is a strong argument to declare 
that total relativism's inconsistency is a truism6. He quotes for two kinds 
of inconsistency : Quine and Davidson argue that a consistent relativist 
has excluded the possibility of treating others as speakers or thinkers at 
all, while Plato and Wittgenstein argue that a consistent relativist is not 
even entitled to treat himself as a speaker or thinker. Reading these 
philosophers, it is clear that the power of total relativism and of other 
radical forms of skepticism should be easy to defuse. The logical arguments 
against allowing a conversation to be interrupted in their name are 
strong. 

However, if the skeptic does not particularly want there to be a 
discourse, or at least does not want to assert any thesis of his own, his 
skeptical position is unassailable. As Dr. Matilal remarks, quoting the 
Buddhist skeptic, Nagarjuna : Radical skepticism is feasible, but not 
stateable : if it is stated, it falls into contradiction7. But in the Eastern 
tradition, there is nothing wrong with being silent. Buddhism applauds 
silence. This skeptical philosophy is compatible with religious doctrines 
of non-commitment or non-attachment. Skepticism itself cannot be a 
doctrine ; it can be a practice which is valued explicitly in the Eastern 
tradition because it leads to religious insight. It makes way for a mystical 
experience of the grounds of truth. 

In the West, we have Hume's philosophical skepticism, but as Wendy 
O'Flaherty says, it is usually worked on behalf of empirical reality. 
Whatever else may be said of Hume, it cannot be claimed that he laid the 
cornestone for a great mystical tradition. Something has been at work in 

6. Putnam, Hilary, Reason, Truth and History, Cambridge, Cambridge University- 
Press, 1981 : 124. 

7. Matilal, Bimal Krishna, "The Logical Illumination of Indian Mysticism", 
An Inaugural Lecture delivered before the University of Oxford, Oxford, 
Clarendon Press, 1977. See also The Navya-Nyaya Doctrine of Negation, and 
The Semantics and Ontology of Negative Statements in Navya-Nyaya Philosophy , 
Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Press, 1968. Matilal demonstrates that 
the Indian philosophers who founded a school of logic on the principle of 
negation were as rigorously rational as the analytic schools of the West and 
that their philosophy, by challenging other schools, forced them to organize 
their thought systematically. The Indian « mystical philosophers » were serious 
professionals whose writing was intended to be available to rational discussion, 
and whose logic is inherently the same as Western logic. 
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the Western religious experience and its philosophical history that directs 
our skeptical resources into different channels. 

We can try to construct some sort of overall scheme for comparing 
religions of the world. Some scale that relates the degree of skepticism to 
the desire to maintain a community of discourse would be a start. First, 
at one end of the scale we would place unquestioned belief : here we would 
expect to find many so-called primitive religions, and also many parishes 
and dioceses of so-called advanced civilizations. The basic idea is that 
questioning and doubt can be held in check only by a strong institutional 
structure. Here, by definition then, religion would be directly engaged 
with the social order, legitimating the social machinery, making 
community commitments manifest8. 

In the middle of this scale, we would place those religions whose 
teachings are both constested and defended in a pluralist society. The 
challenge to explain and define forces axiomatization. Loose, doctrinal 
threads will be stitched back, concepts stretched and new verbal formulae 
sought to meet the needs of dialogue. In this middle part of the scale, the 
religion stands in sophisticated engagement with the social world. In its 
historic controversies, Christianity gives abundant instances of how the 
pressure to create one unified church authority is related to the pressure 
to axiomatize the elements of belief, allowing for private doubt but 
requiring that the community of discourse be protected by a political 
effort at consensus. 

The last point in the scale would be represented by full scale 
skepticism. By this reckoning, the Eastern religions would be way ahead of 
Christianity. Sustained skepticism is a feasible stance for those who do 
not expect to command or unify society, but stand apart from it. Belief/ 
skepticism patterns have much to do with the claims of power and revolt 
against its claims. 

The rest of the argument leads us to examine the social conditions 
which foster general radical skepticism. Then we should take account of 
skeptical movements in the West at this present time. Then, finally, we 
can raise questions for religious philosophy. Peter Berger9 maintains that 
Jerusalem (made to represent Western Religion) should now turn towards 
Benares (representing Eastern Religion). Louis Dumont10 holds that 

There are many situations in which neither the words "believe" nor "disbelieve" 
apply. See : Pouillon, Jean, "Remarques sur le verbe 'croire'", in M. Izard 
& P. Smith, eds., La Fonction symbolique. Essais d'anthropologie, Paris, 

Gallimard, 1979 ("Bibliothèque des Sciences humaines"). 
Berger, Peter, The Heretical Imperative : Contemporary Possibilities of Religious 
Affirmation, Garden City, NJ, Anchor Press, 1979. 
Dumont, Louis, Homo hierarchicus . Essai sur le système des castes, Paris, 
Gallimard, 1966 ("Bibliothèque des Sciences humaines"). 
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Western political thought suffers by having let go off the concept of 
hierarchy which is still understood in the East. But neither recognizes 
that the critically distinctive element of Eastern philosophy, its 
skepticism, has arrived here in the West already and is thriving. 

Espousing a fully skeptical philosophy leads to non-attachment, and 
vice versa, non-attachment permits a skeptical philosophy. In recognizing 
this we have a principle for tracing the wavering movements in 
Christianity away from or towards skepticism. In theology the crucial relation is 
that held to obtain between divine and human life. If the teaching is that 
they are very remote from each other, the divine an altogether unreach- 
able, unknowable element, impossibly distant from and superior to 
humanity, then we have the beginning of a religious discourse that can 
move to a second doctrine, that the human experience is necessarily so 
inferior that it can hardly be credited with reality compared with the 
divine ; then, the latest stages of the religious discourse can progressively 
downgrade the human sphere so that nothing that happens in it is of any 
significance except in so far as it enables the human being to escape into 
the superior element, at whatever cost. This religious discourse can 
proceed either apart from, or at the expense of, the political community 
to which it can lend no support. 

Our skepticism scale for comparing religions draws on a relation 
presumed to hold between the believer and the source of agreed authority. 
In the first (and the lowest) class, that of unquestioning belief, there are 
no cracks in the consensual system ; in the second class, that of challenged 
and defended belief, emerging threats to community authority are seen as 
such and battened down. In the third and last class, belief just stands 
apart from authority. 

Let us glance now at the subversive energies that lie dormant in 
religious doctrines on the nature of reality. Anyone new to this line of 
reasoning may question whether the protagonists in religious 
controversies fully recognize that authority it as stake. There is a tradition in 
the Humanities that assumes that ontological doubts are purely 
intellectual. To answer this tradition, ask whether a debater who proposes 
even a small doubt about the line separating reality from illusion can 
know that he has his hand on a powerful weapon. The answer is Yes, 
everyone knows and knows at once. Just imagine yourself in the unlikely 
situation of being confronted by a student who is never rebellious or even 
rude, but who seems to lack commitment to his studies. All he says to 
counter your rebukes is that sorrows and joys are ephemeral ; grades and 
reports likewise ; all material things are passing or illusory. Then nothing 
you can say matters. As an experienced pedagogue, you can see a mile off 
that if you concede, you have lost your grip on your class. No need for the 
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gentle student to accuse the teacher of being materialist, or to be impolite 
in any way ; it is disruptive enough to authority to insist on the supremacy 
of spiritual values. 

This is the context in which to appreciate the Christological debates 
of the second century. Witness, for example, the contest between Irenaeus 
of Lyons against the Gnostics : Irenaeus clearly knew that loss of concre- 
teness and materiality meant loss of authority. On every issue, the 
Gnostics would spiritualize, philosophize ; they also knew that a shift away 
from the direct personal relation between God and his people, that is 
the distinctive feature of biblical Judaism, would be a strategic shift in 
evading control. Laeuchli, in The Language of Faith11, says that the 
concept of God the Father is used four hundred times in the New 
Testament. In Gnostic discourse the term is expanded to include Mother as 
well as Father; thus it loses some rather definite cognitive contours. 
When Fatherhood/Motherhood becomes part of the scheme of cosmic 
layers in which the universe is evolving, the discourse is also moved up 
into higher levels of abstraction. Again, in the New Testament the term 
"righteousness" is equivalent to Justice. The Gnostics give it a different 
sense in which Justice means equality and equality means universality : 
thus justice becomes separated from day to day ethics and non-ethical 
justice is absorbed into the abstract theorizing about natural cycles of the 
universe. And again, in the Old Testament God addresses Israel as a 
nation, as a political unit, as a land. But the Gnostics would not accept 
the Old Testament verse (Psalms 24 : 1) : "The earth is the Lord's and 
the fullness thereof." For the Gnostic, the earth was definitely not the 
Lord's, quite the contrary. The whole idea made no sense to one who 
thought of salvation as mental and mystical redemption. Ireaneus argued 
against their over-philosophizing and oyer-cerebralizing. He was 
defending a more directly, concrete and personally immediate religion. Laeuchli 
shows him to be fighting for each word, not so much for the word but for 
its particular placement in the structure that was even then perceived as 
the essentially Christian doctrine. 

The early and continuing Christological crises are never finally settled. 
What think ye of Christ ? Man or God ? Is it obscenely blasphemous to 
suppose the two natures, divine and human, spiritual and material, could 
be combined — or is it an inoffensive, central, necessary doctrine ? 
Historians who trace the parting of the ways between Eastern and 
Western thought write as if both traditions once shared a common 
primitive viewpoint and at a critical moment diverged. The skepticism 
scale which I am here inviting you to use suggests that the major issues of 

11. Laeuchli, S., The Language of Faith : Introduction to the Semantic Dilemma 
of the Early Church, NY, Abingdon Press, 1962. 
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authority and resistance are always capable of being translated into a 
choice between spiritualizing and concretizing philosophies. The question 
then is not to search for the historical origin but for the best analysis of 
the political conditions which enable one vision to win over its opposite. 

In a great essay on the genesis of the distinctive Western attitudes, 
Louis Dumont12 goes back to the very early Church, noting the views of 
the Fathers on the State, on slavery and private property. He finds in 
the early Church an ambivalent attitude to secular life : to the faithful 
soul embarked on life's pilgrimage the world is both an obstacle to, and 
a necessary condition of, salvation. The life of the world was neither denied 
nor rejected, just relativized by comparison with the beatific vision of 
God in paradise. The hierarchical scheme allowed great latitude in 
principles of government. The sport on which Dumont wants to put his 
finger, the denning point for the beginnings of our Western tradition, is 
the point at which the relation between persons and persons yields pride 
of place to the relation between persons and things. In the early view the 
things can only be means of or hindrances to salvation ; they hardly 
counted in the hierarchy compared with relations between persons, sets 
of beings made in the image of God. In our own days the crucial 
relationships have become economic (that is the relation between persons and 
things) and the hierarchy of values has disappeared under a homogenizing 
common denominator — material wealth. This trend is an instance of 
the many philosophies which dichotomize the universe between spiritual 
and material : sometimes a balance is held, sometimes the spiritual comes 
out on top, sometimes the material wins. 

At the beginning of the 4th century, the emperor Constantine 
converted to Christianity. Then Christian thinkers (I am still following Dumont) 
were faced with a formidable problem. They could no longer devalue the 
State and the world as they had done heretofore. The State made a step 
towards the Church, and the Church had to take some responsibility for 
the secular world. Then followed frictions, disputes about doctrine, the 
pressure to axiomatize, resolved by denouncing heresy or by efforts to 
reconcile the different traditions of Alexandria and Antioch. There appears 
a dominant social and political concern to unify. Dumont writes : 

" II est remarquable que la plupart de ces débats aient été centrés 
sur la difficulté de concevoir et de formuler correctement l'union 
du Dieu et de l'homme en Jésus-Christ. Or c'est là ce qui nous 
apparaît rétrospectivement comme le cœur, le secret du 
christianisme considéré dans tout son développement historique, soit, en 
termes abstraits, l'affirmation d'une transition effective entre 

12. Dumont, Louis, Essais sur l'individualisme. Une perspective anthropologique 
sur l'idéologie moderne, Paris, Le Seuil, 1983 : 46-47. 
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l'au-delà et ce monde, entre l' extra-mondain et l'intra-mondain, 
Y Incarnation de la Valeur."13 

In its distinctive unfolding, Louis Dumont sees two crucial moments 
in the turning of the Western tradition away from hierarchy. The 
first was the 4th-century conversion of the Roman Emperor and the 
consequent establishment of the Church. This in itself did not cause the 
hierarchical doctrine which balanced priestly and kingly power to be 
abandoned, but caused it to be very carefully enunciated. But at the 
second point, in the mid-century, the Pope conferred on the Frankish king 
the role of protector and ally of the Roman Church : almost a treaty 
between princes ; and then in 800 AD, Leo III crowned Charlemagne 
emperor in St. Peter's, Rome. The Popes now arrogated to themselves a 
supreme political function ; they made territorial claims on their own 
behalf ; in a later stage they could be conceived of as delegating temporal 
power to the emperor. By taking over this material world in the name of 
the spiritual one, by so nakedly throwing in its lot with political power, the 
Church led Western thought to abandon hierarchical principles. 
Paradoxically, it started the West on the slippery slope of subordinating the 
spiritual to the material which Dumont elaborately traces out, 
culminating in the rise in the 18th and 19th centuries of economic theory, our own 
special contribution to the cultural history of the world. 

Something about the commitment to ordering and organizing other 
people is incompatible with nihilism, relativism, romantic idealism and 
radical skepticism. Cultural commitment in itself explains nothing, it is 
that which is to be explained. Weberian sociologists are often content to 
explain religious variation by reference to the spirit of the culture. But 
this tautology does not help to explain the great divergence between the 
Eastern and the Western traditions. If we are to follow up the explicit 
connection between the Western experience of empire and the Christian 
Incarnational theology14, we should take account of the sheer physical 
difficulty of laying the Indian subcontinent under unified control. There 
can be physical conditions so hostile to sustained political order that 
dominion is virtually impossible however strong the commitment may be. 
The Moguls had a great period of Empire ; then, between their reign and 
the British Empire, there was a history of numerous local princedoms ; 
of ephemeral, arbitrary power ; a history of local dynasties under attack 
and overthrown. We should also recall the sanskritizing success of the 
Brahmins15, their universal spiritual hegemony and their self-denying 

13. Ibid. : 51. 
14. Gauchet, Marcel, "Fin de la Religion ?", Le Débat, 1984, 28 : 155-175. 
15. Srinivas, M. N., "A Note on Sanskritization and Westernization", The Far 

Eastern Quarterly, August 1956, XV (4) : 481-496. 
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exclusion from exercise of power. After a hundred years of Marxist 
criticism of ideology, the beliefs and values of Western intellectuals are 
rather well documented16. Their tendency to cerebralize and spiritualize 
the glaring social abuses of the day, though tempting a comparison with 
Eastern philosophy, is generally given separate treatment from the 
Brahmin : the differences seem overwhelming because one is the product 
of the Capitalist and the other of the Caste system. If we compare the 
position in which the Brahmins express their commitment to hierarchy, 
we see them in helpless contemplation of arbitrary power, wedged between 
rulers and exploited masses. These are the conditions of the intellectuals 
of Western Capitalism against whom Joseph Schumpeter inveighs17. 
Their discontent and unrealism sprang, he argues, from their being 
trapped without esteem or dignified employment between the ruling class and 
the populace whose cause they espoused in furthering their own quest for 
higher status. Harsher than Schumpeter's measured condemnation, 
George Orwell18 reviles the English "highbrow with his domed forehead 
and stalklike neck", and the "irresponsible carping of people who have 
never been and never expect to be in a position of power", and the 
"emotional shallowness of people who live in a world of ideas and have 
little contact with reality", and above all — "their severance from the 
common culture of the country" — their lack of concern for injustice. 
His diagnosis also depends on the relative shift in opportunities for 
employment : while the Empire was expanding there were rewards for 
ambitious men. In the stagnation of empire when the educated found 
themselves unesteemed, they denied political realities, espoused 
contradictory and impossible projects and cherished ultramontane loyalties. 

Compare these fragmentary images of the post World War I 
intelligentsia in Europe with Isaiah Berlin's great essay on the young Russian 
radicals of the 1830-1840's19. This is too early a date for Capitalism. The 
framework is the sheer weakness and arbitrary cruelty of the political 
system. The Russian intelligentsia were members of a dedicated order, 
almost a secular priesthood. On the one hand, they had glimpsed a new 
social order in the West, on the other, the government of the nation 
became progressively more difficult. As the gulf between people and rulers 
widened, the repression by the ruling elite became more harsh. Between 
the oppressors and the oppressed, a small, cultivated French-speaking 

16. Shils, Edward, The Intellectuals and the Powers and Other Essays, Chicago, 
University of Chicago Press, 1972. 

17. Schumpeter, Joseph, Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy, New York, Harper 
Bros, 1942. 

18. Orwell, George, "Your England", in Colin Bell & Sol Encel, eds., Inside 
the Whale, New York, Pergamon, 1978. 

19. Berlin, Isaiah, in Henry Hardy & Aileen Kelly, eds., Russian Thinkers, 
New York, Viking Press. 
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class became painfully aware of the gap between Russia and the West, 
and of the difference between justice and injustice and of their own stake 
in the regime which too hasty reform might easily overturn : "Some were 
reduced to cynicism, some to noble eloquence and futile despair. " Berlin 
identifies three social categories under Czar Nicholas 1st : a dead, 
oppressive government hindering change, the vast mass of the population, 
wretched, weak and ignorant peasants and this small, educated class, the 
intelligentsia. Their ideas came to them from German Romanticism. 

"For anyone who was young and idealistic in Russia in 1830 and 
1840, or simply human enough to be depressed by the social 
conditions of this country, it was comforting to be told that the 
appalling evils of Russian life — the ignorance and poverty of 
the serfs, the illiteracy and hypocrisy of the clergy, the corruption, 
inefficiency, brutality, arbitrariness of the governing class, the 
pettiness, the sycophancy, and the inhumanity of the merchants 
— that the entire barbarous system, according to the sages of 
the West, was a mere bubble on the surface of life. It was ultimately 
unimportant, the inevitable attribute of the world of appearances 
which seen from a superior vantage point, did not disturb the 
deeper harmony" (Berlin, op. cit. : 142). 

A dominant element in the German romantic movement was to 
transpose Spinoza's science into aesthetic terms, to conceive of life as an 
artistic creation of some cosmic deity — to convert it from a scientific to 
a mystical or transcendental view of life and history. 

What do these varied scenarios imply about the conditions for 
skeptical philosophy ? Radical skepticism may flourish where an elite, 
educated and privileged, is faced with unacceptable arbitrary power, and 
is helpless to challenge it. Any equilibrium between spiritual and temporal 
authority is probably a precarious ideal, precarious in the East where it 
topples over to a fully idealized philosophy and precarious in the West 
where it topples to a materialist individualized philosophy. On this 
approach, the toppling could be reversed temporarily in either direction, 
according to the scope for effective responsibility perceived by the 
educated elite. 

At this point, looking round at ourselves, we find the whole Western 
scene is changed. Instead of a repressed minority, the idealists — 
sympathetically drawn by Berlin, excoriated by Schumpeter, derided by 
Orwell — are now in the ascendent. When a pragmatic ruling class 
governed the inarticulate masses, the mainstream philosophers denounced 
radical skepticism wherever it reared its head : absurd, inconsistent, 
impossible, incoherent, unfeasible, nihilistic and so on. Thus they saved 
the cause of reason. But now those philosophers say those same things 
in vain. 
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Anthropologists have always been attracted to cultural relativism and 
I do not doubt that they have relished the iconoclastic threat20. Their 
doubts were never really threatening to the established order. The 
cutting edge of relativism today, as Hilary Putnam puts it21, derives 
explicitly from Marx, Freud and Nietzsche. They taught us that "Below 
what we are pleased to regard as our most profound spiritual and moral 
insight lies a seething cauldron of power drives, economic interests, and 
selfish fantasies." All ideology is now dubbed as culture-relative, with a 
set of unconscious, guiding assumptions whose determinants are non- 
rational. In vain does Putnam protest : "If all argument were mere 
rationalization, it would make no sense either to argue for or to hold any 
views."22 He is accusing the relativists of the most fundamental paradox 
of all. Naming Kuhn, Feyerabend and Foucault as the leaders, Putnam 
frankly identifies the politically subversive intent : 

"... while Kuhn has increasingly moderated his view, both 
Feyerabend and Michel Foucault have tended to push it to extremes. 
There is something political in their minds : both Feyerabend and 
Michel Foucault link our present institutionalized criteria of 
rationality with capitalism, exploitation, and even with sexual 
repression. Clearly there are many divergent reasons why people are 
attracted to extreme relativism today, the idea that all existing 
institutions are bad being one of them."23 

Without going to the extremists in the philosophy of science, we 
cannot avoid hearing a parallel tale in every branch of social knowledge. 
Economics experiences a profound methodological upheaval. Tests of 
scientific method are applied to economic theory and it fails ; its once 
vaunted predictions are mocked ; its assumptions severely exposed to 
philosophic doubt, its proofs relegated to mere rhetoric24. Historiography 
now holds a more important place than straight history. Political 
philosophy finds its theory of representation built on Arrow's inescapable 
paradox. Jurisprudence is ferociously engaged in a debate on the 
legitimacy of law25. Literary theory would transform all human experience 
to the statuts of texts — an extreme idealist position26. The philosophers 
of science are at the center of the storm. Science is based on a collection 
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of provisional statements. The logicians themselves have abandoned their 
claims to be able to found rational discourse in reason, and also the claim 
to identify analytic self-evident truths. On all sides radical skepticism is 
advancing. Scholars in religious studies would be recluses indeed not to 
have heard that a crisis of epistomology is here. What think ye of dreams ? 
What do scholars in religion feel about secular skepticism ? They ought to 
feel liberated. It is as if they have been imprisoned since the 16th century 
behind a wall built to keep out the dragon of scientific objectivity. But 
now science and religion are no longer polarized by two distinctive kinds of 
reasoning. Not only the religious believers need to make a leap of faith. 
Not only religion lacks rational foundation — but every intellectual 
enterprise whatsoever is exposed to the merciless, skeptical inquiry : 
"How do you know ? By what authority ?" And the answers lead back 
in infinite regress or run in self-referencing circles. The dragon has expired 
in its own poisonous exhalations. But there is no victory. Radical 
skepticism could yet defeat us all. 

Should we rejoice at being liberated by the triumphal on-sweep of 
radical skepticism ? Does not more sophistication seem preferable to 
less ? Is it not a position of advantage to throw doubt on earlier scholars' 
simplemindedness ? Do they not seem like schoolboys, scrambling for 
grades in a well-defined world of textbook heroes and comic baddies ? 
"Never glad confident morning again ! " Clifford Geertz sighs, half 

regretfully, comparing his own doubts with the earlier generation of British 
anthropologists who worked, after all, in a framework of Empire27. 

On the one hand, Western incarnational theology, with its will to 
consecrate institutions and make them work, tips easily towards 
materialist values. On the other hand, the Eastern doctrine of illusion, 
despairing of good institutions, easily tips towards privileged withdrawal. 
Choose the more sophisticated path if you will. As you do so, we shall 
hear you invoking metaphors of ritual cleanness. You will separate 
yourselves from dirty politics, and look down on those crude officers of 
public administration, whose minds such complicated doubts would never 
cross. They have a vested interest in legitimacy and so in the possibility 
of rational discourse. It is only the excluded elite who seriously entertain 
radical doubt and allow it to subvert the enterprise of communication. 

In what sense do we form an excluded elite ? If discourse be possible, 
that is the first question to ask. Have we chosen to withdraw from the 
murky paths of politics and power ? Or do inherent processes in the 
machine of government exclude us, as they excluded the Russian 
intelligentsia and the European intellectuals ? If we are excluded against our 

27. Geertz, Clifford, "Slide Show, Evans-Pritchard's African Transparencies", 
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will, then who are the tyrannical rulers squeezing us between their minions 
and the toiling masses they oppress ? At the national level parallel does 
not hold up well. But new communications technology has expanded the 
boundaries of effective influence from nation state to hemisphere. From 
the north facing southward, we cannot miss the inarticulate, miserably 
poor millions of oppressed. From north to south the analogy is startling. 
Yes — we are as keenly attached to our privileged status as any 
Brahmins ; aware of collective guilt and indulging in idealist rhetoric as much 
as the Russian intelligentsia and just as despairing about the injustices 
committed in our name. I am not sure if we are excluded involuntarily, 
though I can see the imponderable machineries which we individually 
cannot influence. We are wedged between inhuman rulers and suffering 
masses. I am also convinced that if we all choose the path to subjective 
idealism there will be no sustained intellectual support or "group-wise"28 
intelligent effort to heal the widening divisions. 

There is another choice. Philosophers of religion could take philosophy 
seriously. At this point, highly accredited inquirers into the nature of 
reasoning converge, in a new kind of response to radical skepticism. There 
is no way for protecting the claims for rational foundations of discourse. 
The ground rules (that is the conditions for knowledge) cannot be tested 
and proved in the same way as discourse itself is tested. The step-by-step 
construction of a logical argument, correctly performed, leads to valid 
conclusions. But though valid, the conclusions may not be accepted as 
true. (Remember how Pascal was criticized for the way in which he 
categorized the universe.) The question of foundations is about acceptable 
categories, not about valid logic. So what does acceptability depend 
upon ? 

One by one the great logicians of our day are reluctantly coming out 
with the same kind of answer. The ultimate and only authority for the 
way the universe is divided up has to be the community. For Wittgenstein 
it is the community making rules for its life in common. For Quine it is 
the speech community which settles issues of sameness and identity by 
assigning items of the world to words and words to classes29. Putnam 
admits appeal to cultural acceptability : "... our world is a human world, 
and what is conscious and not conscious, what has sensations and what 
doesn't, what is qualitatively similar to what and what is dissimilar, are all 
dependent ultimately on our human judgements of likeness and 
difference. "30 Nelson Goodman says of acceptability that since it "involves 
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inductive validity, which involves right categorization, which involves 
entrenchment, habit must be recognized as an integral ingredient of 
truth"31. Each of these philosophers is laying emphasis on the community 
processes for shaping the building blocks for its own logical discourse. First 
there begins a community engagement in a form of social intercourse : its 
usages entrench certain categories or ways of sorting ; the entrenchment in 
community life gives rise to acceptable categorization upon which logical 
arguments are founded. Community is not separable from logic : the 
mistake was to suppose logic had an independent existence, held up by 
its own bootstraps32. The foundations of rational discourse are found in 
community commitment to stability and coherence. 

The argument seems to point in terrifying directions. We know that 
historical communities have founded their logic upon an utterly 
reprehensible categorization of the world. Is this a reason for not daring to look 
at the process by which acceptable categories are shaped and then 
entrenched ? One can forgive the logicians for stopping, having come thus 
far. But the scholars in religion should surely see the advantages to their 
work of following it through. Their own professional interests should 
encourage them in a program of researching into how the faces of God 
are formed in the social process of sorting out the world. In that process 
there is always some fiduciary element, underwriting the prior assent 
which discourse needs. It is not only assent to arguments. Anyway 
arguments can be and are publicly contested by logic. Assent to the kinds 
of building blocks that logic can use emerges from hidden social processes 
that anthropologists uncover and which are of prime relevance to the 
study of religion. 

Logician's reflections on the grounds of reasoning are not so remote 
and specialized that philosophers of religion can credibly stand aside. In 
a new context, Pascal's argument holds still. If they stay within their 
protective fortress, still imagining the fight between science and religion 
is being waged outside, they will likely be overwhelmed by the great 
waves of skepticism and they will not even recognize the new argument 
about religion that is pressing to be formulated. 

If Pascal felt that the metaphysical proofs of the existence of God 
were too complicated, he would feel the same about current attempts to 
prove the foundations of rational thought. How would he constitute the 
terms of a modern wager ? I am not enough skilled in decision theory to 
marshall the arguments for a bet on reality versus illusion, on the like- 
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lihood of a sharp difference between waking and dreaming. To my naive 
eye the probable value of deciding to live by a simple faith in reality 
seems high. Finally, Pascal's bet was not about deciding to believe, as is 
commonly thought, but about deciding to live as if one believed, to live in 
the community of other believers. Either way he considered the decision 
would be validated to the extent that belief or disbelief would follow upon 
the choice of human company. 

Northwestern University, Evanston, Illinois, USA 
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