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MR. HARE ON THEOLOGY AND FALSIFICATION

I wish to make some brief comments on Mr. Richard Hare’s contribution
to the now celebrated discussion on ‘ Theology and Falsification’, which
first appeared in  University * (Winter 1950).1 Mr. Hare’s paper was a
general defence of religion written in reply to the papers of his fellow sym-
posiasts, Professor Anthony Flew and Mr. P. Nowell.8Smith, who hoth
maintained that theclogical utterances cannot be assertions because they
are not falsifiable. Mr. Hare concedes that they are not assertions and it
is this concession on the part of an avowed theist which has provoked the
following comments. They contain no suggestion as to how the theist is
to egcape such a concession ; what they attempt to show is that in Mr. Hare’s
case the concession has been made in vain since his general defence of religion
cannot withstand criticisam. T suspect that all defences of religion involving
this concession are similarly doomed and that theists must face the fact
that they make assertions and thereafter concentrate their intellectual
resources on the task of showing how their statements are to be understood.

Hare introduces his theory by means of a parable, ‘A certain lunatic ’,
he says, © is convinced that all dons want to murder him. His friends intro-
duce him to all the mildest and most respectable dons . . . and after each
of them has retired, they say, *“ You see, he does not really want to murder
you. . . ."”. But the lunatic replies, ** Yes, but that was only his diabolical
eunning ; he’s really plotting against me the whaole time. . . .. However
many kindly dons are produced the reaction is still the same. Now we say
that such a person is deluded. But what is he deluded about 4 . . . Let us
apply Flew's test to him. There iz no behaviour of dons that can be enacted
that he will accept as counting against his theory ; and therefore his theory,
on thig test, asserts nothing. But it does not follow that there is no differ-
ence between what he thinks about dons and what most of us think about
them. . . .". At this point Hare suggests the word ‘ blik ’ for that in which
the sane man differs from the lunatic. ‘ Flew has shown that a blik does
not consist in an assertion or in a system of them ; but nevertheless it is
very important to have the right bliks '. Bliks do not explain, Hare says ;
“but it is nevertheless true to say that, as Hume saw, without a blik there
can be no explanation ; for it is by our bliks that we decide what is and what
is not an explanation. Suppose we believed that everything that happened
happened by pure chance. This would not, of course, be an assertion ; for
it ig compatible with everything happening or not happening, and =o, inci-

'The most valuable parts of it have now heen republished in New Essays in Philo-
saphical Theology. Mr. Hare's contribution is to be found on pp. 99-103 of that volume.
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dentally, is ita contradictory. But if we had this belief, we should not be
able to explain or predict or plan anything. Thus, although we should not
he agserting anything different from those of a more normal belief, there
would be a great difference between us; and this is the sort of difference
that there is hetween those who really believe in God and those who really
dishelieve in Him '

I wish to make four comments on Hare's theory. In the first place, the
nation of a blik is an unsatisfactory one, for, if we base the conception on
Hare’s examples rather than upon the letter of his definition, there are
important logical differences between some bliks and others. Thus, * Every-
thing happens by chance’ and the madman's belief about dons, both of
which are said to be bliks, differ with respect to falsifiability. ‘ Everything
happens by chance * hag no tendency to collide with any matter of fact. The
madman’s blik is quite different. True, it can escape falsification ; but this
is only because the madman is obsessively intent on rescuing it, framing
blik-saving hypotheses whenever it seems to be in danger. Thus, when the
dons are nice to him he is aware that this tells against his blik ; he therefore
ascribes their kindness to diabolical cunning instead of accepting it at its
face value. His procedure is similar to that of a scientist who shores up a
favourite hypothesis with auxiliary hypotheses when the facts appear to
be undermining it. Bliks are therefore divisible into absolutely unfalsifiable
or pure bliks and artificially unfalsifiable or impure bliks. Pure bliks can
function only as bliks. But impure bliks can function either as bliks or as
assertions. This follows from what has just been said with regard to un-
falgifiability. Thus, ‘ Everything has a cause’ cannot function as an asser.
tion. On the other hand, it is easy to produce sentences that sometimes
function ag bliks and sometimes as assertions, Thus, if someone goes mad
and is heard to declare, ‘T am Socrates ’, to the rest of us this will simply
he untrue ; but to the lunatic himself it will be the blik of a lifefime, some-
thing he will defend with all the power of his pent-up intellectual engines,
launching whaole salvoes of hypotheses sooner than make his surrender to
common sense. Another logical difference between pure and impure bliks
ig that whereas the pure blik strictly fulfils the requirements of blikness as
laid down by Hare, the impure blik fails to fulfil them. Consider the blik
‘ Bverything has a cause’. This statement explains nothing but it does
provide us with a pattern of explanation. Now consider the madman’s
blik,  The dons want to murder me . Surely this blik itself explains as well
as enabling the madman t6 choose hetween possible explanations ? If the
dons are rough and menacing owing to a surfeit of the lunatic's company
their wish to murder him is adduced as an explanation ; but if they are
friendly their wish to murder him is used to choose between possible explana.
tions, that one being chosen which is most easily reconciled with the hlik,
Natice, too, that I said of the madman’s blik that it enahbled him to choose
between possible explanations and not that it enabled him to decide what
is and what is not an explanation. In this, too, it is unlike the pure
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blik ¢ Everything has a cause ’, for that blik does not simply offer us a rule
of preference ; it provides us with a means of deciding whether a statement
is ar is not an explanation. These differences are so important that even
in rough weather Mr. Hare should have known better than to hring them
all together under the umbrella of a single term.

Secondly, it is clear from what I have already said that the notion of
an impure blik is inadmissible ; for its toleration would force us to say that
an explanation ecan be unfalsifiable. Thus, the madman’s blik is used as
an unfalsifiable explanation when the dons show hostility. Purity must
therefore he enjoined on bliks—unless we are prepared fo say that explana-
tions ecan be unfalsifiable.

In the third place, it seems clear that theclogical utterances such as
‘God exists ' or ‘ God laoves us ’ are not pure hliks. Consider the sentence
‘ God exists’, which, for the moment, I assume to be a blik. At first glance
it is difficult to say whether ‘ God exists ' enables us to choose between
possible explanations. But it seems immediately obvious that it does not
enahble us to decide what is and what is not an explanation. As far as I can
see it can only affect our explanations by being consistent with some of
them and not with others ; and it can only do this if it is an impure blik,
i.e., one which is only artificially unfalsifiable. (Mr. Basil Mitchell iz surely
correct when he says ‘ the theologian . . . would not deny that the fact of
pain counts against the asgertion that God loves men. This very incompati-
bility generates the most intractable of theolagical problems—the problem
of evil >.2 Nothing could be more chvious than that if ‘ God loves us ' is
unfalsifiable, it is artificially unfalsifiable). Therefore, unless we are prepared
to allow impurity in bliks, this forces ns to say that it cannot be a blik at all.

Finally, if we overrule the apparently insuperable objection to impure
bliks and say that theological utterances such as ‘ God loves ns * are hliks
of this kind, we create very serious difficulties for any religion such as Chris-
tianity, which calls on us to make a number of historical assertions, any of
which may be falsified. The problem is how to effect 2 logical patchwork—
or how to arrange a harmonious marriage between the unfalsifiable and that
which must be declared an honest woman. And one can never make it
easy to live with the unfalsifiable. Furthermiore, impure bliks are dangerous,
showing a strong tendency to pass on the contagion of blikness to hypotheses
which have too much to do with them. This c¢an be illustrated in connexion
with the madman's blik. We say to him, ‘ A is 2 don and he was friendly to
you’. ‘Nat at all’, says the lunatic, ‘ he’s brimming with diabolical cun-
ning ’. We hasten to deny this, producing abundant evidence of the kindli-
ness of A's nature. At this point the hypothesis that A is diabolically cun-
ning succumbs to blikness and there is the usual gush of saving hypotheses.
But if we fasten on these they too become infected until eventually every-
thing falsifiable in the madman’s world has perished in a plague of galloping

IWNew Escays on Philosophical Thealogy, p. 108,
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blikness. It is only too likely, therefore, that when the attempt is made to
link our religious bliks to allegedly historical occurrences—as Christianity
would oblige us to do—the historical assertions will degenerate into bliks,
And this, of course, cannot fail to give rise to further problems, e.g., that
of providing reasons for holding that such and such events, or alleged events,
are really bliks and not the straightforward historical oceurrences they always
seemed to be.

T canclude, therefore, that if the religious man must retreat under pressure
fram such critics as Flew and Nowell-Smith, the defence lines propased by
Hare offer him no security.

H. J. N. HorsBURCH
Australion National University.



