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PROVING THEIS1\1: REFLECTIONS ON
GEORGE SCHLESINGER'S RELIGION AND
SCIENTIFIC iVIETHOD

I
To many sophisticated religious thinkers, trying to prove that
God exists is an outdated -enterprise, doomed to failure. There

is no prpof of God's existence, such thinkers say; whatever argument or evidence is advanced, atheists will ciontinue to disbelieve and theists will continue to believe. Many of them wbuld
say that whether one believes in God is a purely personal matter

- what makes one person adopt religion (e.g., the beauty and
grandeur of the visible world) leaves others unmoved, while

what leads another person to renounce religion (e.g., the atrocities of the Holocaust) serves only to strengthen the conviction
of some others.
But as soon as we start thinking seriously about the question
of whether God exists and how we could possibly come to know
one way or the other, or even justify our belief, we run into
problems. The problems are not merely that, as George Schlesinger remarks at the beginning of his book, Religion and Scientific

Method, "with the immense success of modem science it has
generally been accepted that the only way to acquire knowledge
is by the use of the method uniformly practiced by working

scientists.", (P. 1).* The fact is - whether or not the scientific
.Page and chapter numbers in parentheses in the body of this paper refer to
George Schlesinger, Religion and Scientific Method (Boston: D. Reidel, 1977).
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method has been successfully used, and whether or not it has
been generally accepted as the sole m-eans to knowledge - there
just does not seem to be any way other than the scientific method
of gaining knowledge, or of justifying any belief.1 Thus, if our
belief in God is not based on evidence in the way that scientific
beliefs are, then it would seem that our belief must be unjustified.

And it is a short step (if indeed one requires an additional step
at all) from realizing or admitting that a belief is unjustified to
abandoning that belief. The sophisticated religious thinkers re-

ferred to above, who claim to believe in God without evidence,
and even som-etimes in the face of contrary evidence, are merely

saying that they just cannot help holding a certain groundless

belief; but this is just a psychological fact about those thinkers.
having nothing to do with the truth of the belief, and having no
claim on anyone not afficted (or blessed) with that "hang-up."

So it would be important for traditional theistic religions (of
which Orthodox Judaism is one) if it could be shown that there
is scientific, or empirical, eyidence supporting, or confirming,
the belief that God exists. Schlesinger. claims to have shown just
that in Religion and Scientific Method; he argues that if we treat
- the proposition that God exists as a scientific hypothesis, we will
find that it is confirmed to a higher degree than any of its rivals,

and that therefore it is reasonable to accept it as true and unreasonable to reject it as false.
The book is divided into three parts. The first part, entitled
"The Problem of Evil," is devoted to answering the objection to
theism based on the existence of evil (e.g., human suffering)

in the world. The second, "Free Wil, Men and Machines," is
basically an original argument for the unpredictabilty of human
choices. The. relevance of such unpredictability to theism will be

discussed below. The third part, "The Confirmation of Theism,"
the claim of sûme
philosophers that no empirical evidence could in principle ever
confirm or disconfirm, verify or falsify religious utterances, and
deals with the problem of verifiability - i.e.,

that therefore religious utterances are meaningless. Schlesinger

solves this problem by showing that empirical evidence could,
and in fact does, confirm such religious utterances as "God

exists. "
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I will discuss what I consider to be the main argum.ent of each
part. I did not find any of these arguments convincing, though
I did find all of them highly original, stimulating, and chal-

lenging.
In the course of arguing for theism Schlesinger presents a

number of interesting views whose primary relevance is to areas
of philosiophy other than the philosophy of religion (and which,

therefore, I will not discuss in this paper) - e.g., views about
personal identity (Chapter 5), infinite regress argum.ents (Chapter 7), the verifiability criterion of meaningfulness (Chapter 20),
adequacy of scientific hypotheses (Chapter 21), and the justi-

fièation of induction (also Chapter 21). Each of these views
is so original that one's first thought is that it must be wrong, but

so challenging that it is diffcult to find a mistake in the reasoning leading to it. He also has some interesting things to say on
topics in the philosophy of religion per se - e.g., Pascal's Wager
(Chapter I 8) and miracles (Chapter 22) - which I have chosen

not to discuss in this paper, partly because I could not find anything wrong with them, but primarily because I do not think

that they are essential to the main arguments of the book.
Though the book is pretty much self-contained - Le., one

need not be either a scientist or a phHosopher to understand itnevertheless it is easier to understand and appreciate it once one
knows the background of problems against which it is presented.
So before going into each of Schlesinger's original contributions,

I will briefly set the stage for it.

II
First of all, what is the scientific method? Briefly, suppose we
are confronted with a certain proposition, or hypothesis (H for
short), and we want to determine' whether H is true. If we could

just take a look and see whether H is true (e.g., suppose H is
"My hand has turned milk-white"), then according to scientific

method, we should just take a look. If, on the other hand, we
could not tell by just looking whether H is true (e.g., suppose
H is "All metals conduct electricity" or "Gases are composed of
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submicroscopic particles" or "God exists"), then we should, according to scientific method, judge whether H is true by using
as evidence some other proposition (0 for short) such that we

could tell just by looking or otherwise observing whether 0 is
true, and 0 is related to H in a certain way. The relation between
o and H is that, given what we know2 (excluding, for the mo~

ment, what we may know as to the truth or falsity of 0), if we
would assume that H is true, then we would expect 0 to be true;
in other words, we have reason to believe that "If H then 0" is

true. Now, if by observation we find (or have round) that 0 is

in fact false, then we conclude that H must be false as well; H
would thus be refuted. But if we find (or have found) that 0 is

true, then we regard H as supported, or confirmed, by 0; of
course, the truth of H does not logically follow from the truth

of 0, but as long as we are unaware of any evidence that refutes
H and all the alternatives to H would lead us to expect 0 to be

false, we are justified in accepting H as true.3
On the above account of the scientific method a problem
arises for the hypothesis that God exists. For since "God" is defined as the all-powerful, perfectly benevolent Creator of the
world, that hypothesis seems to entail (or would lead us to ex-

pect, given what we know about benevolence and power) that

the world be morally perfect (this is our 0). But we see that
the world is not morally perfect, for there is obviously evil in
the world (e.g., the suffering of innocent children stricken with
disease) - i.e., 0 is false. Therdore we should conclude that

our hypothesis is false. Thus if we treat "God exists" as a scientific
hypothesis, we seem to be faced with a glaring empirical refutation of it. This is the problem of eviL.

Several solutions to this problem have been proposed.4 Schlesingerdiscusses two of these; he also proposes an original solution. His solution will probably strike most readers (especially
those not used to, or not in sympathy with, the

eccentric views

to which philosophers are often led by their arguments) as
ridiculous. It is basically the claim that G-d is under no moral

obligation to provide for the happiness, or even to relieve the
suffering, of His creatures; therefore all the suffering in the
world (and more) is consistent with perfectly benevolent, all104
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powerful God's having created and controlling the world. That
is, since God has no moral obligation toward His creatures with
respect to. their happiness or suffering, the theistic hypothesis

should not lead us to expect that there be no evil - or even less
evil than there actually is - in the world; so. the fact that there

is so much evil is not a refutation of theism - the problem. of
evil disappears. Schlesinger is aware of the prima facie outrageousness of this claim (P. 64). But he asks us not to confuse

the question of whether it is correct and solves the problem of
evil with the question of whether it could be used effectively
to console mourners and sufferers; the answer to the former

even though the answer to the latter
is negative. (P. 42). Our judgment of the truth of his claim
question may be positive

should be based ultimately on our judgment of the cogency

of his argument for it.
The argument. is as follows: A human being's moral obligation to his fellow human beings is not simply to provide them
with as much as he can of the pleasures they are able to experi.,

ence and appreciate, but in addition to increase, wherever possible, their abilty to experience .and appreciate different (e.g.,

higher) pleasures. Thus, for example,

Suppose I had a child of very low intellgence but of very happy
disposition under my care. When he grows up he is not going to know
more than a few dozen words and perform a few easy manual tasks;
but he wil not mind, for provided his basic bodily needs are minimal-

ly taken care of, he enjoys lying on his back and staring into the air.
A minor operation, I am assured by the best medical authorities, would
spectacularly raise his intellgence and render him capable of creative

achievements as well as appreciating music, art, lierature, science an(,
philosophy. Naturally, if his illtelligence were raised, he would be vulnerable to the frustrations, dis'åppointments and anxieties most of us

him to grow up as a
happy idiot or am I morally obliged to raise his intellgence? I believe
are subject to from time to time. Should I leave

it wil be agreed that I should be reprehensible if I refrained from

letting the child have the operation, even if I were in the position
to insure that his physical needs would be always taken care of. (pp.
59-60) .

It is a fact of life that we are in general not in a position to en105
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hance the pleasure-appreciating potential of others, but only
to increase (or decrease) their pleasure. But examples such as
the above seem to show that were we in a position to do the
former as well, we would not have discharged our obligation
by doing only the latter. The degree of desirability of a state
(DDS) of a person is a function of both the number of different
kinds of pleasure and pain he is capable of experiencing and

appreciating, and the proportion of pleasures and pains of each
kind that he actually experiences; and our moral oblip"ation to

our fellow-man is to make his DDS as high as we can. But there
is no upper limit to the degrees of desirabilty of possible states

- i.e., for every DDS, a higher one is possible; so it makes no

sense to talk of "the highest possible DDS," just as it makes no
sense to talk of "the highest number," for there can be no such
thing. Therefore it makes no sense" to talk

of an all-powerful, or

omnipotent Being's having an obligation to make everyone's

DDS as high as He can; for that obligation would be impossible

to ever live up to. It follows that God can have no obligation to
His creatures with respect to their DDS; so when it comes to
pleasure and pain, satisfaction and suffering, God has absolutely

no moral obligation _towards us.
Schlesinger proposes the above solution in Chapter 9. He had

first suggested it in 1964; and since then several people have
voic.ed objections to it. In Chapter 10 Schlesinger presents ten
of ..hese objections and answers them, in the hope of thereby
clarifying his view. I will consider here only one ôbjection the third, which I think is (or at least can be made to be) decisive. This. objection is that we have a moral obligation to try
to ensure that each person experiences as much as possible of
the pleasures, and as little as possible of "the pains, which he is
capable of experiencing. God, since He is omnipotent, could
ensure that everyone's potential for -experiencing pleasure is completely actualized and that no one suffer any pain. Therefore He
is morally obligated to do so. Since He has not done so, the
problem of evil remains. (P. 67).
Schlesinger's answer is that, as he has shown through his ex-

amples (such as that of the "child of very low intellgence but
of very happy disposition" given above), we do not have an
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obligation to try to ensure that each person

experiences as much

as possible of the pleasures, and as little as possible of the pains,
which he is capable of experiencing; rather our obligation is to
even if God had

make each person's DOS as high as we can. And

completely actualized everyone's potential for pleasure and ar-

He would be no closer to fulfillng the obligation to make everyone's DDS as high as He can
than He is now; there would still be just as much room to comranged that no one suffer pain,

plain (though in fact no one would) that there is evil in the
world. The point is, again, that since our moral obligation with

respect to others' pleasure and pain is incoherent when assigned
to an omnipotent Being, God is under no moral obligation with

respect to our pleasure and pain.
But I think we could augment the objection in such a way that
Schlesinger's answer does not remove it. For I fail to see why

we should not deal separately with the two factors involved in
d~termining one's DDS: (1) potential for experiencing pleasure
and (2) actualization of that potentiaL. It is (1) that has no
upper limit. But (2) has an upper limit, Le., complete (100910)

actualization of the given potentiaL. 5 Therefore, though God may

be under no moral òbligation with respect to (1), He does have
a moral obligation with respect to (2). So if God had completely
actuaIIzedeveryone's (necessarily non-maximal) potential for
experiencing pleasure, there would be absolutely no reason for
complaint, for God would have fulfilled His moral obligation.
We certainly can expect God to fulfill His moral obligations. So
(assuming, as it now seems we can, that God has a moral obligation to ensure that no one suffer pain and everyone experience
pleasure) the fact that people suffer pain seems to refute theism
- evil still is a problem.

Why did Schlesinger think that the two factors determining
the DDS are inseparable, and that therefore the rule "Make

everyone's DDS as high as you can" conflicts with and supersedes, rather than merely adds to, the rule "Actualize everyone's

pleasure-experiencing potential as much as you can"? Probably
because in our case, whenever both factors - raising the potential and actualizing it - are involved, they conflict; for we can
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" ,

raise the potential only at the expense of our abilty to actualize
it and vice-versa we can actualize it only if we do not raise it.

Our obligation is therefore to strike a balance between the two
conflicting factors, which are thus inextricably bound together.
So our obligation to increase everyone's DDS might not be divisible into two separate obligations. But in God's case, the two

factors do not conflict, He would never have to balance one
against the other. For whatever the pleasure-experiencing poten-

tial of any individual, it is in Gods power to completely actualize
it. Therefore it makes sense to say that God has at least a prima
facie moral obligation to completely actualize everyone's pleas-

ure-experiencing potential, whatever it may be, and a separate,
additional obligation to maximize everyone's potential - or He
would have this additional obligation if it were not incoherent.

III
A more promising proposed solution of the problem of evil
is discussed by Schlesinger in Chapters 6-8. The main point of
this proposed solution is that the evil in the world is logically
necessary in order to achieve a greater good - that is, in order

to make this the best of all possible worlds. Thus, for example,
God, in His infinite wisdom, saw that the best of all possible
worlds must include beings with free wil~ even though such

beings might, through an exercise of their free wìlI, do eviL. So

the evil perpetrated by humanj beings is explained as being a
necessary consequence of God'sl granting us free wilL.
But it has been objected to this "free wiIl defense" of theism

that God, since He is all-knowing, could have created a world

inhabited by only people who He knew would, of their own free
will, do only good, never eviL. It is this latter kind of world that
we should expect from God, an all-powerful, perfectly good
Creator. So since the actual world is not of this kind, it must not
have been created by God. This objection has been answered by
the claim that it makes no sense

'to talk of anyone - even all-

knowing God - knowing ahead of time what a person with free
will would do: freely willed actions are in principle unpredictable. But this last claim is subject to dispute.6 Schlesinger in Part
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II presents an original argument in support of the claim that
human actions are, in principle, unpredictable.
The claim that human beings have free will is important for
theism not only in the indirect way indicated above - i.e., as
part of a solution of the problem of eviL. Most traditional ver-

sions of theism include the proposition that God rewards and
punishes people for what they do. But since God is just, He punishes only those who deserve punishment. In order to deserve
punishment for what one does, one must be responsible for what
one does. And in order for a person to be responsible for what

he does, what he does cannot be caused, or determined, by forces
beyond his control; rather he must do it of his own free will.
But it is a basic, implicit presupposition of science that the

world (and everything in it) is governed by exceptionless, deterministic laws. It is part of the "enlightened scientific attitude"

(P. 83) to assume that whatever happens is determined, had to

happen, given the antecedent conditions, and that if we knew the
state of the world at any time, we could, with the help of a relatively few relatively simple laws of nature, deduce, and therefore
predict with certainty, the state of the world at any other time.
Thus in psychology the view has .often been taken that once we
know more about the laws governing human behavior, we will
be able to figure out, from the genetic and environmental factors

influencing a person, exactly what that person will do in any
situation. On this view - called "determinism" - what any pers"on does is (just as is any -other event in the world) determined
ultimately by factors beyond his control. This is more obviously
so in the case of some people - e.g., kleptomaniacs and people
under the influence of post-hypnotic suggestion - than of others;

but, it is claimed, it is true of us all. It would follow that no one
should be held responsible for anything he does, and therefore
no one should ever be punished. So God, if He exists, cannot mete
out punishment to people, as the religious traditions have Him
do.
Thus any version of theism, such as Orthodox Judaism, which

asserts that God holds people responsible and punishable for
their actions would be refuted if determinism is proven true. How109
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ever, determinism has 'by no means been proven true. In fact,

there are several reasons for doubting it, though it may be a productive methodological principle that scientists should proceed
as if it were true.7 Schlesinger claims that his argument in Part II
proves that determiIiism is false, that man has free will.

Schlesinger's proposed proof that we have free will is no less
original than his proposed solution of the problem

of eviL. But I'm

afraid that it is no more successful either. The proof is a reductio
ad absurdum of the possibilty of infallibly predicting human
choices. i.e., it is claimed that the assumption that someone or
something could infallibly predict human choices leads to a contradiction, so that' assumption must be false.
Weare asked to imagine that some being has in a million
attempts never failed to correctly predict what people would
choose to do. Now this being (let's call 'him "the predictor")
makes up a game. He wilI place two boxes before each player.

The player may take either box II only or both boxes. Box I
always contains $ i 000. If the predictor had predicted that the

player will choose to take box II only, then he put $1,000,000
(or $M) for short) in box II. But if he had predicted that the
player will choose to take both boxes, he left box II empty. If

the predictor is infallble, then each player who chooses box II
only wilI get $M, while each player who chooses both boxes will
get only $1000; therefore, it is better (in terms of gaining money) to choose box II only. On the other hand (in terms of gain-

ing money) to choose box II only. On the other hand, suppose
before -each player makes his choice, an observer is allowed to
look into both boxes and advise the player as to what to choose.
If he finds box II empty, he will advise the player to take both
boxes, for that way he will at least get $1000. If he finds $M in
box II, he wil still advise the player to take both boxes, because
that way he'll get $1,001,000 instead of just $M. Therefore, the
observer will always advise that it is better to choose both boxes.
We thus have arrived at a contradiction: It is better to choos-e
box II only, and it is better to choose both boxes. Therefore one
of the assumptions from which we derived the contradiction must
be false. The one most likely to be false is that there can be an

infallible predictor of human choices.
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It may be thought that there is sopiething wrong with this
reductio ad absurdum because by analogous reasoning we could
"prove" that it is impossible to infallibly predict the behavior of
machines. That is, if machines were constructed to play the twoboxes game with the predictor, we would get the same contradic-'
tion - each machine would win more money by taking box II

only, and each m~chine would win more by taking both boxes.
But surely machines have no free will, so there should be nothing
impossible in principle (if not in practice) about infallibly predicting their behavior. So there must be something wrong with

Schlesinger's argument as applied to machines if it leads to the
conclusion that machines' behavior is unpredictable. And it seems
that the same thing must be wrong with the argument as applied
to humans.
Schlesinger says (Chapters 16 and 17) that his argument does
not lead to the conclusion that machines' behavior is unpredict-

able, for no contradiction arises when machines play the predictor's game. This is because presumably any machine's "choice"
is determined, or caused, by some set of antecedent conditions.

So though the observer would still always judge that it would
be better if both boxes are taken, no contradiction of the observer's judgement follows from the assumption of the past perfect

For suppose the machine now playing is
in a state which determines that it will take both boxes (a B-state

record of the predictor.

for short). Prom the predictor's past predictions there is no
evidence as to the cons'equences of this machine's taking only

box II, siinply because no machine in a B-state ever took only
box II. So there is no reason to believe that it would be better
for this machine to take only box II. Similarly, suppose the machine now playing is in a state which determines that it will take
box II only (a T -state for short). Again, from the predictor's

past predictions there is no evidence as to the consequences of
this machine's taking both boxes, simply because no machine in
aT-state ever took both boxes. So there is no reason to think that

it would be worse for this machine to take both boxes.
The above way of avoiding the contradiction is not available
in the game involving human choices. For presumably there are
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no conditions holding before the human player makes his choice
that determine, or cause, or are of a type that invariably leads to
a paiticular choice. Whatever the conditions are, a human being
may choose both boxes and he may choose box II only. So we

cannot (non-triviaIly) classify a human player in such a way
that all members of that class always make one choice, never the
other, that there should be no evidence as to what would happen

if he would make that other choice. Therefore we are always
faced with the

argument from the predictor's past successful pre-

dictions leading to. a conclusion contrary to the conclusion

reached by the observer.

Schlesinger claims that he has shown, by the above argument,
that human choices are in principle unpredictable. He apparently

thinks that he has established that human beings have free will
in the sense relevant to the problem qf determinism vs. responsibility and reward and punishment, and that he has solved the
problem in the free-will defense of theism against the problem
of evil as to why G-d could not have created only people whò,
He foresaw, would do only right. He claims also that man's
having free will, which he has established, serves as evidence

for theism; for if theism is true, then we should expect man to
have free will, so since he has free will, theism is probably true
(at least more probably true, on this evidence, than its main
rival, naturalism, which is non-committal on the question of free
will) .

However, I do not think Schlesinger's argument lives up to
his claims for it. First of all, he does not argue in support of
his statement that a human being's choices (as opposed to the
behavior of machines) are not caused, or determined, by any

antecedent conditions; he just assumes that they are not. Therefore the most of his argument proves is that if human choices
are not determined by antecedent conditions, then human choices
cannot be infallibly predicted. But the question of whether human choices are determined by antecedent conditions is the very
crux of the problem of determinism vs. respo.nsibility and reward
and punishment; one can hardly solve the problem by merely
assuming a negative answer - that would be begging the ques-

tion. So Schlesinger has not shown that human beings have free
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will in the sense relevant to responsibility and reward and punishment. It further seems to me that it is the same sense of "free
will" that is relevant to serving as evidence for theism. Again,
Schlesinger's assuming that man has free will in this sense does
not in itself count as evidence for theism. '
For all I have said so far, it may still seem that Schlesinger's

argument does support the free-will defense of theism against
the problem of evil by showing that if man has free will then it
is logically impossible for anyone, even God, to infallibly pre-

dict human responses - that is, if we assume that man has free
will (i.e., that human choices are not completely determined by
any antecedent conditions) then it can be shown that an infallible
predictor of human choices is a logical impossibility. However,
I think that it does not accomplish even this, as will become

evident once we spell out more carefully exactly what follows
from the assumption of the infallibility of the predictor and from

the advice of the observer in our story. First of all, from the
observer's advice it follows that

(1) Given that box II is empty, it would be better for the
player if he would choose both boxes.
and (2) Given that box II contains $M, it would stiU be better.
for the player if he would choose both boxes.
Therefore, since box II either is empty or contains $M,

( 3) In any case, it would be better for the player if he
would choose both boxes.

But from the infallibilty of the predictor it follows that

(4) When box II contains $M, the player will in fact
choose box II only.
So (5) Any player who chooses only box II will in fact come
out ahead of every player who chooses both boxes.
There is no contradiction in (1) - (5). In particular, (3) and
( 5) do not contradict each other: (3) tells us which c:)mbina-

tions of situations - (a) box II is empty, (b) box II contains
$M, (c) the player chooses box II only, (d) the player chooses
both boxes - are better than which others, assuming that any

combination is possible. (5) tells us that, since the combinations

(a)-plus-(c) and (b)-plus-(d) will in fact never occur, the bet113
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ter combination of those that will occur is (b)-plus-(c).8 In
order to derive a contradiction of (5) from our story, we would
have to derive that
(5) Despite the infallbilty of the predictor, some player

who chooses both boxes will in fact come out ahead
of some player who chooses box II only.
But (5) does not follow from the story, nor does any other selfcontradiction or contradiction of (1) - (5) .

iv
Schlesinger's positive argument for the

existence of God -'

his proposed empirical confirmation of theism - is expressly

stated in Chapter 23. It "belongs to the same family of arguments

which has the famous Argument from Design as its member"

(P. 196). What the Argument from Design is can be made clear
by the following story (which is probably apocryphal, especially
as regards the identity of the protagonist): Some atheistic phi-

losophers went to Maimonides to try to win him over to their
side by convincing him that there is no God. They found Maimonides sitting at his desk. He got up, excused himself, and left
the room for a few minutes. While he was gone the philosophers
started reading a manuscript on his desk, and were very much
impressed by the depth of the thoughts and the coherent way

expressed. When he returned they asked,
"Did you write this?" to which he replied, "No, some ink spilled
on the paper and, purely by accident, arranged itself so as to
form these letters, words, sentences, etc." Those atheistic philosophers were never heard from again. The point is, of course,

in which they were

that the world (like Maimonides' manuscript) has an orderly
arrangement of parts, an adaptation of means to

ends - in a

word, a design, which seems to indicate that it is the product of
an intelligent designer, namely God.9
Schlesinger's argument is as follows: There exist in the world

beings with consciousness, conscience, and the ability to be
aware of the Divine - Le., human beings exist. (There may be

other such beings in the world, but humans are the only ones
we kno waf.) Now if theism is true, then we should expect such
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beings to exist; so the fact that they do exist provides confirma~

tion, or constitutes evidence in favor of theism. (See Part II
above. ). Schlesinger thus goes beyond the traditional Argument
from Design in assigning a specific purpos.e to the Creator (or

Designer), a specific end (i.e., the existence of intellgent,
moral, and religious beings) to which the means are adapted; it
therefore is not open to the objection, raised against the traditional argument, that no matter what the world was like, we

would see some design in it (just as people see some design in
psychiatrists' ink-blots, which really are made by spillng ink on
pa.per). (See pp. 196-198.)
He goes beyond the more traditional argument also in considering the various rivals of theism and arguing explicitly that
theism is supported by the evidence to a greater extent than any

of its rivals: For most of us the main rival of theism is naturalism - the view that nothing "lies behind the physical universe,"

that "all the properties of the universe are what they are and
it makes no sense to ask why or who wiled them to be so" (P.
117) .10 That is, for most people brought up in the Western,
Judeo-Christian tradition, the most likely alternative to belief in
God is atheism, or belief that there is nothing supernatural, beyond the natural world. So, for example, not many of us are at
all tempted to believe in the gods of Olympus, or in an extremely
powerful but basically evil creator of the world. When we entertain a doubt as to whether God exists (those of us who have
ever entertained such a doubt), the doubt is as to whether, in~

stead, nothing exists, beyond the natural world. But naturalism,

insofar as it is a rival of theism, is entirely non-committal as
to why things are as they are. If we assume simply that naturalism is true, then there is absolutely nothing else which we would
expect to be true; therefore naturalism cannot be confirmed.

(Perhaps Schlesinger, since he seems to be somewhat of a verificationist, should say that naturalism is. meaningless. See his
Chapter 20.) So theism, since it is confirmed to some degree, is
ipso facto confirmed to a higher degree than naturalism. There~
fore theism is to be accepted over naturalism.

But naturalism is only one of many rivals of theism. Thus
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David Hume, at the end of Part V of his Dialogues Concerning
Natural Religion, say~ of anyone who accepts the conclusion of
the Argument from Uesign that a super-natural Being created
the world,
This world, for aught he knows, is very faulty and imperfect, com-

pared to a superior standard; and was only the first rude essay of some
infant deity, who afterwards abandoned it, ashamed of his lame performance; it is the' work only of some dependent, inferior deity; and is
the object of derision to his superiors: it is the production of old age
and dotage in some superannuated deity; and ever since his death, has
run on at adventures, from the first impulse and active force which it
received from him.

Schlesinger, of course, is aware of the infinite number of rivals,
or alternatives, to theism; in fact he makes up one of his own i.e., that the world was created by an extremely malicious being,

who wants there to be creatures with consciousness, conscience,
and the ability to be aware of the Divine, in order to punish those
who believe in a benevolent Creator. (See P. 176). Schlesinger

admits that some of. these alternative hypotheses are as weIl-

confirmed by the evidence as is theism. But he claims that when
a number of alternative hypotheses are equally confirmed, the
scientific method is to accept the hypothesis which is intrinsically
most "adequate" (pp. 160-161). And he argues (pp. 191-192)

that the theistic hypothesis, at least part of which is that an ab-.
Being, namely God, creaed the world, is intrinsoluely perfect

sically more adequate than any of its equally super-naturalistic
rivals.

Without going into Schlesinger's criteria of adequacy, which
he argues for in Chapter 21 (pp. 161-172), I think Schlesinger

would admit that the intrinsic adequacy of theism plays the decisive role in its acceptability only if none of the alternative hypotheses is confirmed to a higher degree by all the available evidence. But some of theism's super-naturalistic rivals seem to be

confirmed to a higher degree than theism on all the evidence.
For example, consider the hypothesis W that the world was created by a being who is perfectly benevolent, but less than allpowerful (though he must be immensely powerful, in comparison

with us humans, in order to be able to create the world). Now
116

Proving Theism: Reflections on George Schlesinger's Religion
and Scientific Method

if the Creator is all-powerful (as theism demands), then we
would expect His creation to be maximally effcient - that is,

we would expect that literally everything in the world serve the
purpose, or purposes, for which He created the world. But of
course if the creator were less than all-powerful (i.e., if W were
true), then we would expect some ineffciency in his creation -

i.e., some superfluous, "extra" things in the world which do not
serve his cosmic purpose (s). There certainly are a lot of things

in the world which seem not to serve any purpose attributable
to a perfectly benevolent being (e.g., some pebbles, sneezes,

grains of sand, stars, galaxies). So this apparent superfluity, or
ineffciency, confirms Wand refutes theism. (See Part II above.)

The obvious retort to this fanciful "refutation" of theism is
that the ineffciency in the world is only apparent, not reaL. We,

in our limited wisdom, or guess the means by which He, in His
infinite wisdom, thought those purposes could best be achieved.
Therefore the fact that many things in the world seem to us. not
to serve any purpose, we should expect not to understand how

everything in the world is adapted as means to G-d's ends, so
the fact that we do not understand it is a confirmation of theism,

as well as of W.
However, this retort does more harm than good to theism.
once we sa~r that we cannot fathom God's purposes or figure

For

out what means He would use to achieve them, we deny that we

are in a position to ever expect anything based on the hypothesis
that God created the world - that is, there is nothing which
we can substitute for "X" in "If God created the world, then (we
should expect that "X" in order to get a true sentence. But then,
though we thus eliminate the possibility of any confirmation. Thus,
for exampJe~ Schlesinger's proposed confirmation of theism re-

quires the premise that if theism is true (i.e., if God created the
world), then we should expect that there exist beings with consciousness, conscience, and the ability to be aware of the Divine.
But why should we, on the basis of the theistic hypothesis, expect
such beings to exist? After all, we cannot fathom God's purposes
or figure out the means He chose to achieve them. Thus in saying
that God's purposes and strategies are unfathomable we have
i 17
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successfully rendered theism immune to empirical refutation, but
confirmation as well.
we have inadvertantly rendered it incapable of empirical

I think Schlesinger is guilty of trying to have it both ways making theism immune to refutation but capable of confirmation - not only because of the "unfathorpabiliti' argument

which I am tempted to attribute to him, but because he seems
to be using a double standard in evaluating proposed refutations

and confimations of theism. In his defense of theism against the
problem of evil, he says "a single clearly det10nstrated case of
injustice would. . . present a real diffculty for (i.e., would constitute a refutation of?) theism." (P. 77). Of course, there seem
to be many cases of injustice, the only thing standing between
the seeming and the reality of the injustice being the bare possibilty (as far as our observations are concern~d) that God compensates people in the world to come. But lf theists can allow

the possibility that things are not as they seem (in this case,
that what seems to be injustice is not really injustice) invalidate

a refutation of theism, then it is open. to a.n atheist to let the
possibility that man, despite appearances to th~ contrary, does not
really have consciousness, conscience, or the ability to be aware
of the Divine invalidate Schlesinger's confirmation of theism.

After all, the tradition of materialism and ethical and religious
relativism - views which together entail that all the "special"ness of human beings is illusory - is as old, for all intents and
purposes, as the theistic tradition of the world to come; so the
theist would no more have to invent an ad hoc hypothesis

to invalidate the confirmation than the theist had to to invalidate

the refutation. Thus the consciousness etc. that Schlesinger appeals to in his confirmation is no more "clearly demonstrated"
than in the injustice which he denies because it leads to a refutation of theism. In this case, as in the preceding one, invalidating
the seeming refutation of theism entailed severing the relation
between theism and any possible empirical observation, making

theism, though irrefutable, unconfirmable as well. Thus, if we
treat all the available evidence fairly, theism is either refuted

as

well as confirmed, or else neither refuted nor confirmed (and
neither refutable nor confimable) .
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Some influential philosophers of the recent past, who may be

termed loosely "verificationists," have said that any sentence
which is ;unconfirmable (or "unverifiable") by empirical evidence
is meaningless.l1 Verificationists have claimed that, for reasons
similar to those given above, theism is unconfirmable and is

therefore meaningless.12 Today most philosophers are not verificationists, that is, they do not consider verifiabilty as a criterion
of meaning.13 However, most (at least of those within the analytic

tradition) still hold that belief of an unconfirmable hypothesis
can never be justified. Interestingly, Schlesinger himself is quite

sympathetic to verificationism (see Chapter 20). He defends
theism against verificationist attacks by claiming that theism is
confirmable, and is in fact confirmed by empirical evidence. (~ee

Chapters 22-24. See alsO' pp. 14-15 above, where I described
his proposed confirmation of theism.) But he has not, as far as

I can see, addressed himself at all to the problems I have raised
above about irrefutability leading to unconfirmabilty. So I must
conclude that he has not substantiåted his claim, and that he has
not shown that belief in God is justified by scientific evidence.
Before closing, I would like to comment briefly on Schlesinger's claim that, given the evidence, theism is more worthy
of acceptance than naturalism. Suppose we could. explain, in
purely naturalistic terms, via laws of nature and statements about
exist. Schlesinger
would say that theism would nevertheless be confirmed to a higher degree than naturalism because it goes further and explains
"initial conditions," how human beings came to

why the laws of nature and initial conditions are what they are
(Le., because God wanted them to be such that beings with con-

sciousness etc. would come into existence). (See e.g., pp. 180i 8 i.) However, the question has been raised by several authors14
as to whether the fact that the laws of nature and the initial conditions are what they are requires further explanation. The attractiveness of naturalism - which Schlesinger admits, even
insists upon - is, I believe, just the attractiveness of a negative

answer to this question. And, to the best of ipý knowledge,

Schlesinger does not explicitly argue for an affrmative answer.
He does argue (pp. 193-196) that the question of whether natu-
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r.alIsm or theism or some other super-natural hypothesis is true

is a question of fact and should therefore be answerable, in prin-

ciple at least, through examination of empirical evidence and
the intrinsic adequacy of the hypotheses involved, (presumably)
whether or not an explanation of the evidence is felt to be necessary. However, it seems plausible to say that confirming evidence

(in the absence of refuting evidence) lend credibility to a hypothesis only when an explanation of the evidence is felt to .be
necessary. When the evidence turns out to be everything that is
the case, it is not at all clear that an explanation is necessary.

If it is claimed that an explanation of all the facts and laws of
nature is required, then why stop there? Why not explain why

God exists?15 The claim that God's existence does not require
an explanation, though every other matter of fact does, would
only lead us to a host of further unanswered questions.

v
I have placed myself in an awkward position for an Orthodox
Jew - playing (literally?) the Devil's advocate - in arguing
against the major points in Schlesinger's defense of theism, which
is, in a sense, a defense of religion in general and (judging from
some remarks in the book) of traditional Judaism in particular.
However, it seems to me important not to base religion on any
reasoning that is in any way unsound, no matter how plausible
the reasoning may seem. I do not believe that fooling myself

a good Jew. I further
feel that it is good not to base one's religious beliefs on reason
at all (though these beliefs should not be inconsistent, flying in

and/or others is the proper way to become

the face of reason). There is an aura of cosmic importance about

religious belief that derives at least partly from the epic struggle
between faith and reason. Suppose it could be shown that there
is incontrovertible evidence proving that God exists and that
everything in Torah Shebiksav and Torah ShebaàZ.Peh is true.
Wouldn't life become rather less interesting?
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NOTES

1. Several authors - for example, A. J. Ayer in Language, Truth and Logic,
Second Edition (N. Y.: Dover, 1952), Chapter

4 - have argued for this. And

a series of powerful arguments for the view that there
mU8t be some other way, admits that no one can tell us what this other way is;
see his Fundamental Questions of Philosophy (N. Y.: Coller, 1962), P. 42.
2. Not necessarily what we know, for what I am referring to may be quesA. C. Ewing, after giving

tioned and may even turn out to be false. But to avoid certain ilifficulties, let's
leave it as it is.
3. See, e.g., Carl G. Hempel, Philosophy of Natural Science (Engelwood Cliffs,

N. j.: Prentice Hall, 1964), Chapters 2 and 3.
4. On the problem of evil see Alvin Plantinga, God, Freedom, and Evil

(N. Y.: Harper and Row, 1974), Part I:a.
5. By "complete actualization of the potential for experiencing pleasure" I
mean experiencing all of the pleasure and none of the pain that one is capable
of experiencing.

6. See Plantinga, op. cžt.

7. On the problem of determinism vs. free wil, responsibility, and punishment, see, e.g., James 'V. Cornman and. Keith Lehrer, Philosophical Problems
lJd Arguments, Second Edition (New York: MacMilan, 1974), Chapter 3.
8. See pp. 86-87 of Schlesinger's book, where he gives a similar criticism of
an argument similar to his. My point is that his criticism of that argument applies to his own argument as well, contrary to what he claims.

9. For the classic discussion of the Argument from Design, plus the problem
of evil, see David Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.
10. Schlesinger uses the word "naturalism" to refer to this view, and on this

usage, naturalism is a rival of theism, incompatible with it. Others have used
"naturalism" to refer to views about the ubiquitousness of the scientific method
in finding out about the world; on this latter usage, Schlesinger himself would

be called a naturalist as well as a theist. See, e.g., the article on "Naturalism"

in the Encyclopedia of Philosophy, edited by Paul Edwards (N. Y.: MacMilan,
1967)).
11. See Ayer, op. cU., Chapter I, and Introduction to the second edition, pp.

5-16.

12. See, e.g., Antony Flew, "Theology and Falsification" in New Essays in
Phiiosophical Theology, edited by Flew and MacIntyre (N. Y.: MacMilan,
1955).
13. See, e.g., C. G. Hempel, "Empiricist Criteria of Cognitive Significance:

Problems and Changes" in Hempel, Aspects of Scientific Explanation (N. Y.:
MacMilan, 1965).
14. See, e.g., Paul Edwarôs, "The Cosmological Argument" in Donald R. Burril (ed.), The Cosmological Arguments (N. Y.: Anchor, 1967), pp. 113-114.

15. See, e.g., Part iv of Hume's Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.
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