Excerpt from William James’s “The Will to Believe.” http://www.gutenberg.org/files/
26659/26659-h/26659-h.htm#P1
...
Let us give the name of hypothesis to anything that may be proposed to our belief; and just as the
electricians speak of live and dead wires, let us speak of any hypothesis as either live or dead. A
live hypothesis is one which appeals as a real possibility to him to whom it is proposed. If I ask
you to believe in the Mahdi, the notion makes no electric connection with your nature,—it
refuses to scintillate with any credibility at all. As an hypothesis it is completely dead. To an
Arab, however (even if he be not one of the Mahdi's followers), the hypothesis is among the
mind's possibilities: it is alive. This shows that deadness and liveness in an hypothesis are not
intrinsic properties, but relations to the individual thinker. They are measured by his willingness
to act. The maximum of liveness in an hypothesis means willingness to act irrevocably.
Practically, that means belief; but there is some believing tendency wherever there is willingness
to act at all.
Next, let us call the decision between two hypotheses an option. Options may be of several
kinds. They may be—1, living or dead; 2, forced or avoidable; 3, momentous or trivial; and for
our purposes we may call an option a genuine option when it is of the forced, living, and
momentous kind.
1. A living option is one in which both hypotheses are live ones. If I say to you: "Be a
theosophist or be a Mohammedan," it is probably a dead option, because for you neither
hypothesis is likely to be alive. But if I say: "Be an agnostic or be a Christian," it is otherwise:
trained as you are, each hypothesis makes some appeal, however small, to your belief.
2. Next, if I say to you: "Choose between going out with your umbrella or without it," I do not
offer you a genuine option, for it is not forced. You can easily avoid it by not going out at all.
Similarly, if I say, "Either love me or hate me," "Either call my theory true or call it false," your
option is avoidable. You may remain indifferent to me, neither loving nor hating, and you may
decline to offer any judgment as to my theory. But if I say, "Either accept this truth or go without
it," I put on you a forced option, for there is no standing place outside of the alternative. Every
dilemma based on a complete logical disjunction, with no possibility of not choosing, is an
option of this forced kind.
3. Finally, if I were Dr. Nansen and proposed to you to join my North Pole expedition, your
option would be momentous; for this would probably be your only similar opportunity, and your
choice now would either exclude you from the North Pole sort of immortality altogether or put at
least the chance of it into your hands. He who refuses to embrace a unique opportunity loses the
prize as surely as if he tried and failed. Per contra, the option is trivial when the opportunity is
not unique, when the stake is insignificant, or when the decision is reversible if it later prove
unwise. Such trivial options abound in the scientific life. A chemist finds an hypothesis live
enough to spend a year in its verification: he believes in it to that extent. But if his experiments
prove inconclusive either way, he is quit for his loss of time, no vital harm being done.
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It will facilitate our discussion if we keep all these distinctions well in mind.
II.
The next matter to consider is the actual psychology of human opinion.
...
Does it not seem preposterous on the very face of it to talk of our opinions being modifiable at
will? Can our will either help or hinder our intellect in its perceptions of truth? Can we, by just
willing it, believe that Abraham Lincoln's existence is a myth, and that the portraits of him in
McClure's Magazine are all of some one else? Can we, by any effort of our will, or by any
strength of wish that it were true, believe ourselves well and about when we are roaring with
rheumatism in bed, or feel certain that the sum of the two one-dollar bills in our pocket must be a
hundred dollars?
..
It is only our already dead hypotheses that our willing nature is unable to bring to life again.
...
Believe truth! Shun error!—these, we see, are two materially different laws; and by choosing
between them we may end by coloring differently our whole intellectual life. We may regard the
chase for truth as paramount, and the avoidance of error as secondary; or we may, on the other
hand, treat the avoidance of error as more imperative, and let truth take its chance. Clifford, in
the instructive passage which I have quoted, exhorts us to the latter course. Believe nothing, he
tells us, keep your mind in suspense forever, rather than by closing it on insufficient evidence
incur the awful risk of believing lies. You, on the other hand, may think that the risk of being in
error is a very small matter when compared with the blessings of real knowledge, and be ready to
be duped many times in your investigation rather than postpone indefinitely the chance of
guessing true. I myself find it impossible to go with Clifford. We must remember that these
feelings of our duty about either truth or error are in any case only expressions of our passional
life. Biologically considered, our minds are as ready to grind out falsehood as veracity, and he
who says, "Better go without belief forever than believe a lie!" merely shows his own
preponderant private horror of becoming a dupe. He may be critical of many of his desires and
fears, but this fear he slavishly obeys. He cannot imagine any one questioning its binding force.
For my own part, I have also a horror of being duped; but I can believe that worse things than
being duped may happen to a man in this world: so Clifford's exhortation has to my ears a
thoroughly fantastic sound. It is like a general informing his soldiers that it is better to keep out
of battle forever than to risk a single wound. Not so are victories either over enemies or over
nature gained. Our errors are surely not such awfully solemn things. In a world where we are so
certain to incur them in spite of all our caution, a certain lightness of heart seems healthier than
this excessive nervousness on their behalf. At any rate, it seems the fittest thing for the empiricist
philosopher.
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So proceeding, we see, first, that religion offers itself as a momentous option. We are supposed to
gain, even now, by our belief, and to lose by our non-belief, a certain vital good. Secondly,
religion is a forced option, so far as that good goes. We cannot escape the issue by remaining
sceptical and waiting for more light, because, although we do avoid error in that way if religion
be untrue, we lose the good, if it be true, just as certainly as if we positively chose to disbelieve.
It is as if a man should hesitate indefinitely to ask a certain woman to marry him because he was
not perfectly sure that she would prove an angel after he brought her home. Would he not cut
himself off from that particular angel-possibility as decisively as if he went and married some
one else? Scepticism, then, is not avoidance of option; it is option of a certain particular kind of
risk. Better risk loss of truth than chance of error,—that is your faith-vetoer's exact position. He
is actively playing his stake as much as the believer is; he is backing the field against the
religious hypothesis, just as the believer is backing the religious hypothesis against the field. To
preach scepticism to us as a duty until 'sufficient evidence' for religion be found, is tantamount
therefore to telling us, when in presence of the religious hypothesis, that to yield to our fear of its
being error is wiser and better than to yield to our hope that it may be true.
...
All this is on the supposition that it really may be prophetic and right, and that, even to us who
are discussing the matter, religion is a live hypothesis which may be true.
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