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Abstract

My main aim in this paper is to contribute to the elucidation of the nature of non-

religious faith. I start by summarising several well-known arguments that belief is 

neither necessary nor sufficient for faith. I then try to identify the nature of the posi-

tive cognitive attitude towards p that is involved in having faith that p. After dismiss-

ing some candidates for the role, I explore the idea that faith and hope are similar 

attitudes. On this basis, I then advance a new characterisation of faith. Finally, I 

turn to the question of the rationality of faith. I argue that faith is intrinsically irra-

tional because it is an intrinsically incoherent propositional attitude, but that there is 

nonetheless a sense in which faith is neither intrinsically epistemically irrational nor 

intrinsically practically irrational.

1 Introduction

Epistemological debates in the past few decades have largely focused on belief and 

its norms. However, things have recently begun to change, as other members of 

the family of cognitive attitudes, such as credences and suspension of judgement, 

are now receiving more attention, though some other cognitive attitudes, such as 

doubt and certainty, remain, by and large, neglected despite their manifest central-

ity in our doxastic lives. In this paper, I shall focus on another cognitive attitude, 

faith, the fate of which in contemporary philosophical discussions is intermediate. 

While the nature and rationality of faith have been much discussed in philosophical 

debates about religious faith, non-religious faith, and its relation to other cognitive 

attitudes and their rationality (that of belief, in particular), have been much less stud-

ied. (Notable exceptions include Lara Buchak (2014, 2017), Daniel Howard-Snyder 

(2013a, 2019) and Elizabeth Jackson (2021, 2022a), to mention a few).
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My aim in this paper is to contribute to the elucidation of the nature of non-reli-

gious faith by bringing out the various different conditions that must be satisfied for 

this attitude to be instantiated.1 On this basis, I shall then address questions about 

the rationality of non-religious faith and, more specifically, questions about whether 

faith is an attitude that is intrinsically irrational. By “non-religious faith”—which 

I shall henceforth simply designate as “faith”—I shall mean the kind of attitude at 

issue in the following cases.2

MARY, THE LIVERPOOL FC SUPPORTER THE DAY BEFORE THE MATCH. “Though AC 

Milan are the favourites for tomorrow’s match, I have faith that Liverpool will 

win. But, for sure, I don’t believe they will win in the way I believed last week 

they would win against that little third-division team whose name I forgot.”

STEVEN, THE LIVERPOOL FC PLAYER TWENTY MINUTES BEFORE THE END OF THE 

MATCH (AND HIS DISHEARTENED TEAMMATE). “We’re three-nil down and they’re 

better than us. Steven, do you really think we can still come back to win?—

Yes, I have faith that we will. And you too have to believe that we will win!”

ESTHER, THE CANDIDATE BEFORE HER MIRROR (BEFORE OR AFTER HER AUDITION). 

“True, there are five other excellent candidates, but I have faith that I can get 

this position. I will do it!”

In order to elucidate the nature of the attitude of faith that is involved in these three 

cases, I start by summarising some well-known arguments for the idea that belief is 

neither sufficient (§ 1) nor necessary (§ 2) for faith. I then try to identify the nature 

of the positive cognitive attitude towards p involved in having faith that p—sup-

posing, on the basis of the arguments advanced in the previous section, that this 

positive cognitive attitude cannot be that of believing that p. After dismissing some 

candidates for the role (§ 3), I turn to the idea that faith and hope are similar atti-

tudes. I explore this idea and, after suggesting a new way of distinguishing hope 

from despair (§4), I advance a new characterisation of faith (§ 5). After indicating 

how this characterisation can account for the distinctive features of faith mentioned 

in §1, and can resist the objections raised in §3 against other accounts of faith, I 

turn to the question of the rationality of faith (§ 6). I argue in this final section that 

faith is intrinsically irrational because it is an intrinsically incoherent propositional 

attitude, but that there is a sense in which faith is neither intrinsically epistemically 

irrational nor intrinsically practically irrational.

1 Note that I do not presuppose that faith is a metaphysically composite attitude, reducible to a combina-

tion of other, metaphysically simple, non-reducible attitudes: different conditions do not necessarily point 

to different components.
2 In this paper I shall set aside the question of whether religious faith is a subspecies of this attitude, 

or vice versa, or whether neither is a subspecies of the other. More generally, I want to stay neutral on 

whether what goes for non-religious faith also goes for religious faith. In my view, this issue—to which 

an entire paper should be devoted—can be properly addressed only after the nature (and rationality) of 

non-religious faith has been clarified, which is what I intend to do in this paper.
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2  Why Belief is Not Sufficient for Faith

As they are usually characterised, outright or categorical beliefs (which I shall 

henceforth simply designated as “beliefs”) are “attitude[s] you form by settling for 

yourself positively the question of whether p”, so that “your mind is made up that p” 

(Lee, 2023: 1494), and you “simply take p for granted” (Wedgwood, 2012: 312) or 

“treat p as given” (Jackson, 2019: 518). Believing that p, in other words, is having 

a positive cognitive stance on whether p that can be described as taking it as a fact 

that p.

It is also commonly admitted that belief has a practical dimension, in the sense 

that believing that p implies being disposed to act, talk, and reason as if it were 

a fact that p. The same goes for faith: having faith that p also involves having a 

positive cognitive stance on whether p and being “disposed to live in light of that 

attitude”, as Howard-Snyder puts it (2017a: 57). According to Buchak, having faith 

that p “requires that one is willing to take risks on p” (Buchak, 2017: 58)—that 

is, according to Buchak, it requires that one does not look for, and even “refrain 

from gathering”, further evidence as to whether p before committing to acting on p 

(Buchak, 2014: 55). However, since belief also seems to lead subjects to take risks 

on the truth of p and to render, from the perspective of the subject, further inquiry 

into whether p superfluous, one may object that it is not clear that faith really differs 

from belief in this respect. In Sects. 6 and 7 I will argue that the practical dimension 

of faith does differ from that of belief, but in this section I shall stick to the more 

obvious major differences between the two attitudes.

First, as Robert Audi writes, “if I do not have a favourable attitude toward some-

thing’s happening, I cannot have faith that it will” (Audi, 2008: 97), whereas belief 

does not require such an attitude. In other words, unlike believing that p, having 

faith that p requires having a positive conative and/or evaluative attitude towards the 

fact that p—typically, desiring, or judging it to be desirable, that p. Howard-Snyder 

has advanced many convincing arguments in favour of this idea. Here is, first, a lin-

guistic argument: “I have faith that Liverpool will win, but I want Barcelona to win” 

sounds very odd.3 Second argument: “one cannot have faith that something is so 

without at least some tendency to feel disappointment upon learning that it’s not 

so” (Howard-Snyder, 2013a: 360). Now, if one tends to be disappointed upon learn-

ing that something does not obtain, this indicates that one wanted it to obtain, or 

judged its obtaining to be desirable. By contrast, “one can believe something even 

though one has no tendency at all to feel disappointment upon learning that it’s not 

so” (ibid.). Third argument: “[l]ike fear and hope, faith motivates behavior; that’s 

why it explains it. But cognition alone cannot motivate behavior; desire is required. 

Like propositional fear and hope, therefore, propositional faith has desire built into 

it” (ibid.: 363).

Another major difference between faith and belief is that faith demonstrates more 

“tenacity”, “perseverance”, or “resilience” than belief (Howard-Snyder, 2013a; 

Buchak 2014, 2017; McKaughan and Howard-Snyder 2022b): faith that p is more 

3 Consider also: “although I am completely indifferent as to whether I’ll recover my 50% losses, I still 

have faith that I will recover them” (Howard-Snyder and McKaughan 2022a: 303).
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resistant in the face of evidence that not-p than belief. Faith is also more resistant 

than belief in the face of practical reasons to cease having faith or believing. For 

instance, if, in the seventieth minute of the match, Steven has faith that his team will 

win, it is likely that he will still have that faith five minutes later even though it will 

then be (a) less probable than five minutes before that his team will come back to 

win, and (b) more difficult than five minutes before to make the physical efforts on 

the field that having faith involves. On the other hand, if Steven has no such faith at 

the seventieth minute, but instead believes that they will win—e.g. on the basis of 

statistics indicating that if they score in the next five minutes their chances of victory 

are high (but low if they do not) and on the basis of his belief that they are about to 

score—it is likely that, at the seventy-fifth minute, after no goal from Liverpool, he 

will no longer believe that they will come back to win. Furthermore, even if, after 

these five minutes, he takes his team’s chances of victory to remain the same, the 

increased difficulty of making the physical efforts on the field that having the belief 

in question involves might well causally lead him to cease to believe that Liverpool 

will win.

If the foregoing is correct—if belief and faith do differ in the two ways just indi-

cated—it follows that belief is not sufficient for faith. I shall now turn to three argu-

ments to the effect that belief is not even necessary for faith. Whether or not each 

argument is, by itself, compelling, it is sufficient that one of them succeeds. At the 

very least, it seems safe to advance that this series of converging and independently 

plausible arguments strongly speaks in favour of the conclusion that belief is not 

necessary for faith.

3  Why Belief is Not Necessary for Faith

Let us start with what can be called THE DOUBT ARGUMENT. It goes like this:

(1) Having faith that p is compatible with being in doubt as to whether p.

(2) Believing that p is not compatible with being in doubt as to whether p.

(3) Therefore, there can be faith that p without belief that p.

Premise (2) seems clearly correct. Indeed, as Howard-Snyder puts it, being in 

doubt as to whether p is “to be inclined neither to believe p nor not-p” (Howard-

Snyder, 2013b: 189). Hence, “if one is in doubt [as to whether p], one will lack ten-

dencies that one has if one believes [that p]” (Howard-Snyder, 2013a: 361), and that 

constitute the “dispositional profile” of belief according to William Alston (1996: 

4). These tendencies include the tendency to answer that p when asked whether p, 

the tendency to feel it to be the case that p when considering whether p, and the ten-

dency to use p as a premise in one’s theoretical and practical reasonings. Premise (1) 

is however much less obvious. Consider MARY, STEVEN, and ESTHER: in none of these 

cases do the subjects involved appear to be in doubt as to the truth of the relevant 

propositions. And if, at some point, these subjects apparently started to be in doubt, 

we would certainly be inclined to think that they have lost the faith they previously 
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had. Having some doubts as to the truth of a proposition p seems, on the other hand, 

to be perfectly compatible with having faith that p, but this does not clearly distin-

guish faith from belief because it is not clear that belief is incompatible with having 

such doubts.

Nonetheless, THE DOUBT ARGUMENT points to what seems to be an important dif-

ference between faith and belief: faith seems to be compatible with a higher degree 

of doubt, or a lesser degree of confidence, than belief. As Elizabeth Jackson writes:

faith is compatible with more doubt than belief. Even if belief is compatible 

with some doubt—as it seems fine to say, ‘I believe p but there’s a chance I’m 

wrong’—it seems like faith is compatible with even more doubt—more coun-

terevidence or lower credences. (Jackson, 2022a: 204)

For instance, Mary and Steven both have faith in Liverpool’s victory while taking 

Milan to be the favourites—i.e. while having a degree of confidence in Liverpool’s 

victory that is below 0.5. But it is generally admitted that, for one to believe a propo-

sition p to be true, it is necessary that one’s degree of confidence that p is true is 

superior to 0.5.4

A second argument for the claim that belief is not necessary for faith can be 

called THE SURPRISE ARGUMENT. Here I shall simply quote Howard-Snyder, who states 

it most clearly:

one can have faith that p but lack a tendency to be surprised upon learning it’s 

not so; disappointment, yes, but not surprise. However, one cannot believe p 

while lacking a tendency to be surprised upon learning it’s not so. Thus, one 

can have faith that p without belief that p. (Howard-Snyder, 2013a: 361)

The third argument I shall mention here is THE INCOMPATIBILITY ARGUMENT. It states 

that faith is “positively incompatible” with belief (Schellenberg, 2005: 132): if one 

believes that p, one cannot have faith that p. Supposing it is true that one cannot 

judge that one’s evidence is sufficient to establish that p without believing that p, it 

follows that, if faith and belief are incompatible, one cannot have faith that p without 

judging one’s evidence for p to be insufficient to establish that p. THE INCOMPATIBILITY 

ARGUMENT is partly based on the linguistic observation that it would be very odd to 

say things like “I have faith that Roger will soon be in front of us on the platform 

since I just saw him saying hello by the window of the train”, “I  have faith that 

winter has come since it’s December and temperatures have been freezing for three 

weeks now”, or “I have faith that there’s a computer in front of me”. The reason such 

statements would be odd is, plausibly, that in such cases I do not really have doubts 

as to the truth of the relevant propositions but rather categorically believe them.

Howard-Snyder and McKaughan object to THE INCOMPATIBILITY ARGUMENT as 

follows:

4 But see (Jackson 2022b) for a useful overview of the (more or less convincing) arguments that can be 

opposed to this idea.
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If you have faith that a friend will keep your secret, then, if faith entails uncer-

tainty, you cannot put your faith in those who are most worthy of your faith, 

namely those with respect to whom you are certain that they are worthy of 

your faith – which […] seems implausible. (Howard-Snyder & McKaughan, 

2022a: 314).

It does not seem, however, that this case (let us call it FRIEND) is an instance of the 

attitude that is at issue in this paper—i.e. the attitude instantiated in MARY, STEVEN, 

and ESTHER. Indeed, in FRIEND my attitude vis-à-vis the proposition that my friend 

will keep my secret looks more like a categorical belief that she will do so. This 

belief is probably based on my taking her to be trustworthy about such matters, 

which would nicely explain why I would clearly be surprised if she did not. Admit-

tedly, faith that p does not exclude being surprised upon learning that not-p. But it 

seems to me that in FRIEND my cognitive attitude vis-à-vis the truth of the relevant 

proposition is much more similar to the attitude I have when I believe that Roger 

will soon be in front of us on the platform than it is to Mary’s faith that Liverpool 

will win.5

4  What is the Positive Cognitive Attitude Involved in Faith ?

Uncontroversially, faith involves taking a positive stance on the truth of p, such that 

one’s attitude would be incorrect if p were not the case. But if having faith that p 

does not involve believing that p, what exactly is the nature of this positive stance?

In the recent literature, two of the main candidates for replacing belief in this role 

are acceptance and assumption, with Alston defending the former option and How-

ard-Snyder the benefits of the latter.6 I shall focus in this section on their respective 

views, as I take them to capture two fundamental aspects of faith: (i) the fact that 

faith has an agential dimension that belief lacks and (ii) the fact that faith that p 

(generally) involves acting as if p were true while not taking p to be true. In that 

sense, their analyses can be seen as paving the way for the account of non-religious 

faith I shall advance in Sect. 7. My account will be based on what I take to be fun-

damentally correct in Alston’s and Howard-Snyder’s accounts while avoiding the 

objections I raise against them.

5 I do not take the foregoing to be a conclusive argument for the claim that faith excludes belief. I rather 

take THE INCOMPATIBILITY ARGUMENT for this claim to be prima facie plausible, and Howard-Snyder and 

McKaughan’s objection to it to not be compelling—which makes, I would argue, this claim plausible 

too. Three further things to note. First, as I indicated at the beginning of Sect. 2, by “belief” I mean “out-

right belief”—i.e. taking it as a fact that p. The term “belief” can also designate a weaker cognitive atti-

tude (see e.g. (Hawthorne, Rothschild, and Spectre 2015)) that is perhaps compatible with faith. Second, 

it may be that religious and non-religious faith differ when it comes to their compatibility with belief. 

Third, if faith implies hope, as (Palmqvist 2022) holds, then it could be argued that if it is admitted that 

hope that p and (outright) belief that p are incompatible, then faith and (outright) belief also are incom-

patible. Thanks to an anonymous referee for Erkenntnis for having led me to clarify things here.
6 Note that for Howard-Snyder different types of cognitive attitudes, not just assumption, can satisfy the 

“positive cognitive attitude” condition for faith. This makes his account of propositional faith “close to 

being an ‘umbrella-account’” for (Palmqvist 2022: 514)).
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Let us start with acceptance. For Jonathan Cohen, acceptance consists in taking 

a proposition p for granted “for deciding what to do or think in a particular con-

text” (Cohen, 1992: 4). For Alston, it consists in including p “in one’s repertoire of 

(supposed) facts on which one will rely in one’s theoretical and practical reasoning” 

(Alston, 1996: 8). This involves performing “a voluntary act of committing oneself 

to [p], to resolve to use [p] as a basis for one’s thought, attitude, and behaviour. 

(And, of course, it involves being disposed to do so as a result of this voluntary 

acceptance)” (ibid.: 17).

An important point here is that accepting that p is not identical to merely acting, 

talking, and reasoning as if it were a fact that p, because doing this is compatible 

with believing that not-p. Now, one is “unable to accept” or to have faith that p if 

one takes p “to be obviously false” (Alston, 2007: 132): Esther cannot accept or 

have faith that she will get the position if she believes she will not. But note that 

for one to accept or to have faith that p, it is insufficient that one does not believe 

that not-p while intentionally acting, talking, and reasoning as if it were a fact that 

p. If this were sufficient, one could have faith that Liverpool will win while simply 

not believing that Milan will win, which is intuitively insufficient for having faith 

that Liverpool will win. For Alston, accepting that p requires “really taking seri-

ously the idea that [p is] true”, accepting p “as true” (Alston, 1996: 17). This means 

that I can accept or have faith that p only if my “evidence and arguments pro and 

con [p]” make it that p “seems most likely to me”, compared to not-p (Alston, 1996: 

10–11). In short, “to be able to (really) accept p I must find p to be somewhat cred-

ible, enjoying some support though not enough to make it something I find myself 

believing” (Alston, 2007: 132).

On Alston’s view, accepting that p also requires that one inwardly assents to p’s 

truth. One of the main differences between Alston and Howard-Snyder when it 

comes to the cognitive attitude involved in faith is that Howard-Snyder rejects this 

condition of inner assent. This rejection follows from his view that the cognitive 

attitude involved in faith is not acceptance but assumption. In order to illustrate the 

nature of this attitude, Howard-Snyder uses this thought-experiment:

Consider an army general facing enemy forces. She needs to act. Her scouts 

give some information about the disposition of the enemy but not nearly 

enough to settle whether they are situated one way rather than several others. 

So she assumes that they are situated in the way that seems the least false of 

the credible options given the available information, say, that they are scattered 

throughout the boulder field on the peak. Then, acting on that assumption, she 

disposes her forces in the way that seems most likely to be an effective means 

to thwarting the enemy. (Howard-Snyder, 2019: 122)

This kind of assumption, he explains, neither consists in taking something for 

granted in the way in which we do “when we assume the world is more than 

five minutes old”—which “refers to a cognitive attitude too much like belief”) 

(ibid.:  123)—nor in admitting a proposition into one’s reasonings just to see 

what follows from it. The kind of assumption that p at play in the army general 

case rather consists in “tak[ing] a stand on behalf of the truth of p” (ibid.: 124) 



 M. B. Gaultier 

1 3

resulting from one’s taking p to be “the most likely, the most strongly indicated, 

or the least false of the options [one] deems credible” on whether p (Howard-

Snyder, 2017b: 161). Crucially, though, the kind of assumption at play does not 

require that one “has settled” for oneself the question whether p, and so does not 

necessarily go along with a tendency to “assent inwardly” to the truth of p or a 

tendency to “to be surprised upon learning not-p” (Howard-Snyder, 2019: 124; 

2013a: 366).

In my opinion, Alston’s and Howard-Snyder’s views face three common dif-

ficulties. I am not certain that all of them are fatal to their respective views, but 

they certainly put pressure on them. The first of these difficulties is that taking p 

to be the likeliest option on whether p does not seem to be necessary for having 

faith that p. Indeed, as STEVEN illustrates, it seems clearly possible to take one-

self (or one’s team) to be the underdog in a sports match—and hence not to be 

surprised by one’s defeat if one is defeated—while having faith in one’s victory. 

Second difficulty: satisfying Alston’s or Howard-Snyder’s different conditions for 

acceptance and assumption, plus the conative and/or evaluative condition(s) for 

faith, does not seem to be sufficient for having faith. It could be for instance that 

two friends, Paul and Peter:

(1) Both equally desire that a horse A wins the race and judge that A’s victory would 

be a good thing,

(2) Both believe that A’s chances of winning are higher than those of the other two 

horses in the race (let us suppose that they both believe that the odds are 55% 

for horse A, 25% for horse B, and 20% for horse C), and

(3) Both have, as a result, resolved to base their actions, discourses, and reasonings 

on A’s victory, and tend to do so as a result (which led them both to bet on A),

Yet Paul, unlike Peter, is constantly anxious before and during the race about 

A’s possible defeat, and envious of Peter’s obvious faith in A’s victory, which 

he kindly tries to convey to his friend by saying “you’ll see Paul, it will win!”. 

It does not seem that, if Paul were to “inwardly assent” to the proposition that A 

will win the race, it would necessarily follow that he would cease to be anxious 

about A’s possible defeat and would start to have faith in A’s victory.

Third difficulty: even though it is true that faith, unlike belief, seems to involve 

a form of commitment from the person who has faith, faith does not seem to 

be voluntary in the way it would be if it basically consisted in the acceptance 

or assumption of the truth of a proposition. For instance, it does not seem that 

Esther—the candidate who does not have faith that she will get the position 

despite taking her chances of getting it to be of the same as those of the other 

candidates—can decide to have faith that she will get it in the way she can decide 

to accept or assume the truth of a proposition p she judges to be at least as prob-

able as not-p on the question whether p.

Note that to say that faith is not voluntary is not to deny the widely accepted 

idea that one’s agency is involved in one’s faith (an idea that is very much in line 
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with the idea that faith partly consists in a commitment). To say that faith is not 

voluntary is rather to say that one cannot have faith at will in the way in which 

one can act at will (e.g., raising one’s arm, going to church and praying every 

morning). Here is an argument for this, in my view, very intuitive claim. Sup-

pose that two friends, John and Mohamed are both single parents of ten years 

old daughters. Suppose that, sadly, their daughters both have cancer. Suppose 

also that John and Mohamed equally desire their own daughter to survive, and 

that both friends equally believe that (i) there is, statistically, a 35% chance that 

their own daughter will survive, and that (ii) when parents of children who have 

cancer have faith that their children will survive, then, for some medical reason, 

the chances that they will survive increase. Suppose, finally, that John says to 

Mohamed “I can see, I can feel, in the way you talk, in the way you think, in the 

way you act, that you have faith that your daughter will not die of her cancer. 

But I don’t. I’ve tried so hard, but I just can’t. And that’s horrible, because I 

know that as a result her chances of survival are not as high as they could be”. 

Intuitively, it would be wrong to judge John to be at fault here on the grounds 

that it is up to him to have faith or not, in much the same way that it is up to him 

to raise his arm or not. On the other hand, if it was possible to have faith at will 

in the sense in which it is possible to raise one’s arm at will, then responding 

to John by saying “What you said just doesn’t make any sense, because having 

faith that your daughter will survive is as up to you as raising your arm” would 

be harsh but correct, which is clearly not the case. What one can do at will how-

ever is cause oneself to have faith by acting in certain ways, for example, “acting 

as if [one] believed, taking the holy water, having masses said, etc.”, as Pascal 

famously argued in the case of religious faith. Another thing that one can do at 

will is—provided certain evidential conditions are satisfied—accept or assume 

that something is the case.

If neither acceptance nor assumption can be the positive cognitive attitude 

involved in faith, what about the idea that faith is an attitude that simply involves 

desiring, or judging it to be desirable, that p, plus having a degree of confidence 

that p is true that is inferior to the degree of confidence required for believing 

that p? The main problem with this idea is that it is generally admitted that one’s 

degree of confidence that a certain proposition p is true is, or corresponds to, 

one’s subjective estimation of the probability that p is true. Now, as MARY, STE-

VEN, and ESTHER clearly illustrate, having faith that p seems to consist in taking a 

positive stance on the truth of p that goes beyond one’s subjective estimation of 

the probability that p is true. For example, we would not expect someone who, 

like Mary, desires and has a certain degree of confidence (let us say 0.4) that 

Liverpool will win, but who, unlike Mary, does not have faith that Liverpool 

will win, to confidently assert that Liverpool will win, like Mary does. So, even 

if, as I shall argue in §5, faith that p involves the cognitive attitude of having an 

intermediate degree of confidence that p (to put it briefly), and a positive cona-

tive and/or evaluative attitude towards p’s obtaining, having these attitudes is 

not sufficient for having faith that p.
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5  Is Faith Similar to Hope ?

In order to capture the nature of faith, in this section I shall explore the idea that 

faith is, if not identical, at least similar, to hope. This view is defended by Louis Poj-

man (1986), for whom religious faith is a “profound hope” that requires, as Buchak 

summarises, “a particularly intense desire” for the obtaining of the object of one’s 

religious faith (Buchak, 2017: 58). For Carl-Johan Palmqvist, faith and hope are not 

identical, but faith “implies” hope—which fits with the fact that faith appears to be 

“as inconsistent with despair as hope is” (2022: 513).7 More generally, because faith 

and hope intuitively are (and are generally taken to be) very similar, it seems prima 

facie plausible that, by clarifying the nature of hope, we can clarify the nature of 

faith.

Let us start from this standard minimal definition of hope: “to hope is to desire 

an outcome we deem neither certain nor impossible” (Han-Pile, 2017: 176). In other 

words, hoping that p consists in desiring that p, and in neither dismissing the pos-

sibility that p nor the possibility that not-p. As Jackson writes, “hope is consistent 

with high credences […] but not maximally high” (as  “it seems odd to hope for 

things in which we are certain”) and “with very low credences—as long as they are 

non-zero” (Jackson, 2022a: 205). For her part, Claudia Blöser rightly underlines that 

“rather than entailing a belief in the possibility of the object, hope […] entail[s] the 

absence of a belief in its impossibility” (Blöser, 2019: 209). Indeed, one can hope 

that p while being in doubt as to whether p really is possible, but one cannot hope 

(but merely wish) that p while believing p to be impossible.

One difficulty with the idea of identifying faith with hope as it has been defined 

is that, as Jackson writes, “the cognitive component of hope is much weaker than 

faith’s”  (Jackson, 2023: 41). Indeed, one cannot have faith that p without a suffi-

ciently high degree of confidence that p is the case, whereas for one to have hope 

that p it is sufficient that one does not believe that it is impossible that p. Thus, while 

“I believe that there’s almost no chance now that Liverpool will win this match, but I 

hope they will win” seems to make perfect sense, “I believe there’s almost no chance 

now that Liverpool will win this match, but I have faith that they will win” does not 

7 Palmqvist’s central argument for this claim is that, if it is admitted that hope is to be “analysed in terms 

of desire and epistemic possibility”, and that “these conditions are also the smallest, common denomina-

tor of non-doxasticism […], hope should be considered the most basic non-doxastic pro-attitude, which is 

why […] non-doxastic faith should be taken to imply hope” (2022: 512). Two objections could be made 

against this argument. The first is Williamsonian in spirit: just as for Williamson knowledge is a primi-

tive mental state, and mere (justified true) belief just “botched knowledge”, it could be that faith is also 

a primitive mental state. For Williamson we should not conceive of knowledge as (justified true) belief 

that satisfies an additional condition X. Similarly, we should not conceive of faith as a kind of hope that 

satisfies an additional condition Y. On this view, faith would no more imply hope than knowledge implies 

belief. The second objection would go like this: suppose Palmqvist is right that the conditions that must 

be satisfied for an attitude to be one of hope (i.e. believing that p is epistemically possible, and desir-

ing that p) are also conditions that must be satisfied for an attitude to be one of faith. If these conditions 

are not sufficient for there to be hope and/or faith, then it could be that the further conditions that must 

be satisfied for an attitude to be one of hope are incompatible with the further conditions that must be 

satisfied for an attitude to be one of faith. This would make hope incompatible with faith, so that faith 

would not imply hope. I shall not take a stand here on whether these objections succeed in undermining 

Palmqvist’s claim.
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make that much sense. Similarly, it is conceivable that, when floating on a raft in 

mid-ocean without beacon or food, an individual might keep on hoping to be res-

cued until the very end, even when they know that the chances of rescue are becom-

ing smaller and smaller. But it does not seem conceivable that, in this situation, they 

could have faith that they will be rescued until the very end.

Another problem with the idea of using the definition of hope above to elucidate 

the nature of faith is that this definition is in fact unsatisfactory. Indeed, it is “unable 

to correctly exclude all situations where hope is absent” (Palmqvist, 2021: 587). In 

particular, it is unable to exclude those situations in which one’s attitude is not that 

of hope but, on the contrary, that of despair. For instance, suppose that there are two 

persons on the raft, that they equally desire to be rescued, and that their estimation 

of the chances of being rescued is similar (and is neither 0 nor 1). It could be that 

one of them will hope until the end that they will be rescued, while the other will 

never have that hope.

Different additional conditions on hope have been advanced in the literature so 

as to exclude the possibility that despair satisfies the conditions for hope. I shall 

focus here on the idea that we can account for the difference between the subject 

who hopes that p and the subject who despairs that p by arguing that the former, 

but not the latter, is disposed to act in a way she takes to increase the chances that 

p obtains. The main problem with this condition is that its satisfaction does not 

seem to be necessary for an attitude to be one of hope, at least if it is admitted that 

hope can be “directed to past states of affairs or to future states of affairs for which 

the subject is conscious that they are not in his or her power” (Blöser, 2019: 211). 

Maybe this objection can be partly overcome by arguing that, when one hopes that 

p but believes that p’s obtaining is not within one’s power, having the disposition 

in question just requires that if, at some point, one took p’s obtaining to be within 

one’s power, then, ceteris paribus, one would act in a way one takes to increase the 

chances that p obtains. However, there are some cases of hope that do not involve 

any such disposition.

Consider for instance the case of Günther and his brother Helmut, who have both 

recently discovered archives that clearly indicate—though not conclusively—that 

their beloved grandfather Klaus was in fact an active Nazi militant. Suppose that, 

after this discovery, Günther keeps hoping that grandpa Klaus was not an active 

Nazi, whereas Helmut does not. Even if Günther were offered a time machine 

that could enable him, if necessary, to prevent his grandfather from becoming an 

active Nazi, his hope does not seem to involve any disposition to do this. Günther’s 

hope is rather the hope that, if he could go back to the late thirties, he would dis-

cover that it is unnecessary for him to do anything to prevent grandpa Klaus from 

becoming an active Nazi. Suppose that Günther, by using a time machine, discov-

ers that his grandfather was an active Nazi from January 1936 until the end of the 

war. Günther’s hoping, before using the machine, that grandpa Klaus was not a Nazi 

would be perfectly consistent with his having, at the same time, no disposition to act 

(in December 1935 for example) so as to prevent his grandfather from being a Nazi. 

In other words, it could be that, before using the time machine and while still hop-

ing that his grandfather was not an active Nazi, Günther is in the following state of 

mind: “If I discover that grandpa Klaus was a Nazi, I won’t try to prevent him from 
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being one. He can go to hell. If it turns out that he was someone who, absent my 

intervention before January 1936, would then become an active Nazi, he was not the 

sort of person I thought he was, and definitely not a person for whom I would want 

to do anything”.

Another problem with the disposition to action condition is that its satisfaction, 

even in combination with the conative and cognitive conditions summarised in the 

claim that “to hope is to desire an outcome we deem neither certain nor impossi-

ble”, does not seem sufficient for there to be hope. Indeed, this disposition to do 

“what needs to be done” to increase the chances of something we desire obtaining 

sometimes leads us to do this à la désespérée only—that is, when we despair of 

the desired outcome obtaining. In particular, this happens in situations in which our 

other desires or interests do not immediately call for any action from us, so that “we 

might as well”, as we would ordinarily say, do what increases the chances of the 

desired outcome obtaining.

The attempt to account for the difference between a subject who hopes that p and 

a subject who despairs that p by adding a disposition to action condition for hope is 

however on the right track. To be satisfactory, this condition should, in my opinion, 

be revised as follows: when two subjects S1 and S2 both desire that p and take p to 

be neither certain nor impossible, but S1 hopes that p while S2 despairs that p, this 

is because S2 in fact categorically believes that not-p, which leads her to tend to act, 

talk, and reason as if it were a fact that not-p, unlike S1, who does not categorically 

believe that not-p.

The difference between our two shipwrecked people can then be explained by 

the fact that the one who hopes to be rescued does not categorically believe that 

they will not be, whereas her companion in misfortune does categorically believe 

– i.e. has no doubt – that they will not be rescued. Both of them categorically believe 

that their rescue is metaphysically possible, and hence that there is, in this sense, 

a chance that they will be rescued. But, while the chance that they will be rescued 

is an epistemic possibility for the one who hopes they will be rescued (since she 

does not categorically believe that they will not be rescued), this chance is not an 

epistemic possibility for the one who does not hope that they will be rescued. It is 

not in epistemic possibility for this second subject in the sense that the question is 

settled for her: she categorically believes that they will not be rescued, and takes the 

fact that the available evidence does not exclude their being rescued as insufficient 

for making the question unsettled.8 Her doxastic state of mind could be expressed 

as follows: “Yes, it’s still objectively possible that we will be rescued, but this won’t 

happen”. Mary’s state of mind is similar when she despairs that Liverpool will 

win when they are three-nil down five minutes before the end of the match: while 

believing that Liverpool’s victory is still objectively possible, she believes it is not 

8 See (Palmqvist 2021) for an interesting defence of the idea that the exclusion problem can be solved 

by distinguishing between two notions of epistemic possibility. For Palmqvist the difference between the 

two subjects is that one takes certain epistemic possibilities (broadly understood as things the probability 

of which is believed to be between 0 and 1) to be “live possibilities”, while the other does not because 

these epistemic possibilities are not for her probable enough to reach a certain subject- and context-

dependent “positive probability threshold”. While our two views differ, they certainly share a similar 

spirit.
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something that will happen, and takes it as a fact that Milan will win.9 (Note that 

this state of mind is not incoherent: believing that  p is objectively or metaphysi-

cally possible but will not happen is not believing something incoherent since, as is 

widely admitted, it is metaphysically possible that a metaphysically possible thing 

will never become actual.) Being in this state of mind, Mary will be disposed to 

act as if it were fact that Liverpool will not come back to win. For instance, if she 

believes she could avoid the tiresome traffic jam around the stadium after the match 

finishes by leaving it right now, she might well be strongly tempted to do so.

What then about subjects who have hope that p? Since they neither believe that p 

(just like those who despair that p) nor believe that not-p (unlike those who despair 

that p), they neither tend to act, talk, and reason as if it were the case that p nor as 

if it were the case that not-p. They rather tend to act, talk, and reason in a way that 

is compatible with the truth or falsity of p. By this I mean tending to act, talk, and 

reason in such a way that the rightness or wrongness—whether epistemic or practi-

cal—of so acting, talking, and reasoning does not depend on whether p is true or 

false. For instance, if, after the discovery of the archives, Günther still hopes that 

his beloved grandpa was not a Nazi, he will not tend (unlike Helmut) to burn his 

pictures of his grandfather, to speak badly of him, or to base his reasonings on the 

premise that grandpa Klaus was a Nazi. But Günther will also not tend to hang new 

pictures of his grandfather on the wall of his living room, to praise publicly “the 

deep humanity” of grandpa Klaus (which is something he used to do before the dis-

covery of the compromising archives), or to base his reasonings on the premise that 

his grandfather was a just man. In short, those who merely hope that p, and hence 

neither believe that p nor that not-p, will tend not to engage in courses of action, dis-

courses, and reasonings the rightness or wrongness of which depends on the truth-

value of p.

6  The Nature of Faith

According to the foregoing, belief, despair, and hope can be distinguished, in part, 

through the different tendencies to act, talk, and reason that they respectively imply. 

Believing that p implies the tendency to act, talk, and reason as if it were the case 

that p; despairing that p implies the tendency to act, talk, and reason as if it were 

the case that not-p; and hoping that p implies the tendency to act, talk, and reason 

9 This is how I would explain the difference Jack Kwong has underlined between subjects like our 

two shipwrecked people: the one who keeps hope has “a positive orientation toward the chances of the 

desired outcome’s obtaining: She feels good and has good thoughts about her chances. By contrast, the 

despairing person […] lacks such a positive orientation: She feels bad and has bad thoughts and feelings 

about her chances” (Kwong 2022: 1430). Her having “bad thoughts and feelings about her chances” can 

be seen as resulting from her believing, or feeling it to be the case, that these chances will not material-

ise.
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in such a way that the rightness or wrongness of so acting, talking, and reasoning 

does not depend on the truth-value of p. This way of understanding the nature of 

hope suggests, and makes it natural, to also analyse the intuitively similar attitude of 

faith in terms of such tendencies, and their relation to one’s cognitive and conative 

attitudes vis-à-vis the proposition in question. I would then advance the following 

analysis of the nature of faith (henceforth designated as FAITH):

For a subject S to have faith that p, it is necessary and sufficient that:

(1) S has a positive conative and/or evaluative attitude towards p’s obtaining—typi-

cally, desiring that p.

(2) S has a degree of confidence that p that is not sufficient for S to believe that p, 

i.e. to take it as fact that p (as the incompatibility argument indicates), and that 

can even be inferior to S’s degree of confidence that not-p (as Mary and Ste-

ven illustrate)—though not too inferior, as the fact that it would be odd to say 

“I believe there’s almost no chance now that Liverpool will win this match, but 

I have faith in their victory” illustrates.

(3) S confidently commits herself to the truth of p in her actions, discourses, and 

reasonings—at least in circumstances in which S knows that, if it turned out that 

not-p, the negative consequences of doing so would be insignificant or negligi-

ble—which involves acting, talking, and reasoning (in these circumstances at 

least) as if it were a fact that p.

Some remarks about FAITH are in order.

First, the qualification that appears after the dash should not be read as a proviso: 

the condition (3) does not say that S confidently commits herself to the truth of p in 

her actions, discourses, and reasonings provided the negative consequences of doing 

so would be insignificant or negligible if it turned out that not-p. Such a proviso 

would clearly be overly restrictive. The meaning of the qualification included in con-

dition (3) can then be clarified as follows:

For S to have faith that p,

(i) it is necessary that S confidently commits herself to the truth of p in her 

actions, discourses, and reasonings in circumstances C in which S knows that, if 

it turned out that not-p, the negative consequences of doing so would be insignifi-

cant or negligible;

(ii) but it is not necessary that S so commits herself in circumstances C’ in which 

more is at stake (i.e. in which the costs or risks associated with being so commit-

ted are higher).

(iii) Supposing that S does not so commit herself in C’ (i.e. ceases in C’ to have 

faith that p), one should not infer from this that S does not so commit herself in C.
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In Sect. 7, when discussing the rationality of non-religious faith, I shall further clar-

ify condition (3) and the qualification it contains by contrasting two cases illustrat-

ing them.10

Second, FAITH fits with the different features of faith indicated in Sects. 2, 3 and 

4. FAITH is obviously in line with THE DOUBT ARGUMENT, THE SURPRISE ARGUMENT, THE 

INCOMPATIBILITY ARGUMENT, as well as the positive conative and/or evaluative attitude 

requirement. FAITH can also easily account for the fact that faith is more resilient 

than belief: because belief requires a higher degree of confidence in the truth of p 

than faith, more evidence that not-p will often be necessary for one to cease to have 

faith that p than for one to cease to believe that p. Moreover, the fact that faith that p 

involves a commitment to the truth of p can explain the distinctive resilience of faith 

when faced with practical reasons to abandon it.

FAITH also fits nicely with the observation, made in §3, that having faith that p 

seems to consist in taking a positive stance on the truth of p that goes beyond one’s 

subjective estimation of the probability that p is true: according to FAITH, having 

faith that p involves confidently committing oneself (in certain circumstances) to the 

truth of p, and hence involves acting, talking, and reasoning (in these circumstances) 

as if it were a fact that p even though this does not reflect one’s doxastic state about 

whether p. This means that, when it comes to non-religious faith, “the leap of faith” 

is, according to FAITH, a practical leap, not a doxastic leap: the idea that “faith seems 

to ‘go beyond the evidence’ in a way that belief doesn’t” (Jackson, 2022a: 204) must 

not be interpreted (at least in the case of non-religious faith) as meaning that, when 

we have faith that p, our degree of confidence in the truth of p goes beyond our 

evidence for p. Rather, “the leap of faith” consists in the fact that having faith that p 

involves committing oneself (in certain circumstances) to the truth of p, and hence 

involves acting, talking, and reasoning (in certain circumstances) in a way that goes 

beyond one’s degree of confidence in the truth of p.

(Interestingly, FAITH also fits with the common observation that there is a sense in 

which faith seems to be an all-or-nothing affair, something one either has or lacks, 

something one can either keep or lose entirely—as suggested by the fact that it 

sounds rather odd to say that one does not fully have faith but just has an intermedi-

ate degree of faith. Indeed, there is a sense in which one cannot more or less act, 

talk, and reason as if it were a fact that p; either one does these things, or one does 

not. But FAITH is also compatible with the seemingly opposite idea that one person’s 

faith that p can be stronger than someone else’s, and so faith can admit of degrees: 

one’s confidence in the truth of p and one’s positive conative and/or evaluative atti-

tude towards p both admit of degrees. The higher these degrees, I would suggest, 

the more solid or resilient one’s faith—the more one will continue to confidently 

commit oneself in thought, word, and deed to the truth of p when evidentially chal-

lenged, or when the costs or risks associated with being so committed rise.)

Third, FAITH escapes the difficulties raised in §3 for Alston’s and Howard-Sny-

der’s accounts of faith: (1) FAITH is clearly not subject to the objection that having 

faith that p does not require taking p to be likeliest option on whether p; (2) Esther’s 

10 Many thanks to two referees for this journal, who, through their comments, both pointed at some 

unclarity in the original version of the present section.
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anxiety that not-p is incompatible with the satisfaction of condition (3) of FAITH, 

which states that faith that p requires confidently committing oneself to the truth of 

p; (3) according to FAITH, faith requires a commitment but is not voluntary in the way 

in which acceptance and assumption are, because one cannot confidently commit 

oneself to the truth of p voluntarily.

This last point may look tricky, but the idea behind it is in fact rather simple: 

satisfying conditions (1) and (2) of faith—e.g. by desiring that p and by having a 

degree of confidence of 0.4 that p is true—plus judging that one should confidently 

commit oneself in one’s actions, discourses, and reasonings to the truth of p, given 

one’s practical reasons to do so, can be sufficient for non-confidently doing so, but 

not for confidently doing so. Suppose for example that I am watching the match 

between Liverpool and Milan with my friend Mary, and that I have, like her, a mid-

dling degree of confidence that Liverpool will win, plus a strong desire that this 

happens, but that I do not have, unlike her, faith that they will win. Knowing that 

I would make her very happy by having, when watching the match, the attitude of 

confidently committing myself in thought, word, and deed to the truth of “Liverpool 

will win”—and so, according to FAITH, by having faith that Liverpool will win—

cannot be sufficient for me to have this attitude. In other words, I cannot have the 

attitude of confidently committing myself in thought, word, and deed to the truth of 

“Liverpool will win” on the basis of my practical reason to have this attitude, though 

I can, on that basis, non-confidently commit myself to this in thought, word, and 

deed—i.e. act, talk, and reason as if it were the case that p.

What could make me have the both practical and affective attitude of confidently 

committing myself to the truth of “Liverpool will win” in thought, word, and deed? 

Typically, the causal influence of my strong desire that Liverpool will win, com-

bined with my sufficiently high degree of confidence that they will win. So, the fact 

that one cannot have faith that p at will is not incompatible with faith involving a 

commitment. This fact rather means that the practical/affective commitment in ques-

tion cannot directly result from one’s will to follow practical reasons one may pos-

sess for having this attitude, but typically results from the causal influence of one’s 

desire that p is true.

One last remark about FAITH: FAITH should not be understood as the claim that 

having faith that p is believing that p out of a desire that p. Indeed, FAITH does not 

claim that one’s degree of confidence in the truth of p gets higher due to one’s posi-

tive conative and/or evaluative attitude towards p, leading one to believe that p. Faith 

then is not a form of wishful thinking, where one’s doxastic state on whether p is 

the causal result of one’s desire that p. According to FAITH, having faith that p rather 

involves a practical/affective attitude towards p (that of confidently committing one-

self in thought, word, and deed to the truth of p, in certain circumstances) that does 

not match—and more precisely goes beyond—one’s doxastic attitude towards p 

(one’s not taking it as a fact that p).

Let us now turn to the question of the rationality of faith.
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7  Is Faith Intrinsically Irrational?

If FAITH is correct, does it follow that faith is necessarily or intrinsically irrational? 

If so, in what sense? Consider the following case, recently discussed by Jonathan 

Jenkins Ichikawa:

Suppose you are starting a business, and considering including Ranjit as a 

business partner. Bringing in a business partner is a momentous decision—

a poor choice will result in tremendous future stress and negative financial 

implications. […] Because you take these considerations seriously, you inves-

tigate Ranjit thoroughly. […] After a thorough process, you’ve gathered a lot 

of evidence, and—let’s stipulate—that evidence rationalises proceeding with 

Ranjit as a business partner. We don’t have to suppose that the evidence jus-

tifies certainty that he will work out well. But let’s stipulate that you have 

enough evidence to justify the risk. […] Under the circumstances, you prob-

ably won’t feel sure about whether you should go into business with Ranjit. 

But let’s suppose you do it anyway. Good decision! [...] You’ve proceeded as 

the evidence dictated; you’ve done the rational thing. […I]t is easy and proper 

to describe this as an exercise of faith. (Ichikawa, 2020: 3)

In this scenario it seems true that, by including Ranjit as a business partner but 

not categorically believing that he will be a good business partner, we adequately 

respond to the evidence. But it also seems true that, by having faith that he will be 

a good business partner, we go beyond the evidence, though according to Ichikawa 

this does not prevent our faith from being rational. How are we to understand this?

Let us first consider whether the fact that faith is more resilient to counterevi-

dence than belief is sufficient to make faith irrational—and, more specifically, epis-

temically irrational. This would be the case if faith were more resilient than belief 

because it is less doxastically sensitive to counterevidence. But, as I already indi-

cated, the fact that faith is more resilient than belief can simply be explained by the 

fact that faith that p does not require as high a degree of confidence in the truth of p 

as belief does. Indeed, if so, a relatively small amount of counterevidence will often 

be sufficient for one’s degree of confidence in the truth of p to fall below the level 

required for belief, but not sufficient for it to fall below the level required for faith. 

So, faith’s superior resilience to counterevidence does not necessarily imply that it is 

epistemically irrational.

But what about its practical rationality? According to Finlay Malcolm, faith’s 

resilience in the face of counterevidence or practical reasons to abandon it “makes 

faith valuable” because it means that “faith involves a disposition to retain one’s 

long-term commitments to plans and projects, and […] to persist with these com-

mitments in the face of difficulties in achieving them” (Malcolm, 2020: 137). In a 

more or less similar spirit, Jackson (2021) holds that, when the rationality of one’s 

long-term projects and commitments requires one to take it as a fact that p, having 

faith that p is better suited for the role than believing that p due to faith’s superior 

resilience.
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Let us admit that this property of faith can confer on it a form of practical ration-

ality. Isn’t it nonetheless the case that acting as if it were a fact that p, even though 

one does not take it as a fact that p, makes the actions in question irrational? Here I 

think we should distinguish two different situations. The first is a situation in which 

one acts as if it were a fact that p but, if it turned out that not-p, nobody would be 

adversely affected. The second is a situation in which one acts as if it were a fact that 

p and, if it turned out that not-p, somebody would be adversely affected.

Suppose for example that Mary is at the stadium with a friend during the match 

between Liverpool and Milan. Her having faith that Liverpool will win despite the 

odds (let’s say her degree of confidence that they will win is 0.4) means, according 

to FAITH, that she confidently acts, talks, and reasons as if it were a fact that Liv-

erpool will win—e.g. she enthusiastically cheers Liverpool on, reassures her anx-

ious friend, thinks about the next Champions League match against FC Barcelona, 

etc. Suppose that Mary does this while knowing that, if Liverpool were to lose the 

match, acting, talking, and reasoning in these ways would have no negative conse-

quences for her or anybody else. It does not seem that her behaviour would be irra-

tional. Similarly, in virtue of her faith in Liverpool’s victory, Mary would be ready 

to bet her friend a beer that Liverpool will win, or to pay more than 40 pence (let’s 

say, 70 pence) for a ticket that will get her £1 if Liverpool win and nothing if they 

lose. This is because, in both cases, she knows that nothing dramatic would follow if 

Liverpool were to lose: the cost of the beer, or 70 pence, is negligible for her. And it 

would be rather incongruous to say that taking these little bets would be an irrational 

thing to do. More generally, it seems that acting, talking, and reasoning as if it were 

a fact that p, even though this does not reflect one’s doxastic state on whether p, p is 

not irrational in situations where one knows that one has (almost) nothing to lose by 

doing so—i.e. in situations where one knows that, if p were false, the negative con-

sequences of doing so would be insignificant or negligible.

Suppose now that Mary is offered instead the chance to pay £700 for a ticket that 

will get her £1000 if Liverpool win, and nothing if they lose, but that she does not 

take the bet because she knows that in case of defeat she will be in serious financial 

trouble. In such circumstances, Mary would not demonstrate faith that Liverpool 

will win. But this does not mean that Mary did not really have faith in Liverpool’s 

victory when, before being offered to pay £700 for the ticket in question, she bet a 

beer, or 70 pence, on Liverpool’s victory. According to FAITH, she was really com-

mitting herself confidently and sincerely to the truth of “Liverpool will win” when 

going beyond her 0.4 degree of confidence in their victory by betting a beer, or 70 

pence, on it. In other words, one should not infer that Mary never had faith in Liver-

pool’s victory from the fact that someone else’s faith in Liverpool’s victory is more 

solid or resilient than hers—so resilient that it leads them to commit themselves in 

deed to the truth of “Liverpool will win” by paying £700 for the ticket in question, 

even though (just like Mary) they have just a 0.4 degree of confidence that Liver-

pool will win, and know they will be in serious financial trouble in case of defeat. 

Their faith is just more solid than Mary’s (perhaps due to her having a less intense 
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desire that Liverpool win), which also, given the stakes, makes their betting behav-

iour irrational.11

As Mary’s case indicates, this does not mean that the mismatch between one’s 

way of acting (i.e. acting as if it were a fact that p) and one’s doxastic state (i.e. not 

taking it as a fact that p) that is definitional of faith according to FAITH necessarily 

renders one’s way of acting irrational. It is not so in situations where one knows that, 

if p turned out not to be the case, no, or no significant, negative consequences would 

follow from acting as if it were a fact that p. What condition (3) of FAITH requires is 

that, at least in such situations, one acts, talks, and reasons as if it were fact that p 

despite not taking it as a fact that p.

Let us come back now to Ranjit’s case, as described by Ichikawa:

(1) We adequately respond to the evidence by not categorically believing that Ranjit 

will be a good business partner (henceforth “GBP”),

(2) But we also go beyond the evidence by having faith that he will be a GBP—and 

so, according to FAITH, by (in certain circumstances) acting, talking, and reason-

ing as if it were a fact that he will be a GBP —,

(3) However, this does not prevent our faith from being rational.

If FAITH is correct, for this description of the case to be coherent our practical atti-

tude vis-à-vis the proposition that Ranjit will be a GBP should be as follows: in 

circumstances where we know that, if Ranjit turned out not to be a GBP, we would 

have much to lose by acting, talking, and reasoning as if it were a fact that he will 

be a GBP (e.g. when we have to decide, at the bank, how much money to invest 

in the business activities in which he will be involved), we act, talk, and reason in 

a way that is in line with our degree of confidence that he will be a GBP—let’s 

say, 0.75. But, in circumstances in which we know that, if he turned out not to be a 

GBP, we would have nothing or not much to lose by acting, talking, and reasoning 

as if it were a fact that he will be a GBP (e.g. when interacting with him in a non-

professional context, when talking about him to our friends, or when thinking of 

plans for our next holiday on the premise that we will make good money together), 

we act, talk, and reason as if it were a fact that he will be a GBP, and not just as 

if our degree of confidence that he will be a GBP is 0.75. Since having faith that 

Ranjit will be a GBP is compatible with having this practical attitude vis-à-vis the 

proposition that Ranjit will be a GBP, and since none of the ways of acting, talking, 

and reasoning just mentioned would be, in themselves, irrational, it could be argued 

11 Let me add another remark. Imagine that Mary, when betting a beer on Liverpool’s victory or paying 

70 pence for the ticket in question, is consciously aware that if she were offered to pay £700 for the other 

ticket she would not take the bet. This should not, and normally would not, lead her to stop having faith 

in Liverpool’s victory. Similarly, realising that I would not bet the survival of the entire humanity on 

the truth of my outright belief that there currently is a computer in front of me should not, and normally 

would not, lead me to stop having this belief. In other words, if Mary were to realise at t that she would 

not take the expensive bet in question, this would not make her faith at t (in virtue of which she bets, at 

t, a beer on Liverpool’s victory, or buys the inexpensive ticket) false and insincere. Thanks to an anony-

mous referee for this journal, due to whom this paragraph and the previous one are much improved.
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that faith is neither intrinsically epistemically irrational nor intrinsically practically 

irrational.

There is however an obvious sense in which faith is intrinsically irrational: since 

having faith that p involves having a doxastic attitude towards p (not taking it as a 

fact that p) that does not match with the practical/affective attitude that having faith 

that p involves (confidently committing oneself in thought, word, and deed to the 

truth of p in situations where there would not be much to lose if it turned out that 

not-p), faith is an intrinsically inconsistent propositional attitude. And if one cannot 

have faith without being, more or less consciously, aware of this inconsistency, it 

could be argued that faith never comes without a soupçon of bad faith.12
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