Skepticism and Happiness

Marvin Kohl

kepticism can range from a complete and total disbelief
Sin everything; to Humean skepticism, which maintains

that individuals cannot ever obtain knowledge about
any subject matter beyond the relationship of their ideas or
sense-data: to the kind of over-belief that claims we should
always disbelieve what is false and that, where we do not
have sufficient supporting data, we ought to suspend judgment.
I refer to the latter kind of doubt as agnostic skepticism or
simply as skepticism, and wiil be content to limit this analysis
to this species of disbelief.

Bertrand Russell, one of the great patrons of rationalism
and secular humanism, was an agnostic skeptic. If only men
could be brought into a tentatively agnostic frame of mind,
he writes,

nine-tenths of the evils of the modern world would be cured.
War would become impossible, because each side would
realize that both sides must be wrong. Persecution would
cease. Education would aim at expanding the mind, not at
parrowing it. Men would be chosen for jobs on account of
fitness to do the work, not because they followed the irrational
dogmas of those in power. Thus rational doubt alone, if it
could be generated, would suffice to introduce the
millenninm.

What is this wonderful thing that would initiate a period
of prevailing virtue and happiness? What is skepticism? And
why do skeptics consider it the height of wisdom to place
stringent limits on what can be rationally believed?

I believe that Russell’s skepticism is a complex notion
involving several distinct claims and not always even referring
to the same subject matter. Yet several things are clear. First
of all, he does not advocate an absolutist’s position. For
example, he does not claim, as W. K. Clifford does, that
“it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe
anything upon insufficient evidence.™ Russell seems to have
understood that if it is wrong, presumably everywhere and
for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence and
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if, as the facts reveal, we have insufficient evidence for believing
this, then agnostic skeptics must reject their own meta-belief.
The apparent paradox is that, if the absolutist’s version of
agnostic skepticism is true, then intellectual integrity requires
that it be cast aside.

But Russell’s position cannot be taken by this argument,
since he does not hold that ail beliefs are subject to the skeptic’s
sword. In a 1904 letter, he clearly distinguishes between
propositions that may be fairly allowed to be self-evident and
propositions that ought to have proofs if they are to be
accepted. In other words, Russell appears to hold that certain
foundational beliefs aside, it is wrong to believe anything upon
insufficient evidence. He thought the letter sufficiently
important to quote it at length in the first volume of his
autobiography. In this early and rather remarkabie"Rtier
Russell writes that “truthfulness demands as imperatively that
we should doubt what is doubtful as that we should disbelicve
what is false.™

Perhaps the clearest and most ardent contemporary
spokesperson for this form of skepticism is Paul Kurtz, who
reminds us that “whatever eise he may be, the humanist is,
at root, a skeptic.™

The skeptical person asks for proof and demands evidence;
he tests claims by how well they work out in practice. Hia
antidote for the original sin {of gullibility] is critical analysis.
. . . [Most important, the skeptic maintains that] where we
do not have sufficient supporting data, we ought to saspend
.. judgment. We should be doubtful of whatever has not been

adequately verified.’

For the skeptic, then: Truthfulness demands that we only
believe something to be true when the claim is supported
by reliable evidence. It also demands as imperatively that we
should doubt what is doubtful as that we should disbelieve
what is false. The first statement is true but tautological. The
second may be truc and also tautological if truthfulness
necessarily includes a richer notion of intellectual integrity.
The difficulty is this: even if truthfulness demands that we
be skeptics, it does not follow that happiness demands the
same thing.

Great ideals may, and often do, conflict. Truthfulness may
command that where there is insufficient or no evidence, one
ought to disbelieve or at least suspend belief, while happiness
may command much less. If we distinguish between affective
(psychological) and the reflective (judgmental) modes of
happiness,® then affective happiness often demands little by
the way of truth. Affective happiness, one might say, is
inextricably disposed to love illusion and delusion. If we also

FREE INQUIRY



distinguish between individual and universal categories of
happiness, then this may clarify the nature of the dispute
between the skeptic and more ardent believer but in itself
does little to alleviate the worry that, even when we move
from individual and affective Life-satisfaction to universal and
judgmental life-satisfaction, happiness does not become as
stringent an inteilectual mistress as skeptics would have us
believe.

Doﬁ happiness require that we be skeptics? In other
words, is it true to say that happiness demands, aside
from foundational beliefs, that we only believe something to
be true when the claim is supported by reliable evidence and
that happiness aiso demands as imperatively that, aside from
foundational beliefs, we should doubt what is doubtful as
that we should disbelieve what is false?

I suggest that these statements may be false, or are at least
doubtful, because evidence indicates that many of the
ingredients which make for individual human happiness
require that we do not believe it is wrong to believe anything
upon insufficient evidence. Expressed positively, there is
evidence to show that many of the more vital and happier
peopie give full assent to propositions, including beliefs about
hope and self-worth, without having sufficient warrant from
what = - ¥ be called reality. : .

Shelley Taylor and Jonathan Brown argue that there is
a substantial amount of evidence indicating that some illusions
(and 1 suspect some false beliefs) promote mental health,
including the ability to be happy.® They suggest that unrealistic
views—including the belief that one controls what is indeed
uncontroliable and the having of a mild unrealistic optimism—
may be necessary factors for happiness and contentment, the
ability to care for others, and the capacity for creative
productive work. They also suggest that unhappiness often
seems to be correlated with having too much of a commitment
to truthfulness. For example, Taylor and Brown maintain
that miidly depressed individuals or those with low self-esteem
are less likely to be dependent upon illusion and more likely
to have more accurate self-perceptions. Or to state this more
provocatively and in our own language, healthy and happy
people are more likely to be dependent upon illusion and
less likeily to be across-the-board agnostic skeptics.

This empirical claim cannot be easily dismisséd. The
argument it suggests may be telling if we add the premisc
that happiness is an overriding good. It may be telling if in
the short and long run, happiness requires that we reject not
only the extreme form of skepticism but those positions which
maintain that certain foundational belicfs aside, it is wrong
to believe anything upon insufficient evidence. Or when viewed
from a different moral perspective, a related argument against
the more strident forms of skepticism may be telling if there
is 3 need to be deceived in certain strategic psychological areas
and if the violation of this need, in balance, results in greater
human ill-being and suffering.

There are those, I suppose, who fancy that my emphasis
on certain strategic psychological needs, specifically the need
to have hope and a strong sense of self-worth together with
their corresponding beliefs, represents a departure from
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skepticism and, therefore, from humanism. Nothing could be
further from the truth. What we need to vividly recall is that
humanism does not solely rest on cpistemological grounds.
It has two major foundations: love and knowledge. And this
love is not merely egoistic love. It is true that since a creature
must live befors it can act, the acts by which each maintains
his or her own life must generally precede in imperativeness
all other acts. But from this it does not follow that a person
would place his or her own happiness or other interests above
that of all other persons. Nor does it follow that we have
a positive moral obligation to distribute goods, wherever
possible, first to oneself and second, where possible, to our
fellow humans who are in need and within range of our
activities. This, at bottom and in practice, is nothing more
than an insouciant but cleverly disguised closet form of radical
egoism. What follows is that if there are duties to self, we
have a positive moral obligation to distribute vital goods,
wherever possible, first to oneself. And that in other arcas
we may be morally required to make our greatest possibie
contribution to the overall good. -

To love humanity is to be actively concerned about
protecting and increasing what makes for human happiness.
If love, not epistemology, comes first and if the nature of
the universe is presently such that happiness requires a mixture
of true and palliative beliefs, then a humanism properly
understood requires a less narrow and more carefully modified
form of skepticism. For me humanism is a system of thought
andacﬁon,aproto—theoqthatmkahumanwdfneind
happiness the measure and end of all moral and political
endeavors. “Welfare” here roughly means the minimal
satisfaction and protection of the means of satisfying basic
needs and correlate interests, as well as the fundamental
interests a society would want to protect if it were inspired
by love and were fully rational. Correspondingly, “individual
happiness” means the more durable forms of life-satisfaction
that results from both the appreciation and attainment of
reasonable and progressive success in mecting these needs and
their correlating interests over a significant period of time
or over a lifetime. If this is true, then it is part of wisdom
to note that happiness requires a more humane skepticism,
which does not attack certain foundational and vital
psychological beliefs.

To sum up: If we dare speak of such a powerful marriage,
truthfulness and happiness seem to require that, aside from
certain foundational and vital psychological beliefs, we should
always disbelieve what is false and that, where we do not
have sufficient supporting data, we ought not give full assent
to, or ought to doubt, the proposition in question.

I do not mean to suggest that this ends a nceded inquiry
as to the limits of skepticism and what it may be rational
to belicve when full supporting data are not available. There
are other questions of considerable importance. Why are
certain foundational and psychological beliefs and not others
acceptable, and upon what grounds? Why it is important to
distinsuish.ashhinszmust,betweennotsivingfullm
to a proposition and doubting that proposition? And why
wﬂlthisnmowingofthewopeofskcpﬁdmnmmnﬂy
result in a dangerous stide into credulity or gullibility?
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It is mot my intent to answer these questions. Instead [
am content to suggest that, since we are still in a very early,
if not primitive, stage of understanding the proper limits of
belief, our claims about ethical or warranted belief should
be proportionately modest; that wisdom suggests that we avoid
the dogmas of skepticism as weli as the dogmas of metaphysical
or religious belief; and that if doxastic responsibility requires
examining the consequemces of belief, as I belicve it does,
then the resuits of skepticism are reasons for believing or
not believing in skepticism.

It may be said that 1 have begged an important question:
that the evidence will indicate that in the short and long run
human happiness does require that it is wrong to believe
anything upon insufficient evidence; that credulity and
gullibility are contagious; that unless these demons are
forcefully constrained, our powers of self<control, of doubting,
of judiciously and fairly weighing evidence are dangerously
and irreversibly weakened. Critics may also urge that enduring
virtue and happiness cannot be taught by teaching falsehood,
illusion, or half-belief; that the ardent love of truth is the
basis of all real happiness, and that a happiness based upon
lies can oaly do harm. For no good cause is ever served by
the suppression of truth. Critics probably would add that most,
if not all, of what passes for psychological illusion is merely
immediate and short-term appeasement which cannot, on
balance, provide for long-term stable happiness. And the more
zealous would urge that a happiness based upon what are
essentially comforting lies “cannot in any way be a true
happiness.™

1 am tempted to say that these are eulogistic phrases resorted

.10 in behalf of skepticism as dogma. But that, no ‘doubt, is

too harsh. What we are in fact being told is that the possible
future utility of the more extreme forms of skepticism clearly
outweighs the known and present utility of less rigorous forms
of belief: that there is a difference between narrow and partial
ends and full and far-reaching ends; between the success
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of the few for the moment and the happiness of the many
for an enduring time. This, of course, is a serious claim. But
notice that it purports to be an empirical one that, strictly
speaking, we do not know to be true, and about which we
should therefore be skeptical.

I do not, however, wish to conciude on this cavalier note.
Perhaps the best way to ilustrate the poignancy of the
“happiness versus truth” problem is to close with James
Thurber’s fable about “The Moth and the Star.™?

A young and impressionable moth once set his heart on a
certain star. He toid his mother about this and she counselled
him to set his heart on a bridge lamp instead. “Stars aren't
the thing to hang around,” she said; “lamps are the thing
to hang around.” “You get somewhere that way,” said the
moth’s father. “You don't get anywhere chasing stars.” But
the moth would not heed the words of either parent. Every
evening at dusk when the star came out he would start flying
toward it and every morning at dawn he would crawl back
home worn out with his vain endeavors. One day his father
said to him, “You haven burned a wing in months, boy,
and it looks to me as if you were never going to. All your
brothers have been badly bumned flying around house lamps.
Come on, now, get out of here and get yourself scorched!
A big strapping moth like you without a mark on him!™

The moth left his father's house, but he would not fly
around street lamps and he would not fly around house lamps.
He went right on trying to reach the star, which was fomr
and one-third light years, or twenty-five trillion miles, away.
The moth thought it was just caught in the top branches
of an elm. He ncver did rcach the star, but he went right
ontrying,nightafternisht,mdwhmhewavery.m
old moth he began to think that be really had
star and he went around saying so. This gave hi
and lasting pleasure, and he lived to a great old age.
parents and his brothers and his sisters had all
to death when they were quite young.
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Moral: Who flics afar from the sphere of our sorrow is here
today and here tomorrow. o
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