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The Persecutor's Wager 

Craig Duncan 
Ithaca College 

I have a story to tell about consequentialism and salvation. It begins in 

1553. 

1. Death of a Heretic 

In October of 1553, the Unitarian theologian Michael Servetus was burnt 

at the stake in Geneva on the grounds of heresy. An anonymous source 

has left us with a description of his death. We are told that the execution 

ers secured Servetus to the stake with an iron chain. They wound a thick 

rope several times tightly around his neck, until Servetus pleaded that it 

be wound no further. A pile of wood was placed at his feet, and a crown 

of straw coated in sulfur was placed on his head; the whole contraption 

was then set alight. Several people from a large crowd of spectators came 

forward to throw some wood of their own onto the fire. As the flames 

began to reach him, Servetus let forth a horrifying shriek; within half 

an hour he was dead.1 

Because Servetus was a well-meaning and intelligent man, his 

gruesome death provoked a lively debate among Swiss Protestants about 

the proper bounds of religious toleration. One party to this debate was 

John Calvin, who defended the execution of Servetus in a treatise enti 

tled A Defense of the Orthodox Faith of the Holy Trinity against the Errors of 

I would like to thank Elizabeth Anderson, Edwin Curley, James Joyce, Peter Railton, 

and Stephen P. Schwartz for helpful discussion in the writing of this essay. Thanks too 

are due to several anonymous referees whose comments led to many improvements. Any 

mistakes, oversights, or ridiculous claims that remain are, of course, my fault alone. 

1. This account of Servetus's end is based on Bainton 1953, 211-12. 
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CRAIG DUNCAN 

Michael Servetus (1554). Calvin was unrepentant. Servetus had denied 

the Trinity, he explained, and since that was a damnable belief, it could 

not be tolerated: 

That humanity, advocated by those who are in favour of a pardon for 

heretics, is greater cruelty because in order to save the wolves they 

expose the poor sheep. I ask you, is it reasonable that heretics should be 

allowed to murder souls and to poison them with their false doctrine, 

and that we should prevent the sword, contrary to God's commandment, 

from touching their bodies, and that the whole Body of Jesus Christ 

be lacerated that the stench of one rotten member may remain undis 

turbed? (Quoted in Lecler 1960, 1:334) 

Intolerant words, indeed. 
And yet ... 

Might not Calvin have had a point? 

2. A Case of Cruel to Be Kind? 

To see this point, we must try to look past the overwrought imagery of 

the passage just quoted and consider Calvin's claim that those people 

who would pardon heretics in fact commit a "greater cruelty" than those 

who would punish them. Heretics, says Calvin, "murder souls" with their 

poisonous doctrine; by this, of course, he means that heretics entice 

innocent others into giving up beliefs essential for their eternal salva 

tion.2 Might it not, then, be that punishing heretics is genuinely a case 

of "cruel to be kind"? Calvin certainly thought so. Indeed, he thought 

this point important enough to repeat again in his treatise. "What pre 

posterous humanity is it," he asks in a later passage, "to cover with silence 

2. How can a heretic "murder" another person's soul if, as Calvin believed, each 

person's soul is predestined by God for either heaven or hell? I am not aware of any pas 

sage by Calvin that explicitly takes up this question. However, in his Institutes of the Chris 

tian Religion, Calvin (1960, book 3, chap. 23, sec. 13) attempts (via mainly scriptural 

arguments) to rebut the objection that predestination renders pointless all admoni 

tions to virtue; he surely would make a similar effort to show that despite predestination 
there remains a point in combating the false admonitions of heretics. Interestingly, one 

prominent defender of religious toleration, Roger Williams, argued in his 1644 treatise 

The Bloudy Tenent of Persecution for Cause of Conscience that in fact predestination renders 

heresy harmless (see Polishook 1967, 88, for the relevant passages). This argument elic 

ited an angry response from the Calvinist minister John Cotton who, in a 1647 work 

entitled The Bloudy Tenent, Washed and Made White in theBloude of the Lambe, attempted a 

reductio ad absurdum of Williams's argument: Williams's reasoning, Cotton claimed, 

would by analogy absurdly entail that a magistrate has no reason to combat the plague, 
since God has already foreordained who shall and shall not die from it (see ibid., 90). 
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the crime of one man and to prostitute a thousand souls to the snares of 

Satan?" (quoted in Castellio 1965, 203). 

Many others before and after Calvin agreed. Thomas Aquinas, 

for instance, wrote that: 

In so far as heretics are concerned, there is a sin by which they not only 

deserve to be separated from the Church by excommunication, but also 

to be separated from this world by death. It is, indeed, far more serious 

to pervert the faith which ensures the life of the soul than to counter 

feit money which is only necessary for our temporal needs. Therefore, 

if those who counterfeit money or commit other crimes are in true jus 

tice immediately put to death by secular princes, with how much more 

justice may heretics be excommunicated and even put to death imme 

diately upon conviction. (Summa Theologiae, 2nd part of the 2nd part, 

question 11, article 3; cited in Lecler 1960, 1:85) 

Consider, too, the following quotation from Theodore Beza, Calvin's 

successor in Geneva and an important Reformation figure in his own 

right. 

Shame upon that contradictory charity, that extreme cruelty, which, in 

order to save Lord knows how many wolves, exposes the whole flock 

of Jesus Christ! ... For the sake of the salvation of the flock use that 

sword righteously against those monsters disguised as men. (Concerning 

the Rights of Rulers over Their Subjects and the Duty of Subjects towards Their 

Rulers [1574]; cited in Lecler 1960, 1:348) 

Clearly, a proper concern for the salvation of innocent others was once 

widely thought to call for the use of forceful measures against religious 

dissenters. 
And why shouldn't it be thought to call for this? Of course, we can 

agree that religious dissenters should not be handed such a cruel fate 

as death at the stake. But why go to the opposite extreme of the modern 

liberal state, which leaves dissenters free of any sort of penalty, and even 

protects them against private acts of discrimination in the civil sphere? 

Why think, that is, that those in power should simply turn a blind eye 

to the eternal well-being of those very people whose interests they are 

charged with protecting? 

The point is a broadly consequentialist one. This is not to say that 

Aquinas, Calvin, Beza, and the like were consequentialists through and 

through; they surely were not. But they did believe that a duty of benev 

olence requires public officials to look after the welfare of those under 

their charge; hence even religious moralists like Aquinas, Calvin, and 
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CRAIG DUNCAN 

Beza could find some limited role for consequentialist-style reasoning 

in their moral views. True, they would have regarded the promotion of 

welfare by officials as properly constrained by other duties, and so their 

reasoning in the passages above is perhaps most accurately described 

as "constrained consequentialist" reasoning. But constrained though it 

was, the consequentialist element of their thinking apparently led them 

to conclude in favor of persecution.3 

Even though Aquinas, Calvin, and Beza are figures from an ear 

lier era, their conclusion is a timely one, given the recent rise in reli 

giously motivated violence around the world. Hence, let us ask: Were 

these thinkers right to conclude that a concern for others' salvation 

justifies persecution? The answer to this question, I will argue in this 

essay, is "In a sense, yes." For I will argue that given Aquinas, Calvin, and 

Beza's belief that orthodox Christian convictions are essential for salva 

tion, consequentialist reasoning does indeed endorse the persecution of 

unorthodox believers in a significant range of cases. 

So described, this conclusion is perhaps not so surprising; it is, 

after all, well known that consequentialism in principle permits the 

coercing of some for the benefit of others. What is surprising, however 

and what it is my goal in this essay to show-is just how amenable to reli 

gious persecution consequentialism turns out to be. This is surprising, 

for after all one might have thought that consequentialism would give 

persecutors the go-ahead only so long as they were reasonably certain that 

orthodox belief is essential for salvation. But in fact this is far from the 

case, I will argue. Instead, so long as (1) there is some probability, no mat 

ter how small, that only orthodox believers are saved, and (2) no rival reli 

gious group can as credibly claim that only its believers are saved, then 

in a significant range of cases that I will specify, consequentialism not 

only permits religious persecution, but absolutely requires it. The upshot 

is the revelation of an unnoticed premise of any robust consequentialist 

case for religious liberty, namely, a surprisingly strong form of religious 

skepticism according to which no one has any reason whatsoever, no 

matter how slight, to believe in "salvific exclusivism," the doctrine that 

God excludes some individuals from salvation. I will end this essay by 

3. Clearly, none of Aquinas, Calvin, or Beza accepted a constraint that requires 
toleration of heresy. One might think that the New Testament itself clearly requires 
this. However (as the long history of debate on the subject suggests), the New Testa 

ment scriptural evidence regarding toleration is in fact quite ambiguous. For further 

discussion, see Duncan 2000, chap. 2, "The Bible Problem." 
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arguing that the need for this categorical type of skepticism constitutes 

a problem for the consequentialist defender of religious liberty, since 

intuitively it seems that even the nonskeptical among us have moral rea 

son not to persecute.4 

3. The Persecutor's Wager (Simple Case) 

My plan is to proceed by defining a "Persecutor's Wager" along lines 

analogous to Pascal's Wager.5 To bring the central issues into sharp 

focus, I will (like Pascal) begin with a very simple wager involving only 

one sort of god; I will then (unlike Pascal) move on to consider a more 

complicated wager involving more than one sort of god. It should not 

really be surprising that there exists an analogy between the Pascalian 

believer and the persecutor whom I will imagine. One can after all think 

of Pascal's Wager as the offspring of a marriage between two doctrines. 

First, there is the doctrine of salvific exclusivism. Second, there is a doc 

trine of prudential rationality according to which one ought to maximize 

one's own expected utility in the manner described by standard rational 

choice theory. Combine these doctrines and one gets Pascal's famous 

argument that prudence requires belief in God. Suppose, though, that 

one were to combine salvific exclusivism, not with a doctrine of pru 

dence, but rather with the moral doctrine of welfare consequentialism, 

according to which one is morally required to maximize the total happi 

4. Moreover, though I will not explore the point in any detail, the conclusion of 

this essay generalizes beyond the case of religious liberty. For suppose that God saves 

believers of all religious stripes, but refuses to save (say) unrepentant murderers. A god 
of this sort is still an exclusivist god, as I defined salvific exclusivism above. If such a god 
is any more likely to exist than a god who saves even unrepentant murderers, then the 

arguments below would imply that a consequentialist ruler should not just outlaw mur 

der, but should also commit vast social resources to the cause of convincing murderers 

to repent. Indeed, given the vast amount of well-being at stake in salvation, this cause 

should take priority over everything else not likewise focused on matters of salvation. 

I trust that not many consequentialist philosophers would be willing to endorse such 

a conclusion and would prefer instead to keep their focus squarely on the well-being 
to be had or lost in this world. If my argument is sound, though, such "otherworldly 
indifference" can be purchased only at the price of rejecting salvific exclusivism, in a 

categorical fashion not hitherto recognized. 
5. Edwin Curley (1999, 93-95; 2004, 61-63), in some richly interesting studies of 

historical arguments for religious toleration, has independently anticipated the basic 

idea of the Persecutor's Wager and its affinity to Pascal's Wager. 
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CRAIG DUNCAN 

ness of the whole population of persons.6 The offspring of this marriage 

is the Persecutor's Wager. 

More specifically, this is so provided that consequentialism 

instructs me to perform, from among the acts available to me, the act 

with maximal expected value. This is a quite common form of consequen 

tialism; philosophers who have interpreted consequentialism along these 

lines include Bertrand Russell (1966, 30-31), Richard Brandt (1959, 

381-84), Bart Gruzalski (1981), FrankJackson (1991), Allan Gibbard 

(1990, 42-43), Mark Timmons (2002, 124), and Michael Zimmerman 

(forthcoming).7 Moreover, I believe there is good reason to prefer this 

form of consequentialism to the alternative form that understands right 

acts solely as those that produce the best actual consequences. A sim 

ple example (adapted from one due to FrankJackson [1991, 462-63]) 

reveals why. Imagine a doctor who is treating a patient with a life-threat 

ening disease. The doctor has three drugs in her cabinet: drug A will 

certainly cure the disease but will also cause some painful albeit tempo 

rary side effects; of drugs B and C, one will cure the disease in a pain 

free manner, whereas the other will kill the patient, and there is no way 

6. Although I will define the Persecutor's Wager in terms of welfare consequen 
tialism (utilitarianism by another name), this is purely for ease of exposition. My points 

hold against "pluralistic" consequentialists who recognize a variety of goods, so long 
as among these goods salvation is an incomparable good (see sec. 4.1 below; see also 

note 31 below for more commentary on pluralistic consequentialism and its bearing 
on the wager.) 

7. Richard Brandt, in his influential Ethical Theory (1959, 381n2), does note that 

there are some advantages to actual value consequentialism, but his all-things-consid 
ered preference is for expected value consequentialism?a preference he stuck with 

in his later work A Theory of the Right and the Good (1998, 271-72). Significantly, Brandt 

(1959, 382) also claims that expected value consequentialism is closer to Jeremy Ben 

tham's own view than are alternatives that rely on actual value. John Stuart Mill is harder 

to pin down, I believe. He famously defines the "Greatest Happiness Principle" as the 

principle according to which "actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote 

happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of happiness" (Mill 1957, 10). 

One might read this formula as identifying actions as right just to the extent, and no 

more, that they actually produce happiness, and so read Mill as opting for actual value 

over expected value. Alternatively, one might read this formula as identifying actions 

as right insofar as they are of kinds that are likely to produce happiness, which would 

be consistent with an expected value interpretation. (Thus?to anticipate an example 
I will shortly use in the text below?on this latter reading, an Austrian villager who 

saved Hitler from drowning as a youth acted rightly because saving youths from drown 

ing tends to promote happiness. This is so even though in the case in question overall 

long-term happiness actually would have been better served by letting the young Hitler 

drown.) It is unclear to me which of these two readings of Mill's formula to prefer. 
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of knowing which drug will do which. Surely the right thing to do in this 

case is to prescribe drug A. Significantly, drug A produces (on plausible 

calculations) the consequences with the highest expected value. It does 

not, however, produce the best actual consequences, for that is only true 

of one of either drug B or C. Thus "actual value consequentialism" must, 

quite implausibly, condemn the prescribing of drug A as wrong. This 

example, then, furnishes a powerful reason for thinking that consequen 

tialists should aim at maximizing expected value rather than maximiz 

ing actual value. Hence my preference in this essay for "expected value 

consequentialism" over actual value consequentialism. 

However, the main conclusion of this essay-namely, that 

expected value consequentialism too easily endorses religious persecu 

tion-should also be worrisome to actual value consequentialists. This 

is so because actual value consequentialists (for example, G. E. Moore 

[1912, 118-21]) sometimes take into account the uncertainty of outcomes 

by distinguishing between judgments of wrongness and judgments of 

blameworthiness, with actual consequences being criterial for the for 

mer and expected consequences criterial for the latter. (On this way 

of understanding things, for example, an Austrian villager who saved 

Hitler from drowning as a young boy would have done the wrong thing 

but would not be blameworthy for doing so.) Whether this is in fact the 

correct way of understanding things will not be my concern. What mat 

ters for my purposes is that if this is correct, then the Persecutor's Wager 

described below can simply be reformulated in terms of moral blame 

worthiness, with the unwelcome result that persecutors are far too easily 

excused from blame.8 Thus, although in the pages that follow I will mean 

expected value consequentialism when I speak simply of "consequential 

ism," it should be borne in mind that the Persecutor's Wager is poten 

tially a challenge to more than just this type of consequentialism.9 

8. Relatedly, J. J. C. Smart considers an agent who chooses an action that at the 

time of decision had the most probable benefits but which in fact turns out to be subop 
timal. According to Smart (1973, 47), we should say of such an agent that although the 

agent chose the wrong action, he or she acted rationally in pursuit of the morally best 

results. Formulating the Persecutor's Wager using Smart's form of consequentialism, 
we would be forced to conclude that in a wide range of cases persecution is the rational 

way in which to pursue the morally best results. 

9. I would like to thank an anonymous editor of this journal for pressing me to 

distinguish these different types of consequentialism. I should mention too that for 

reasons of space I will restrict myself to direct act consequentialism. I do not think 

this restriction substantially weakens my argument. For one thing, it is not clear to me 
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CRAIG DUNCAN 

On, then, to the wager itself; here it is in its simplest form. Let us 

suppose that I am a consequentialist state official in a largely Christian 

country, and I am trying to decide whether to enforce Christianity as a 

state religion (say, by attaching legal penalties to non-Christians' reli 

gious acts and beliefs, and giving non-Christians a lesser set of civil and 

political rights generally). Suppose too that like Pascal I consider only 

two possible states of nature (or "supernature," in this case): the state in 

which there exists an exclusivist Christian god who saves only orthodox 

Christians, and the state in which no god exists.10 

Since I aim to maximize expected value, I will proceed by con 

structing a decision matrix in order to determine the expected val 

ues of my options. The matrix I will construct employs the following 

variables: 

c = the number of Christian citizens absent any enforcement 

Ac = the change in the number of Christians under 

enforcement 

that rule consequentialism is a viable alternative to act consequentialism. And while 

indirect act consequentialism (of the sort defended in Hare 1981, for instance, and 

Railton 1984) is a viable alternative, I believe it too is vulnerable to the Persecutor's 

Wager. For surely the vast utilities associated with salvation?that is, the vast utilities 

associated with life among the angels, so to speak?would militate in favor of deliberat 

ing from the perspective of the "archangel" rather than the "prole" (in Hare's famous 

terms) when salvation is at stake. With so much at stake, after all, one should want to 

deliberate with the most extensive information available, in directly consequentialist 
terms. And once one is deliberating in consequentialist fashion, the Persecutor's Wager 
rears its head. It is worth noting too that the distinction between direct and indirect act 

consequentialism is independent of the distinction between actual value and expected 

consequentialism. For example, Peter Railton (1984) observes that his arguments for 

indirect act consequentialism, which are in fact formulated in terms of actual value, 

could be reformulated in terms of expected value and remain "virtually the same" 

(ibid., 143nl3; compare 152n24). 

10. Admittedly, it may at first blush seem paradoxical for a consequentialist to con 

sider the first of these two states, for by a consequentialist's lights any god who fails to 

admit everyone to heaven would seem to be an immoral god. As a consequentialist, 

then, shouldn't I assume there is no exclusivist god? The answer is No, for I have to take 

account of the possibility that an immoral god exists, or that divine morality is distinct 

from human morality, or even that God is above morality altogether, as Marilyn McCord 

Adams (1993, 308), among others, has claimed. Moreover, unless I assign value 1 to the 

probability of consequentialism's being true, I must also consider the possibility that an 

exclusivist god could in fact be moral. (See, for example, Quinn 1994, which argues that 

an exclusivist god can be a moral god.) 
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PC = the probability that an exclusivist Christian god exists11 

PN = the probability that no god exists 

S = the amount of well-being a saved individual enjoys in the 

afterlife 

Three comments are in order before turning to the matrix. First, 

since we are interested in saving souls, I want to stipulate that the vari 

able c is meant to represent the number of current citizens who absent 

any enforcement will die as Christians "in good standing" (as determined 

by an exclusivist Christian god). This fact is relevant to a correct under 

standing of the variable Ac. For to anticipate an important objection, 

even if enforcement should prove ineffective at bringing genuine recruits 

into Christianity (as alleged in John Locke's [1983] famous argument 

that coercion cannot produce saving belief'2), by preventing heretics 

from spreading their "seductive lies," enforcement may still succeed in 

retaining within the fold some current Christians who would otherwise 

fall away over time. Such success at retention will show up as a positive 

Ac. Hence this variable can be positive even when enforcement gener 

ates no new recruits. 

The two remaining comments concern features of the matrix 

itself. First, it is important to note that the quantities in the four cells 

of the matrix represent only "otherworldly well-being," that is, the total 

amount of well-being current citizens will enjoy in the afterlife. After 

first examining this sort of well-being, I will turn to consider as well 

the this-worldly effects of liberty and enforcement. Second, the matrix 

assumes that God sends no one to hell; the unsaved simply have no after 

life. One reason I assume this is to mirror Pascal's own presentation of 

his wager, for damnation apparently plays no part in it.13 A second, more 

important reason for this assumption is that, significantly, even on this 

more humane picture of the afterlife, the result is the same: it still turns 

out that the consequentialist defender of religious liberty must just as 

categorically reject salvific exclusivism. 

11. The probability I speak of is to be understood as epistemic probability (that is, 

probability on either a personalist or logical relations interpretation), defined via the 

standard Kolmogorovian axioms (see Hajek 2003a for an overview). 

12. But see Waldron 1988 and Barry 1990 for important criticism of Locke's argu 
ment. More on this later. 

13. See Pascal 1966, fragment 418, "Infini-rien." See also Hajek 2001, sec. 4, for dis 

cussion of whether Pascal meant for hell to figure in his wager. 
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Let us now turn to the matrix itself, which appears below as fig 

ure 1, "The Simple Case." 

An exclusivist No god exists 
Christian god exists N 

PNi 

Options C 

Grant religious 

liberty S-c 0 

(L) 

Enforce 

Christianity S. (c + Ac) 0 

(EC) 

Figure 1. The Simple Case 

Which option offers the greatest expected otherworldly value? 

To answer, let us examine the quantity EV(Ec) - EV(L), where "VE) 
and "EV(L)" stand for the expected value of enforcement and liberty, 

respectively. If this quantity is greater than zero, then enforcement has 

the greater expected otherworldly value. Computing expected value in 

the standard way, then according to the Simple Case we have 

EV(L) pCS-c 

EV(EC) 
= pc .S .(c +Ac) 

And hence 

EV(Ec) - EV(L) = pc-S -Ac 

Since S > 0, it follows that EV(Ec) - EV(L) is greater than zero so 

long as pc ? 0 and Ac > 0. Thus, so long as there is some probability of 

an exclusivist Christian god existing, and so long as enforcement adds 

at least one person to the Christian ranks or retains within the fold one 

1 0 
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person who would otherwise slip away, enforcement has greater expected 

otherworldly value than liberty. 

But what about this-worldly expected value-that is, the expected 

amounts of well-being produced by each option in this world? Were we 

to include these in our calculations, we would end up with an equation 

of the following sort: 

EV(EC) 
- EV(L) = 

Pc S /\c + A 

where A represents the difference between the this-worldly expected val 

ues associated with enforcement and liberty. From this it follows that 

EV(EC) > EV(L) if and only if pc S /Ac > -A 

With respect to choosing between options, then, the key question is 

whether the quantity Pc- S Ac is greater than the quantity -A. Since reli 

gious enforcement undoubtedly causes great anguish to those subject to 

it, A is very likely to be a large negative number, making -A a large posi 

tive number. Hence the quantity Pc- S A Ac will have to be an even larger 

positive number in order for enforcement to have greater expected value 

than liberty. 

When will this happen? Borrowing a page from Pascal's Pensees, 

a religious persecutor might answer "very often." This is so, the persecu 

tor can claim, because the well-being associated with salvation is infinite 

in scope-and when we set S equal to oo, then so long as pc and Ac are 

both greater than zero, the quantity pc S- Ac will likewise equal oo. This 

will be infinitely greater than -A, a finite quantity, and thus enforcement 

will have infinitely greater expected value than liberty, no matter how much 

anguish the enforcement option will cause in this world. 

In the Simple Case, then, consequentialism combines with salvific 

exclusivism much as gasoline combines with fire; in both cases a mere 

spark of the latter is enough to produce explosively bad results. I submit 

that something like the thinking of the Simple Case, in however incho 

ate or clumsy a form, has likely influenced many a real-life religious per 

secutor. That makes the Simple Case significant in its own right. The 

larger lesson, though, is that according to the Simple Case, the con 

sequentialist defender of religious liberty must either (1) categorically 

reject Christian exclusivism (that is, insist that Pc = 0), or (2) argue that 

on balance enforcement will do absolutely nothing either to bring new 

people into Christianity or to retain those who are already Christians. 

The latter of these two options may appear tempting, for no doubt 

there are genuine risks associated with enforcement. For example, severe 
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forms of enforcement might spark off a civil war that there is no guaran 

tee of winning. Less drastically, enforcement may sour the reputation of 

Christianity, turning away (or failing to retain) some people who other 

wise would have joined (or stayed). Finally, history suggests that too cozy 

a relationship between church and state corrupts the church. 

These are indeed risks of which any would-be persecutor must 

be wary. All the same, I cannot believe these risks are always enough to 

clinch the case for religious liberty. A perilous civil war is a real risk when 

one's rivals are powerful, but not otherwise. Enforcement will sour the 

reputation of a religion primarily in societies whose political culture is 

already strongly committed to religious liberty. And although theocracy 

tends to corrupt the church, there are forms of church-state interaction 

well short of theocracy. In short, these risks of enforcement are real, but 

they are contingent risks that will not be present in a significant range of 

cases.14 To be sure, there are other potential risks of enforcement besides 

these three, but there is no reason to be confident these other risks will 

tip the balance in favor of liberty in each context. 

Moreover, it is worth noting there are varying degrees of reli 

gious enforcement, from autos-da-fe on one end to, say, the treatment 

of Catholics in the eighteenth-century Calvinist Dutch Republic on the 

other end. Catholics there were allowed significant freedom of worship, 

but Calvinism (as the official state church) had a monopoly on public 

forms of worship; Catholics had to worship in private anonymous build 

ings-homes or businesses-rather than churches designated as such. 

Additionally, Catholics were excluded from political office and munici 

pal jobs (Van Rooden and Spaans 1997, 11-12).15 As one moves incre 

mentally toward this less repressive side of the enforcement spectrum, 

the contingent risks of backfire surely abate; Dutch Catholics did not rise 

up in bloody revolt. Thus a case for religious liberty premised entirely on 

pragmatic considerations is hardly a robust case; instead, the consequen 

14. I am of course not the first person to stress the limits of purely pragmatic 

arguments for religious liberty. Two influential and effective presentations are Barry 
1990 and Waldron 1988. Barry (ibid., 48) writes bluntly: "The effectiveness of coercion 

in producing genuine belief over the course of a few generations is beyond question." 
I expand on Barry's and Waldron's arguments in Duncan 2000, chap. 3, "Pragmatism 
and Perdition." There I argue that the plight of the Bah?'?s in Iran constitutes a real 

life case in which pragmatic objections to persecution are not decisive. 

15. For a recent general overview of toleration in the "Dutch Golden Age," see Hsia 

and van Nierop 2002. 
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tialist defender of religious liberty must in a significant range of cases 

categorically reject salvific exclusivism. 
There is, though, a reply that may appear less vulnerable to the 

contingencies of different cases, namely, John Stuart Mill's argument in 

On Liberty that under free discussion the truth will prevail (Mill 1991, 

chap. 2). Mill would argue that if Christianity is true, then it will gain 

adherents under liberty, rendering enforcement unnecessary; if by con 

trast, Christianity is not true, then all the more reason not to enforce it. 

This is an important point, to be sure. But I believe it is far from deci 

sive against the Persecutor's Wager. Consider for instance the objection 

made by David Lewis (1989, 155-56), who of this argument wrote 

Mill's guess about what will happen if received opinion is vigorously con 

tested seems remarkably optimistic. Will there be debate at all, and not 

just warfare? If there is debate, will it help the debaters think through 

their positions, or will they rather throw up a cloud of sophistries? If 

they think things through, will they discover unappreciated reasons or 

bedrock disagreement?16 

The essential point is that with respect to the Simple Case it remains an 

open empirical question whether liberty will really increase the number 

of Christians; hence this cannot explain the easy confidence with which 

most modern consequentialists support religious liberty. 

Of course, Mill has other arguments for toleration that deserve 

attention. As far as I can tell, however, these fail to meet the challenge 

that salvific exclusivism poses to liberty.17 Consider, for instance, Mill's 

(1991, 22) claim that "All silencing of discussion is an assumption of 

infallibility." The Persecutor's Wager shows, however, that consequen 

tialist persecutors need not regard themselves as at all infallible; all they 

need to insist is that there is some probability an exclusivist god exists. 

Consider too an argument that appears to speak to a persecutor's con 

cern that heretics will lead others astray, namely, Mill's argument that 

if vice does in fact lead to self-harm, then far from setting an example 

that others will follow, a person's vice will in fact display the harm and 

16. Lewis's paper is the only one I know of explicitly to raise the question of what 

utilitarian conclusions follow from a belief in exclusive salvation. He too concludes that 

this would license persecution in a range of cases. The present paper can be under 

stood as offering formal support for Lewis's conclusions and extending them: Lewis 

does not appreciate just how categorical a rejection of salvific exclusivism the utilitar 

ian requires (see, for example, his remarks at the end of sec. 6, 159). 

17. See Lewis 1989, 155-56, for a more thorough canvassing of Mill's arguments. 
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serve as a deterrent to others (92). This claim will entirely fail to assuage 

the persecutor, however, for he will point out that the harms caused by 

heresy occur in the next life, far away from the view of this-worldly mor 

tals. Finally, consider Mill's claim that since individuals differ one from 

another in their goals and tastes, each individual is his own bestjudge of 

where his well-being lies. "But," the persecutor will forcefully ask, "who 

wouldn't want the infinite good of salvation?!" (Or even: "Who wouldn't 

want to avoid eternal damnation?!") 

4. Just How Good Is Salvation? 

Part 1: Salvation as an Incomparable Good 

My conclusions so far have concerned only the Simple Case. One obvious 

recourse for the consequentialist is to point out that the Simple Case is 

surely too simple, for more than one sort of possible god needs to be con 

sidered. This is right, and in the next section I will explore a less simple 

case. For now, though, I want to consider an important objection that the 

consequentialist might make even to the argument of the Simple Case. 

To appreciate this objection, recall that the foregoing argument 

presumed the well-being of saved individuals to be infinite in magni 

tude, and hence infinitely valuable. One might, however, object to the 

very use of infinite values. For instance, one might point out that when S 

is set equal to oo, one ends up with the following results for the expected 

value of each option: 

EV(L) = 
pc 

S c = 
pc 

oo c = oo (so long as pc > 0 and c > 0) 

EV(EC) = pc S (c + Ac) = pc.oo (c + Ac) =o (so long as 

pc> 0 and c + Ac > 0) 

This is significant, for now a consequentialist can insist that the wager 

yields no determinate advice in either direction; hence it fails to endorse 

persecution. 
In response I wish to note that even if this objection is convinc 

ing, it likewise follows that the wager also fails, regrettably, to endorse 

what is surely the best option, namely, religious liberty. However, a con 

sequentialist at this point might reply by arguing that infinite values 

have no place at all in rational choice theory, inasmuch as the inclusion 

of infinite values wrongly renders probabilities irrelevant for purposes 

of choice among the options. To see this, suppose (quite fancifully) that 

you are a bomb expert who is faced with the unenviable task of defusing 
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a "hell-bomb"-that is, a bomb that upon explosion creates an infinite 

amount of misery. You consider your options: defuse the bomb in the 

usual way, or simply give it a swift kick. Since each option has some risk 

of failure, each option will yield negatively infinite expected utility; con 

sequentialism thus gives no determinate advice as to what to do. But it 

would surely be insane to kick a hell-bomb. Shouldn't we conclude from 

this, the consequentialist might ask, that we should simply shun all talk 

of infinite value? (Compare Duff 1986.)18 

Although the problem highlighted-namely, the rendering of 

probabilities as irrelevant-is a real one, the response just proposed 

strikes me as an overreaction. For we must ask what the point of assign 

ing an infinite value to the good of salvation is in the first place. Toward 

this end, consider the following passage by Antoine Arnauld (Arnauld 

and Nicole 1662, 369) from the famous Port Royal Logic: 

It belongs to infinite things alone, as eternity and salvation, that they 

cannot be equaled by any temporal advantage; and thus we ought never 

to place them in the balance with any of the things of the world. This is 

why the smallest degree of facility for the attainment of salvation is of 

higher value than all the blessings of the world put together; and why 

the slightest peril of being lost is more serious than all temporal evils, 

considered simply as evils.19 

18. Relatedly, one might argue that infinite utility violates the axioms of Bayesian 
decision theory (for example, as Edward F. McClennen [1994] argues). Several points 
are in order here. First, as I will shortly argue, showing that infinite utility violates 

these axioms does not show that the idea of an incomparable good does. Surely there 

is some way of mathematically modeling a person who would sacrifice any good Y for 

any positive finite chance of gaining good X. If not, then Bayesian decision theory is 

incomplete. Second, in any case it is very unclear what relevance decision-theoretic 

utility has for consequentialists. This is so because: (i) Consequentialists need a notion 

of well-being that permits meaningful interpersonal comparisons. Decision-theoretic 

utility, however, is not such a notion (which is not to say there have not been attempts 

by decision theorists to make such comparisons?see, though, Gibbard 1987 and Barry 

1989, HOff. for critical discussion of some of these attempts), (ii) Decision-theoretic 

utility measures well-being only on a preference-satisfaction account of well-being, 

which may not be the best account of this notion (see, among others, Nussbaum 2000, 

chap. 2 for criticism). Third, as it happens, a number of decision theorists and utili 

tarians are already in fact willing to countenance infinite utilities (see, for example, 
Sorenson 1994, H?jek 2003b, and Kagan and Vallentyne 1997). 

19. Although the work was cowritten by both Arnauld and Pierre Nicole, the above 

quotation comes from the fourth and final part of the work, which was written entirely 

by Arnauld. It is worth noting too that Arnauld and Nicole were, like Pascal, members 

of the Jansenist movement within Roman Catholicism; the eponymous Port-Royal was 

a Jansenist monastery. 
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I suggest that the root intuition at work in this assignment of infinite value to 

salvation is the idea that the goodfound in salvation is incomparably better than 

the goods one finds in this world; its magnitude is such as to swamp into 

irrelevance any good we are familiar with in our temporal existence.20 

That is to say, the same conclusion will follow from the wager so long 

as the good of salvation is so immense that by comparison the goods of 

this world utterly pale in significance. Regarding saved individuals as 

infinitely well-off turns out merely to be the most dramatic form this 

swamping effect can take, not the only form.21 

For instance, in the Simple Case, we could interpret S, not as oo, 

but rather as a tremendously large finite number. To see this, recall 

from section 3 that had I included this-worldly well-being in the Simple 

Case, a comparison of options EC and L would have yielded the follow 

ing equation: 

EV(EC) 
- EV(L) = 

pc S /Ac + A 

with A representing the difference in this-worldly expected value asso 

ciated with options EC and L. Clearly, so long as Pc > 0 and Ac > 0, we 

can always set S equal to a finite positive number (say, 100100100 large 

20. This idea of incomparability, for instance, is at the heart of Marilyn McCord 

Adams's book-length response to the problem of evil (see, for instance, Adams 1999, 

12, 82-83, 147, 155, 166). This testifies to the intuitive accessibility of the idea, despite 
the somewhat oxymoronic ring to the phrase "incomparably better." The key idea is 

just the idea of one thing's value being so great as to dwarf all other things' value into 

insignificance. 
21. Let me here suggest that the incomparability of salvation, as I take it to be 

understood by a wide range of religious believers, comes not just from the promise of 

eternal life, but also from the intrinsic nature of the experience of salvation. After all, 

an eternity of ho-hum days?days ever so marginally worth waking up for?would over 

eternity sum to infinity (provided it does not bizarrely constitute a converging sum). 

Thus the incomparability of salvation surely lies in more than just its eternity. Arnauld 

in the quotation above, for instance, speaks of eternity and salvation. Something like 

this thought, moreover, probably moved Pascal (1966: 151) to speak of salvation as "an 

infinity of infinitely happy life" (emphasis added). I am proposing that we understand 

this as "an infinity of incomparable happiness," and then model incomparability as I 

propose below in this section. This excuses me from exploring the fascinating puz 

zles, much discussed of late, regarding how one might compare the utilities of infinite 

futures. (See Kagan and Vallentyne 1997 and the symposium in issue 3 of volume 73 

of the Australasian Journal of Philosophy [1995] for entry points into the literature on 

infinite futures.) Suffice it to say, however, that if consequentialists solve these puzzles 

(and solve them they must, in order to rescue consequentialism from the charges in 

Nelson 1991), this would only strengthen the Persecutor's Wager by legitimizing actu 

ally infinite utilities. 
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enough that the resulting quantity pc-S Ac is itself large enough to 

"absorb" the negative number A with only a negligible difference in its 

size, proportionally speaking. In this case A could be said to be swamped 

into irrelevance. 
This, I suggest, is a legitimate way of proceeding; its legitimacy is 

apparent once one recognizes that the key religious idea in play is that 

of the incomparability of salvation. One can attempt to model this key 

idea mathematically by using oo as it is usually understood. If, however, 

this attempt fails for purely technical reasons (as the foregoing discus 

sion suggests), then one should not ipso facto reject the claim that the 

good of salvation is incomparable in magnitude to the goods of this life. 

I should think it odd indeed if a substantive ethical/religious claim like 

this could be disproved on technical mathematical grounds. Instead, 

one ought to conclude that the usual mathematical notion of oo turns out not to 

be the proper way of mathematically modeling the root idea of incomparability. 

Realizing this should lead one to explore alternative mathematical mod 

els; I have suggested that the idea of a tremendously large finite number 

is one such alternative. Moreover, it is only one alternative among many. 

As Alan Hajek (2003b) has noted, one might also assign otherworldly 

well-being "lexical priority" over this-worldly well-being, or represent 

otherworldly well-being with "surreal" numbers, a type of infinite num 

ber with different properties than the more familiar 00 (which strictly 

speaking is not itself a number).22 

Part 2: Salvation as Not an Incomparable Good 

Suppose, though, that there is no satisfactory way to model the idea of 

an incomparable good, or that no such good exists. Unfortunately, the 

Persecutor's Wager can still assume a threatening form even when S is 

not an incomparable good. This can be seen as follows. Let us define 

the variable Aa as the average amount of anguish caused (over the course 

of a life) to each individual who experiences religious enforcement. 

22. This is not to suggest such alternatives are immune to controversy. Hajek him 

self argues that these alternatives face problems on the grounds that they do not lead 

to a unique representation; in my example above, for instance, why choose 100100 for 

the value of S? Why not choose 100010001000? No matter what number is chosen, H?jek 

(2003b, 45) observes, there is always a higher number. Thus God is portrayed 
as a mere 

satisficer, and this sits uneasily with his alleged perfection. Moreover, the door is open 

for rival religious adherents to claim that their god delivers an even more valuable sal 

vation, thereby initiating a sort of "eschatological arms race" (my phrase) that cannot 

in principle end. 
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Recalling that A was defined earlier to represent the total expected drop 

in citizens' well-being caused by enforcement, it follows that Aa = A/T-c, 

where T represents the total number of citizens (making T-c represent 

the number of non-Christians absent enforcement). Since from section 

3 we know that EV(EC) is greater than EV(L) if and only if Pc S /Ac > -A, 

then so long as Pc > 0 and Ac > 0 it follows that 

EV(EC) > EV(L) if and only if S > -(T-c)Aa 

PC AC 

This result can be manipulated further. Let us define cp as equal to 

the quantity AC/T_c; this can be thought of as the "conversion/retention 

proportion of enforcement," since it represents the proportion of "lost 

souls" who are successfully converted to Christianity or retained within 

it (a "lost soul" being someone who would under conditions of liberty die 

as a non-Christian). With this definition in hand, it follows that 

EV(EC) > EV(L) if and only if S > ( 
- 

Aa ~~~J~)1aony1 
~~PC' cp} 

Thus, for example, if the probability of an exclusivist Christian 

god is 0.25 and the conversion/retention proportion of otherwise lost 

souls is 0.25, then enforcement will be superior to liberty if and only if 

S > 16(-Aa), that is, if and only if a saved soul's salvation is sixteen times 

as good as the average lost soul's enforcement-caused anguish is bad, 

so to speak. And if the probability of an exclusivist Christian god is a 

mere 0.02 and the conversion/retention proportion is a feeble 0.05, then 

enforcement will be superior to liberty if and only if S > 1000(-Aa). And 

so on. Alas, then, in the Simple Case the prospect of salvation can exert 

decisive pressure in favor of religious enforcement even with (what a 

persecutor would judge to be) modest values for Pc, cp, and S. For this 

reason, worries about infinite goods and incomparable goods should not 

lead one simply to dismiss the Persecutor's Wager out of hand. 

Indeed, the opponent of the wager, rather than reject the idea of 

an incomparable good, would perhaps do better to try to turn the tables 

I do not believe, however, that the specific choice of number should make any differ 

ence so long as it suffices to swamp this-worldly well-being into irrelevance. Hajek errs 

by attaching too literal a significance to the number chosen, when in fact the specific 
number used is meant only to model the incomparability of heavenly well-being, not to 

denote its precise quantity. Only by misunderstanding this is one led to worry that God 

is a mere satisficer or that an unending eschatological arms race is inevitable. 
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on any would-be persecutor, and argue in favor of a this-worldly incom 

parable good to rival the good of salvation. Having just discussed Mill 

at the end of the previous section, for instance, it is fitting at the end of 

this section to observe that one might take note of Mill's famous distinc 

tion between higher and lower pleasures and interpret him as arguing 

that the higher ones-say, the pleasures of exercising our intellects-are 

incomparably better than the lower ones. And if this is so, then a Millian 

might try to escape the wager by arguing that it would be irrational to 

sacrifice the incomparable good of autonomous thought for the lower 

pleasures of comfort in an afterlife, as the Persecutor's Wager may seem 

to demand. 

I believe, however, that this attempted escape is doomed to fail. To 

begin with, it is hardly obvious that autonomous thought, good though it 

is, really is incomparably better than all other goods. Even more important 

is a second consideration. For recall that if one is not saved, then one is 

either nonexistent, or worse yet, suffering in hell. In both fates, then, the 

pleasures of autonomous thought are absent. (I assume that residents 

of hell find it quite hard to think autonomously amidst their torments!) 

So the choice presented by the wager can be viewed, not as a choice in 

which one sacrifices autonomous thought today in return for the lower 

good of mere comfort in the next world, but rather as a choice in which 

one sacrifices autonomy with respect to one belief today in order to avoid 

a permanent sacrifice of autonomy in the next world.23 

In short, the Persecutor's Wager has survived challenges based 

on worries about measuring the good of salvation. Hence the wager is 

worth investigating further, in a less simple form than the far-too-simple 

Simple Case. That is my aim in the next section. 

5. The Persecutor's Wager (Three Gods Case) 

The main flaw of Pascal's Wager, many (most?) philosophers agree, is its 

blindness to other sorts of exclusivist gods besides a Christian one; this 

is the point of the so-called "Many Gods" objection to the wager.24 The 

23. Mill's discussion of higher and lower pleasures occurs in Mill 1957, 12ff. 

Thanks to an anonymous referee for calling my attention to this potential objection, 
and thanks to Elizabeth Anderson for further discussion of it. Note too that I say more 

about the idea of autonomous belief as a good below in sec. 7.2 when I discuss the pos 

sibility of an "extreme autonomy-loving god." 
24. For a recent overview of the extensive literature on the Many Gods Objection, 

see Saka 2001. 
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Simple Case version of the Persecutor's Wager suffers from the same sort 

of blindness. Hence I will consider a decision matrix that includes more 

than just an exclusivist Christian god. To be thorough, I ought to con 

sider a matrix that makes room for all possible sorts of gods. The essen 

tial points can be brought out, however, with a matrix containing three 

gods. Thus, for simplicity's sake, I will in the remainder of the essay dis 

cuss a Three Gods Case; those who are interested will find a general case 

discussed in appendix A of this essay. 

Suppose, then, that I am a state official in a country in which 

every citizen is either a Christian or a Muslim. Suppose further that when 

judging the possible outcomes of various state policies, I restrict myself to 

considering three possible sorts of gods: an exclusivist Christian god who 

saves only Christians; an exclusivist Islamic god who saves only Muslims; 

and a "pluralistic god," that is, a god who saves all people (regardless of 

their religious beliefs) who meet a minimal standard of moral decency 

(for example, people who do not murder, rape, torture, cheat pensioners 

out of their life savings, and so forth).25 Finally, suppose I consider three 

possible options: enforcement of Christianity, enforcement of Islam, and 

granting religious liberty. 
I will now construct a "decision matrix" that keeps the same vari 

ables as the Simple Case matrix and adds the following new ones: 

25. The New Testament and the Qur'an contain many, many passages that on a 

straightforward interpretation endorse salvific exclusivism. John 3:36 in the New Tes 

tament, for instance, states that "He who believes in the Son has eternal life; he who 

does not obey the Son shall not see life; but the wrath of God rests upon him" (Revised 

Standard Version; compare Matthew 10:32-33; Mark 16:15-16; Luke 8:11-12; John 3:5, 

3:16-18, 6:53, 8:23-24, 14:6; Acts 4:11-12, 16:29-31; 1 Corinthians 1:18-21; 2 Timothy 

2:12; Hebrews 9:27-28; 1 John 2:23-25; and 1 John 5:11-12; see Sanders 1992 and Sul 

livan 1992 for helpful overviews of the history of Christian thinking on salvific exclusiv 

ism). Surah 33:64-66 in the Qur'an states "Verily Allah has cursed the Unbelievers and 

prepared for them a Blazing Fire, to dwell therein for ever: no protector will they find, 

nor helper. The Day that their faces will be turned upside down in the Fire, they will 

say: 'Woe to us! Would that we had obeyed Allah and obeyed the Messenger!'" (The 

translation is Yusuf Ali's [Ali 1946]; compare 2:161-62, 3:116, 5:47, 5:86, 33:64-66, 

35:36, 58:5.) Some passages in the Qur'an (for example, 2:62, 3:113-14) do, though, 

suggest that Christians and Jews ("People of the Book")?though no others?would be 

saved in the hereafter, were they only to lead upright lives. Other passages, however, 

tend in an opposite direction, suggesting that the People of the Book are lost unless 

they accept God's word as revealed by Muhammad (for example, 4:47, 5:47, 5:72-73). It 

is not clear how best to resolve this tension. (See Nettler 1995 and Sherif 1995, 130-33 

for commentary.) 
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m = the number of Muslim citizens absent any enforcement 

d = the number of minimally decent citizens absent any 

enforcement 

pI = the probability that an exclusivist Islamic god exists 

pp = the probability that a pluralistic god exists 

Additionally, I will use the notation "Ad" "Ac" "Am" to represent the 

change, under enforcement of Christianity, in the number of minimally 

decent citizens, Christian citizens, and Muslim citizens, respectively. 

Mutatis mutandis, similar notation will be used for the corresponding 

changes under enforcement of Islam. 

The matrix of the Three Gods Case appears as figure 2 below. 

Although we have seen (section 4.2) that it is not strictly speak 

ing necessary, for simplicity's sake let us assume that the otherworldly 

well-being of salvation is incomparably better than any well-being found 

in this world; hence the latter is swamped into irrelevance and can be 

ignored without mathematical consequence. Thus from this matrix 

we can conclude that the expected values of the various options are as 

follows: 

EV(L) = 
S[pp (d) + pc (c) + p (m)] 

EV(EC) = S[p (d +Ad) +p c + c) +I (m +m)] 

EV(EI) = S[p(d +\d) +p c +Ac) +p +m)] 

What, then, should I do? Should I grant religious liberty (L), 

enforce Christianity (Ec), or enforce Islam (El)? This can be decided by 

picking two of the options at random, determining which of these has 

the greatest expected value, and then pitting the winner of this compari 

son against the remaining third option (think for instance of the tourna 

ment brackets of a tennis competition).26 

Thus, let me start by picking two of the options-say, Ec and L 

and ask which has the greater expected value. As in the Simple Case, 

we can find this out by asking a mathematically equivalent question, 

26. Because consequentialists must employ a cardinal measure of well-being (so 
that interpersonal comparisons are meaningful), this method of determining the 
greatest expected value does not run into selection-order difficulties like those made 
famous by Kenneth Arrow. 
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An An 
A exclusivist exclusivist 

pluralistic Christian Islamic god No god 

god exists god exists exists exists 

Options (pr) (PC) (PI) (PN ) 

Grant 

religions S-d S*c | Sm 0 
liberty 

(L) 

Enforce 
Christianity S(d + /d) S(c + Ac) S(m + Am) 0 

(EC) 

Enforce 
Islam S(dL+d) S(c +/c) S(m + Am) 0 

(El) 

Figure 2. The Three Gods Case 

namely, is EV(EC) - EV(L) > 0 or not? From the matrix we have (after 

simplification): 

EV(EC) 
- 

EV(L) = S(p Ad + p c + p Am) 

We can go further than this. Since for simplicity's sake we have assumed 

that every citizen is either a Christian or a Muslim, if Christians gain in 

size under enforcement option EC, then this must be in virtue of draw 

ing members from Muslim ranks. Hence, it must be that Am = -A/c. 
Substituting this identity into the equation above yields c c 

EV(EC) - EV(L) = S[pA d + pc p (c c ) ] 

=S[pAd+ P A)(C) 
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Therefore, since S > 0 we can derive the following conclusion, which I 

will call "The Persecutor's Theorem" (a fully general, analogous theorem 

can be found in appendix A of this essay): 

EV(Ec) > EV(L) if and only if c P >) (EC) P -(Ad) 

In the next section, I will explore the implications of this theorem.27 

6. To Persecute or Not? 

To understand the Persecutor's Theorem, we must understand its parts. 

Since Pc represents the probability that an exclusivist Christian god exists 

and pI the probability that an exclusivist Islamic god exists, the quan 

tity (pc - pI) can be thought of as the "epistemic advantage" of Christian 
exclusivism over Islamic exclusivism. Thus the quantity (p - p1)(ac) 

represents the conversion/retention success (if any) of Christian enforce 

ment (A c) discounted by the epistemic advantage of Christianity exclu 

sivism (the greater the advantage, the less the discount). The quantity 

p (- A d), by contrast, represents the number of people driven out of the 

ranks of the minimally decent (- ,d) discounted by the probability of a 

pluralistic god's existence (p ).28 

Understanding the parts of the Persecutor's Theorem allows us 

to state the following: 

IF (1) belief in an exclusivist Christian god has a positive epi 

stemic advantage over its Islamic rival; (2) on balance at least one 

Muslim is converted to Christianity or one Christian is prevented 

from converting to Islam; and (3) Christian enforcement does not 

lead to a net decrease in the number of minimally decent indi 

27. To be thorough, we would also need to compare the larger of E and L with 

enforcement option E . I will do this in general form in appendix A of this essay. 

28. It is worth noting that were we to suppose that a pluralist god eventually for 

gives all acts of gross indecency, and hence ultimately saves everyone (this is Marilyn 
McCord Adams's view, for example, in Adams 1993), then it would no longer make any 
difference what effect religious enforcement has on the prevalence of gross indecency 
since indecency would no longer disqualify anyone from receiving salvation from a 

pluralistic god. This fact shows that the quantity p in the Persecutor's Theorem as 

written above is properly understood only as the probability that an eternally unforgiv 

ing, pluralistic god exists. If we think of an eternally unforgiving god as "super-strict" 
and a pluralistic god as "not-so-strict," we can say that p represents the probability that 

a super-strict not-so-strict god exists. Putting it this way suggests that p is rather low. 
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viduals, THEN the expected value of option EC is greater than 

the expected value of option L. 

This, then, is a sufficient condition (but not a necessary one) for the supe 

riority of religious enforcement over religious liberty in the Three Gods 

Case. The implications of this can be surprising. For instance, even if we 

let PN = 0.9, Pp = 0.09999, PC = 6 x 10-6 and pI = 4 x 10-6, it remains the 

case that so long as at least one person is converted to (or retained within) 

Christianity and no one is made indecent, it would be morally wrong to 

fail to enforce Christianity! 

Clearly, then, we ought to consider whether there is any reason 

to think this sufficient condition is ever met. One way of denying that it 

is ever met is by insisting that we have no reason for thinking pc is any 

greater than pl-that is, by insisting that there is no reason whatsoever 

to think that a Christian exclusivist god is any more likely to exist than 

an Islamic exclusivist god. Caution is in order regarding this path away 

from persecutionist conclusions, however, for if pI turns out to be any 

greater than Pc, then by parallel reasoning it will turn out that Islamic 

enforcement is morally superior to religious liberty. Hence this path gen 

uinely leads away from persecutionist conclusions only so long as one is 

prepared to assert that Pc = 
pl, that is, only so long as one is prepared to 

assert the equiprobability of exclusivist Christian and Islamic gods. 

I will reserve my comments on this path out of the Persecutor's 

Wager for the final sections of this essay. For now, I wish to examine 

two further ways the sufficient condition above might fail to be met. 

First, it might be that enforcement backfires and Christian numbers 

decrease, for reasons discussed in the Simple Case (civil war, soured 

reputation, corruption). Once again, however, I see no reason to think 

that these serious risks of religious enforcement must be significantly 

present in every case.29 Moreover, even if enforcement backfires, liberty 

may still not be the best option, for a rather surprising reason. For sup 

pose it turns out that enforcement reliably backfires, regardless of the 

religion enforced. Then so long as enforcement does not deplete the 

29. With the Three Gods Case, Mill would insist that there arises another risk 

of enforcement, for by suppressing all debate we lose an important opportunity for 

updating our probability assignments. So if we enforce Christianity, we lose an oppor 

tunity for, say, later discovering that Islam is more likely to be the true religion. This is 

indeed a genuine risk of enforcement, one that deserves further exploration in ratio 

nal choice-theoretic terms. Rather than embark on this project, however, let me just 
make several points. First, I cannot see that this risk alone will always militate in favor 

24 

This content downloaded  on Tue, 15 Jan 2013 13:25:21 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


The Persecutor's Wager 

ranks of the minimally decent, the Persecutor's Theorem implies that 

one should enforce the less probable religion. So for instance if Pc > Pl' 
then by enforcing Islam the backfire effect will lead to an increase in 

Christians, making the key quantity (pc - pI ) ( /\ c) positive (a diabolical 

plan, indeed!). Hence I do not think that the risk of backfire is as secure 

a way out of the Persecutor's Wager as it may first appear. 

The second further way that the sufficient condition can fail to 

be met is if Christian enforcement decreases the number of minimally 

decent individuals (that is, if - A\ d is positive). Earlier I defined minimally 

decent people as those who do not murder, rape, torture, cheat pension 

ers out of their life savings, and so on. It is not at all clear, however, that 

enforcement of Christianity would lead to an overall increase in these 

sorts of acts. To be sure, burning heretics at the stake is likely to encour 

age a general taste for violence in spectators, and thus I think worries 

as to the effects of enforcement on citizens' decency do thankfully tell 

against such extreme forms of enforcement.30 Religious enforcement 

need not take such an extreme form, however; it could, for instance, con 

sist instead in fining individuals for nonattendance at church services, or 

in proselytizing in the schools, or in forbidding non-Christians to pros 

elytize, and so forth. It seems highly unlikely that these sorts of policies 

would swell the ranks of murderers and rapists. Moreover, it is at least 

possible that the penalties associated with religious enforcement might 

scare some individuals into behaving decently who otherwise would not. 

In short, it is an open empirical question just what the effects of religious 

enforcement would be on the number of minimally decent people; a 

defense of religious liberty premised on a particular answer to this ques 

tion is hardly a robust defense. 

of free debate since free debate has its potential costs too (for example, people may 
be led astray by sophistries). Compare, also, what too much ratiocination cost Hamlet. 

Second, even if one judges more debate to be warranted because matters are currently 
so inconclusive, this debate could be confined to elites. Third, whether debate is open 
to all or confined to elites, the logic of the Persecutor's Wager would suggest that given 
the well-being stakes involved, consequentialists should make organizing symposia, 

funding research, and so forth on religious truth an absolute top priority. 
30. John Calvin himself recommended (unsuccessfully) that Servetus be executed 

by sword, not fire. 
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7. Options for Reply 

Option 1: A Persecution-Hating God 

So far the prospects for a robust, nonskeptical consequentialist rejection 

of persecution have been dim. Here, though, is a significant possibility 

that deserves consideration: what if the pluralistic god in our matrix 

considers religious enforcement itself to be grossly indecent, and as a 

result refuses salvation to any person who engages in enforcement activ 

ity? If this is the case, then enforcement could result in the quantity - A d 

being quite high, and this may be enough to tip the balance in favor of 

liberty, according to the Persecutor's Theorem.31 

Although persecutors should indeed count this as a genuine risk 

of religious enforcement, I do not believe that the bare possibility of a 

persecution-hating god is enough to defeat the Persecutor's Wager. A 

persecutor might after all reason that, unlike the actions of murderers, 

rapists, and so forth, his actions are inspired solely by a rational concern 

to produce the greatest total human well-being; why should a pluralistic 

god think that that is grossly indecent? Moreover, he might reason that 

in any case, surely there are some forms of religious enforcement that 

even the pluralistic god regards as venial (after all, the pluralistic god 

in general appears to be a very forgiving sort of god32); these forms of 

enforcement could be safely enacted. 

I will not explore these ideas further, however, for my skepticism 

about this option for reply stems ultimately from the fact that in the 

wager the loss of salvation for some individuals can be compensated for 

by the gain of salvation for even more individuals. (In the terms of the 

Persecutor's Theorem, this is to say that a high -/d can be compen 

sated for by a sufficiently high A c.) To see the relevance of this, imagine 

that a persecutor were to realize that by persecuting he risks forfeiting 

his own salvation, should God turn out to hate persecutors. What con 

clusion might he draw from this realization? One conclusion he might 

31. A variation on this option for reply would be to shift from welfare consequen 
tialism to a more pluralistic form of consequentialism, according to which persecution 

has negative value. As I mentioned above in note 6, this will not dissolve the Persecu 

tor's Wager so long as the value of salvation is regarded as incomparable. One could 

turn the tables and regard persecution-avoidance as incomparably better than other 

sources of value, even salvation. This move, though, would strike me as an awkward 

attempt to cram an essentially deontological moral outlook into a consequentialist 
framework. 

32. In this regard, see the remarks in note 28 above. 

26 

This content downloaded  on Tue, 15 Jan 2013 13:25:21 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


The Persecutor's Wager 

draw is that persecution is personally too risky a course of action. It 

is not at all clear, however, that consequentialism permits this conclu 

sion. For if by forfeiting his own salvation he can ensure the salvation 

of two or more others, then consequentialism will require him to do so. 

This is merely an otherworldly instance of a well-known counterintui 

tive feature of consequentialist theories generally, namely, their extreme 

demandingness. (And you thought secular consequentialist theories were 

demanding!) This counterintuitive feature is, in a sense, infinitely exag 

gerated when the theory is extended to the afterlife.33 Hence, a consci 

entious consequentialist persecutor will ask whether the risk to his own 

salvation can be offset by the prospect of even more saved souls. And 

I think such a persecutor might reasonably conclude that it can, for at 

least two reasons. 

First, the persecutor can try to contain the risks to other people's 

souls by containing the number of religious enforcers-say, by permit 

ting only specially appointed officials to oversee religious enforcement 

and punishing harshly any vigilante enforcers. No doubt there will still 

be some vigilante enforcers, and so the risk to others' salvation cannot 

be perfectly contained. But so long as this risk is offset by the prospect 

of a significant increase in (nonvigilante) Christian numbers, the per 

secutor can reckon it a risk worth running. Second, persecution need 

33. I cannot forbear mentioning here another apparent counterintuitive implica 
tion of consequentialism that is infinitely exaggerated when the theory is extended to 

the afterlife, namely, Derek Parfit's "Repugnant Conclusion." According to this, a (wel 

fare) consequentialist should strive to increase the human population up to the point 
where the marginal gain in total well-being with each newly created life becomes nega 
tive (due to overcrowding, and so forth) (Parfit 1984, chap. 17). Extending consequen 
tialism to the afterlife, the parallel implication is that we should all strive to increase 

Heaven's population. But then, supposing that infants who die are admitted to Heaven, 

it follows that consequentialists should all go about slaughtering infants (though not 

so many, of course, as to threaten the human race with extinction). At least, this would 

be required of men; women, it seems, would be required to spend their time produc 

ing infants for this slaughter. One might with good reason call this the "Really Repug 
nant Conclusion"! Alas, this reasoning seems to have had some real-life influence, for 

Bertrand Russell (1957, 35) reports that "the Spaniards in Mexico and Peru used to 

baptize Indian infants and then immediately dash their brains out: by this means they 
secured that these infants went to Heaven." He wryly adds: "No orthodox Christian 

can find any logical reason for condemning their action, although all nowadays do so" 

(ibid.). More recently, in 2001 Texan mother Andrea Yates drowned her five children 

in the bathtub; she told authorities that she killed her children so that they could go to 

heaven (Rust 2006, A3). Far from being judged logical, she was ultimately found by a 

jury to be not guilty by reason of insanity (ibid.). 
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not be adopted as a permanent policy. A persecutor might decide to 

enforce Christianity until, and only until, the proportion of citizens who 

are Christians is high enough that the marginal returns of further per 

secution no longer justify running the risk of creating more persecu 

tors. One might cite as a case study of this phenomenon the Spanish 

Inquisition and the Spanish conquest of the New World. Despite their 

extreme brutality, we must frankly admit that these policies did largely 

succeed in catholicizing Spain and the Spanish New World, to the point 

where by all appearances Catholicism is self-sustaining in these lands. If, 

then, an exclusivist Christian god is even a smidgen more likely to exist 

than its exclusivist rivals, the Persecutor's Theorem will not only approve 

of the ruthless tactics of Torquemada, Cortes, and Pisarro; given the 

incomparable increase in expected well-being that their tactics brought 

about, it will surely assign these individuals to the upper reaches within 

the pantheon of consequentialist heroes. 

Option 2: A Believer-Hating God, Etc. 

We have just seen two ways in which a persecutor might judge that reli 

gious enforcement remains a good bet despite the possibility that God 

refuses to save persecutors. Here, though, is another risk: What if God 

turns out to hate people who think only orthodox believers are saved? 

This, however, is no way out of the wager. For ironically, if this sort of 

exclusivist god is any more likely to exist than other sorts of exclusivist 

gods, then a public official should use all means at his disposal to root 

out exclusivist religious belief. 

But perhaps it might be thought that another sort of nontradi 

tional god poses more of a challenge to the Persecutor's Wager, namely, 

a god who loves religious skeptics (for their independence of mind) 

but hates religious believers of any stripe (for their credulity). Such a 

god is familiar from the literature on Pascal's Wager, where opponents 

frequently argue that the possibility of such a god makes atheism and 

agnosticism prudentially permissible.34 With respect to the Persecutor's 
Wager, the risk is that in converting atheists and agnostics as the wager 

recommends, one would be costing them their souls if a believer-hating 

34. See, for instance, Mackie 1982, 203; Martin 1983, 59ff.; Oppy 1990, 165; Black 

burn 1999, 188. Moreover, although he is not explicitly addressing Pascal's Wager, 
David Hume (1998, 129) makes a similar point about whom God would favor. In part 
12 of his Dialogues on Natural Religion he writes: "And were that divine Being disposed 
to be offended at the vices and follies of silly mortals . . . the only persons entitled to 
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god exists. Consequentialists who would press the possibility of such a 

god against the Persecutor's Wager, however, must tread an extremely 

fine line. For if they insist that a believer-hating god is in fact more prob 

able than a god who saves only religious believers, then the logic of the 

Persecutor's Wager will direct them to persecute in the name of nonbe 

lief. The danger here, then, is that, in availing oneself of this popular way 

out of Pascal's Wager, one may have to approve of antireligious coercion. 

This is of course grossly illiberal. In order to make this illiberality vividly 

concrete, and in order to set the stage for some further points I wish to 

make in this section, it is worth examining as a case study the real-life 

sorts of antireligious coercion practiced in the former Soviet bloc. 

Although orthodox Marxism-Leninism predicted that the "reli 

gious humbugging of mankind," in Lenin's words (quoted in Holmes 

1993, 126), would naturally cease with proletarian emancipation (since 

religion would then have no ideological function to serve), the rulers of 

the new Soviet regime preferred to take no chances, and within months 

of the 1917 October Revolution, the regime required religious organi 

zations to surrender control of their privately run parochial schools to 

the newly formed "Commissariat of Enlightenment," the organization 

tasked with overseeing education in the Soviet state (Holmes 1993, 127). 

Later in 1925 the League of the Militant Godless was formed in order to 

wage aggressive campaigns of antireligious propaganda.35 Antireligious 

policy assumed its harshest forms under Nikita Khrushchev's rule from 

1953-64, a period in which (among other things) over half of exist 

ing churches and seminaries were closed, numerous dissident priests 

and monks were confined to asylums, parents who wished to baptize 

their infants were required to register with the police, children under 

eighteen were banned from attending church services, and the career 

prospects of known religious believers were cut short by discrimination 

(Fletcher 1971, 254-72). 
Of course, one possible argument against such antireligious 

repression is that it is ineffective, or even counterproductive. As schol 

ars of religious policy in the Soviet bloc like to point out,36 the commu 

his compassion and indulgence would be the philosophical sceptics, a sect almost equally 

rare, who, from a natural diffidence of their own capacity, suspend, or endeavor to 

suspend all judgment with regard to such sublime and such extraordinary subjects" 

(emphasis in original). 
35. On the League and its activities, see Powell 1975 and Peris 1998. The League 

was disbanded in 1941. 

36. For example, Powell 1975, 156. 
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nists' efforts wholly to eradicate religion were a failure, for religion sur 

vived. However, in terms of the Persecutor's Wager, the fact that religion 

remains in some form does not entail that the persecution was useless. 

For if a believer-hating god exists, then a net gain ofjust one person con 

verted to atheism/agnosticism (or prevented from renouncing this) will 

garner incomparably high expected value, therebyjustifying the repres 

sive tactics used. 

In light of this fact, some statistics on religious belief from the 

former Soviet bloc are instructive. In the most recent (1999-2001) World 

Values Survey, for instance, 60 percent of Russians reported that they 

believe in God; this compares favorably with western Europe, for 71 per 

cent of the western Europeans surveyed report that they believe in God. 

Moreover, 24 percent of Russians reported that they do not believe in 

God, and 14 percent answered "Don't Know." By contrast, 21 percent of 

western European respondents said they do not believe in God, and 6 

percent answered "Don't Know." (The comparable percentages for the 

United States are an astounding 94 percent "Do Believe," 4 percent "Do 

Not Believe," and 2 percent "Don't Know"!)37 The case of Germany in 

particular is very interesting, since its former division into East and West 

Germany constitutes a natural experiment of sorts as to the effectiveness 

of antireligious state policy. In the 1999 World Values Survey, 29 percent 

of East Germans answered "Yes" to the question of whether they believed 

in God, compared to 70 percent of West Germans who answered "Yes," 

while 66 percent of East Germans answered "No," compared to just 21 

percent of West Germans who answered "No."38 Clearly at least some 

of the former East German government's antireligious policies worked 

quite well!39 

37. Data available atwww.worldvaluessurvey.org (accessed October 14, 2005). The 

western European countries in the survey are Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Great 

Britain, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Northern Ireland, Spain, and 

Sweden. I treat the special case of Germany separately in the text below. For informed 

skepticism (based on the World Values Survey data) regarding some recent claims of a 

widespread religious revival in the former Soviet-bloc, see Norris and Inglehart 2004. 

38. Data from www.worldvaluessurvey.org (accessed September 2, 2006). The dif 

ferences between East and West are equally as stark for the other religious indices in the 

survey. Moreover, these are robust results. The International Social Survey Programme 

poll of 1998, for instance, found that 66 percent of East Germans classified themselves 

as atheists or agnostics, compared to only 24 percent of West Germans; data available at 

www.issp.org/data.htm (accessed October 14, 2005). 

39. Like the Soviet Union, GDR officials forcibly closed private religious schools 

upon assuming power and discriminated against committed religious believers (for 
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Hence, I see little reason to believe antireligious persecution is 
entirely ineffective. As a result, consequentialists who wish to follow their 
counterparts in the literature on Pascal's Wager and invoke the possibil 

ity of a believer-hating god must be careful, since they can avoid perse 

cutionist conclusions only by arguing that a believer-hating god is just 
as likely to exist-no more, no less-than any other sort of exclusivist 

god. Thus, this option turns out to require the more general, skeptical 

response of claiming that all exclusivist gods are equiprobable. 
Before moving on to consider this more general response, how 

ever, let us consider one more possible nontraditional god, namely, what 

we might call an "extreme autonomy-loving god." This sort of god does 

not care whether one is a believer or nonbeliever, so long as one's view 

was formed in an autonomous manner; salvation is granted to both 

autonomous believers and autonomous nonbelievers. This has the advan 

tage, unlike the possibility of a believer-hating god, of not requiring 

antireligious persecution since this god cares little about the content of 

one's belief, focusing instead on the mode of one's belief. (At least, this 

appears true at first pass. Should religious belief in general turn out to 

be rooted wholly in emotion and/or require the suspension of one's criti 

cal rationality, then there will be no functional difference between the 

extreme autonomy-loving god and the believer-hating god since only 

atheism and agnosticism will be compatible with autonomy.40 I will not 

press this point further in what follows, however.) 

example, believers who wished to attend university were only permitted to study theol 

ogy, thus hurting the professional ambitions of any believers who sought a nonchurch 

career). Fortunately GDR antireligious oppression never, to my knowledge, assumed the 

virulent form it assumed under Khrushchev. Perhaps this helps account for its greater 

effectiveness, but I suspect three other factors were still more crucial. First, there was 

more atheistic instruction in the schools, with intermittent expulsion of believing stu 

dents. By contrast, Russian teachers never rallied to the cause of atheistic instruction; 

apparently the task of teaching Russian peasants just the basics of reading and math was 

formidable enough given the extremely scarce educational funding available (Holmes 

1993,127; Powell 1975, 52). Second, the GDR was able to create an enormously popular, 
atheistic "confirmation" ritual for fourteen-year-olds, the Jugendweihe (roughly, "youth 

dedication"), to rival church confirmation. Third, the GDR was able to infiltrate the 

church hierarchy via a network of secret informants and have some effect co-opting 
church policy. (For overviews of GDR religious policy, see Fulbrook 1995, chap. 4; and 

Allinson 2000, chap. 5.) 

40. See also James Rachels's (1997) argument that acts of religious worship are 

incompatible with autonomy inasmuch as they express the worshipper's belief that he 

or she is unconditionally subject to God's authority. 
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Of course, it remains the case that if this sort of exclusivist god 

is any more likely to exist than other sorts, then public officials should 

do whatever they can to increase the proportion of autonomous belief 

among citizens. Unlike in the case of state promotion of religious belief 

or atheistic belief, however, in which the state had an incentive to sup 

press counterevidence to the favored sort of belief, the state in the case 

of an extreme autonomy-loving god will welcome the airing of a wide 

range of arguments since presumably it is consideration of counterev 

idence that makes for autonomous belief in the first place. Thus the 

extreme autonomy-loving god at first pass holds more promise as a way 

out of the Persecutor's Wager than does the believer-hating god previ 

ously considered. 
The promised way out, however, fails to materialize on further in 

spection, for several reasons. First, rather brutal methods are in a range 

of cases still likely to prove advisable. This is so because officials who are 

concerned to please an extreme autonomy-loving god will rightly regard 

fundamentalists and others who believe in a less than entirely critical 

fashion as Public Enemy Number One, since these believers discourage 

autonomous thinking and instead appeal to people's irrational emotions, 

prejudices, and tendencies toward wishful thinking. A one-off slaughter 

of fundamentalist preachers, say, or perhaps their confinement in asy 

lums (a la Khrushchev) might increase the incidence of autonomous be 

lief in the long run. Only slightly less barbaric, the cause of autonomy 

might be served by confiscating the children of fundamentalists and rais 

ing them in orphanages or foster homes that encourage imagination and 

critical thought. Significantly, Khrushchev-era Soviet officials occasion 

ally terminated the parental rights of religious believers and withdrew 

their children to boarding schools (Powell 1975, 43; Walters 1993, 22). 

Leonid F. Ilyichev, a leading Soviet ideologue at the time, defended such 

measures as follows: "We cannot and we must not remain indifferent to 

the fate of the children on whom parents, fanatical believers, are in real 

ity inflicting an act of spiritual violence. We cannot allow blind and ig 

norant parents to bring up their children like themselves and so deform 

them" (cited in Powell 1975, 43). Devotees of an extreme autonomy-loving 

god would be hard-pressed to disagree, I think (provided it is really only 

"fanatical believers" who are targeted). 

Second, suppose though that officials foreswear such brutal meth 

ods, on the grounds, say, that such methods would merely inspire a coun 

terproductive resentment or fear among citizens and thus set back the 

cause of autonomy. (This is a genuine risk, but as I pointed out in sec 
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tion 3, whether persecution will in fact backfire depends on a host of 

empirical contingencies-in the present case, for instance, it will depend 

on how numerous fundamentalists are, whether or not they are despised 

by the larger majority, to what extent the existing political culture has 

already been liberalized, and so on.) Even supposing that officials fore 

swear brutal methods, there still remains the option of a massive state 

sponsored campaign of (rational) persuasion targeted against religious 

fundamentalists and others. Thinking seriously about the intrusions this 

might entail ought to give liberals pause before signing on. 

Again the Soviet experience is illuminating since, to their credit, 

many Soviet officials frequently voiced their preference for persuasive 

means over coercive means in their struggle to enlighten their citizens; 

many of their tactics reflected this preference and would be compat 

ible with the promotion of autonomous belief. Members of the League 

of the Militant Godless, for instance, organized competitions between 

"godless fields" and "priest-blessed fields" to make the case for the criti 

cal methods of science to the peasants and would occasionally stage a 

popular play titled "Who is Going to Help the Peasant-the Agronomist 

or God?" (Young 1997, 130). They held competitions between christened 

and unchristened infants to compare rates of growth. They opened 

ancient sarcophagi to show, contrary to popular belief, that the saints' 

remains inside were not miraculously exempt from decomposition. They 

put mummified rats in shrines to show that saints' relics on open display 

therein were not preserved by divine intervention. They would travel to 

villages and host "An Evening of Miracles without Miracles," in which 

they would (among other things) explain the tricks behind "weeping" 

icons and show via a microscope that holy water has the same bacteria 

as ordinary water. They organized debates between believers and nonbe 

lievers. They arranged question-and-answer sessions with former believ 

ers (including some former clergy). They assigned individual atheists 

to individual believers, whom the atheists were to befriend and then 

present with the case for atheism.41 And so on. While such state activi 

ties admittedly run the risk of creating dogmatic atheists in place of 

dogmatic believers, this risk has to be weighed against the (very prob 

ably greater) autonomy-conducive benefit of challenging those who hold 

their religious beliefs uncritically to consider the counterevidence to 

their view. 

41. The examples in this paragraph are found in Powell 1975, 35, 105, 112, 114. 
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Third, even if one is willing to bite the bullet and endorse a mas 

sive campaign of persuasion targeting uncritical citizens, it should be 

borne in mind that in the case of an extreme autonomy-loving god such 

a campaign should dwarf all other state activities in importance, given 

the incomparably high payoffs associated with autonomous thought. 

Hence, it would be rational for public officials to shift significant state 

resources away from crime prevention, economic growth and job cre 

ation, highway maintenance, poverty relief, and so on, and toward the 

project of promoting critical thinking. Indeed, such officials will only 

begin to worry seriously about crime and so forth when the fear thereof 

begins negatively to affect citizens' ability to think well. Such a policy 

of "autonomous belief at any cost" clearly goes far beyond the calls for 

autonomy-promotion made by "perfectionist liberals" (such as Joseph 

Raz [1986]42) in their debates with "political liberals" likeJohn Rawls. 

Indeed-and this is a fourth point against seeking a way out of 

the wager via an extreme autonomy-loving god-"autonomous belief at 

any cost" implies that significant sacrifices in other values may be justi 

fied. Take the value of liberty, for instance. If autonomous belief matters 

above all, why not require all citizens to pass periodic exams in critical 

thinking, on pain of retakes, fines, or even jail? Why not require all uni 

versity students to major in, say, philosophy, alongside their other inter 

ests? One might object that such coercive tactics by their very nature 

cannot produce genuinely autonomous thinking among citizens. This, 

however, is not a decisive objection. Some people may reluctantly take 

up their studies in critical thought only to discover that they find them 

worthwhile, and as a result become lifelong, sincere devotees of critical 

thinking. Do the coercive origins of such a person's devotion to critical 

thinking really render all that person's subsequent years of critical think 

ing nugatory with respect to autonomy? I doubt it.43 And as for those 

people who, alas, develop no devotion to critical thought despite the 

coercive requirements, one must ask whether they would have acquired 

such a devotion had there been no use of coercion; if not, then they rep 

resent no loss to associate with coercion. Finally, and most important, if 

threats of state punishment really are inherently injurious to long-run 

autonomous belief, then this fact itself is a decisive objection against the 

42. See, too, Brighouse 2000, chaps. 4-5, for a subtle examination of, and cau 

tious endorsement of, autonomy-facilitating public education. 

43. See Jeremy Waldron's similar remarks on an autonomy-loving god in Waldron 

1988, 82-83. 

34 

This content downloaded  on Tue, 15 Jan 2013 13:25:21 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


The Persecutor's Wager 

existence of an extreme autonomy-loving god, who after all threatens 

the nonautonomous with punishment-namely, the loss of their salva 

tion (or worse yet, the fires of hell). 

In short, neither the possibility of a believer-hating god nor the 

possibility of an extreme autonomy-loving god offers an easy way out 

of the Persecutor's Wager. In order to avoid such a conclusion, modern 

consequentialists will do best to turn to the general, skeptical response 

of claiming that all exclusivist gods are equiprobable. Let us, then, turn 

to examine such a response. 

Option 3: Skeptical Options 

In this subsection I will describe three possible skeptical responses the 

consequentialist can make to the Persecutor's Wager. I believe these 

skeptical responses are the consequentialist's best response to the 

Persecutor's Wager. In fact I myself accept the last of these responses 

described below (namely, Option 3C). Thus my overall aim in this sub 

section is not to argue that the consequentialist would err in adopting 

one of these skeptical responses. Rather, my aim in this subsection is just 

to highlight the fact that the best way out of the wager requires a surpris 

ingly strong sort of religious skepticism. In the final section of this essay, 

I will comment on the significance that the need for strong religious 

skepticism has for an overall assessment of consequentialism's plausibil 

ity as a moral theory. 

3A. Argue that there is zero probability of an exclusivist god existing. Such 

an argument can take various forms: (1) one might argue that there is 

zero probability that any god (exclusivist or not) exists; (2) one might 

assign probability 1 to the proposition "If there is a god, then all people 

are saved";44 (3) one might argue that there is zero probability of life 

after death; or (4) one might argue that there is zero probability of any 

thing actually being incomparably valuable (though in light of section 

4.2's point that salvation need not, strictly speaking, be an incomparable 

good, this response is not by itself decisive against the wager). 

It is worth remarking just how resolutely skeptical these options 

are, for the assignment of zero probability has some nonobvious, striking 

44. But see Quinn 1994 for objections to this claim. Let me here note too that I 

believe this option requires one to take an extremely skeptical stance toward the New 

Testament and the Qur'an since these are replete with passages that for all the world 

appear to endorse salvific exclusivism (see above note 25). This is significant in light of 

my concluding remarks in section 8. 
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implications. The first implication follows from the probability axioms, 

which entail that logical falsehoods have probability zero. Thus anyone 

who takes one of Options 3A(1)-(4) commits himself or herself to the 

claim that it is just as likely that an exclusivist god exists as it is that the 

statement "p and not-p" is true. There is no more resolute denial than 

this. Finally, according to the personalist interpretation of probability, 

which understands a person's probability assignments in terms of the 

gambles he or she is willing to make, a person assigns zero probability to 

some proposition p if and only if he or she is willing to bet everything that 

p is false, in return for nothing if he or she is right (Skyrms 1986, 194-95). 

That is a very resolute sort of skepticism indeed. 

3B. Argue that all exclusivist gods have equal nonzero probability of 

existing.45 A consequentialist might reason that inasmuch as the vari 

ous religious scriptures comprise conflicting sources of information 

and sources, moreover, that seem to be on an epistemic par with one 

another-the most natural way of proceeding is to assign equal nonzero 

probability to each, enough so that the sum of these, together with the 

probability that there is no exclusivist god, is equal to 1.46 

While this line of reasoning may be a natural one, it is not 

immune to challenge. First, there is the worry that this line of reasoning 

implicitly relies on the notorious "principle of indifference," which says 

that absent evidence to the contrary, one ought to treat all possibilities as 

equally likely.47 For does not the reasoning implicitly rely on the assump 

tion that the conflicting sources cancel each other out, leaving us with 

no evidence one way or another? Second, I wonder whether it really is 

the case that the conflicting scriptures are all on an epistemic par with 

45. It might be questioned whether this option is properly called a "skeptical" 

option; is it not instead a case of overconfidence in one's ability to assign probabilities 
rather than a case of doubt, inasmuch as one is confidently assigning exactly equal 

probabilities to the various hypotheses? Perhaps, but for two reasons I will stick with the 

"skeptical" label. First, I suspect (as I go on to say below) that the assignment of equal 

probabilities is driven by an 
application of the principle of indifference, bespeaking 

a judgment that we are in conditions of uncertainty. Second, and more importantly, 
to assign equal probabilities is to concede we have no reason at all for preferring one 

hypothesis to any other, thereby leaving suspension of judgment as surely the only 
rational response. Inasmuch as this option, then, insists that it is not possible rationally 
to believe in any form of exclusivism, "skeptical" seems an apt label to apply to it. 

46. Special issues arise when the number of exclusivist gods considered is infinite. 

For more on this, see note 54 below. 

47. I call this principle "notorious" in light of the numerous well-known problems 
that arise with its application (for examples, see Hajek 2003a, sec. 3.1). 

36 

This content downloaded  on Tue, 15 Jan 2013 13:25:21 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


The Persecutor's Wager 

one another. Perhaps some make more demonstrably false claims than 

others, or have more questionable provenance, and so forth. 

All the same, I will not pursue these challenges further. Instead 

I am content to point out that like Option 3A above, Option 3B too is 

a resolutely skeptical option-for it amounts to saying that a would-be 

persecutor in fact has absolutely no more reason to believe in any given 

one of the exclusivist gods than he does in any of the other remaining 

exclusivist gods. 
3C. Argue that the case is one of choice under uncertainty. So far we 

have been assuming the choice at hand to be a "choice under risk" in 

the decision-theoretic sense-that is, a choice in which the probabilities 

of the various possible states of nature are known. This assumes that we 

have at least some evidence (a priori or a posteriori) regarding the sort 

of fate that awaits people in the next life, if there is such a life. Absent 

any such evidence of this sort, however, one might argue that a rational 

person will assign no probabilities to the various possible "exclusivist 

hypotheses" relative to one another;48 one might then conclude that the 

Persecutor's Wager is really a "choice under uncertainty" in the deci 

sion-theoretic sense. If this is the case, then religious liberty is the best 

option. Intuitively, the idea is that if we are genuinely "completely igno 

rant" of the otherworldly consequences of our actions,49 then a conse 

quentialist has little choice but to decide between options only on the 

basis of this-worldly well-being, and religious liberty is surely superior to 

religious enforcement in this regard. (For a more formal demonstration 

of this conclusion involving the various candidate principles for rational 

choice under uncertainty, see appendix B of this essay.) Significantly, 

Option 3C, like Options 3A and 3B, is resolutely skeptical by any mea 

sure, inasmuch as it insists we are completely ignorant of something that 

a great many religions purport to know, namely, the nature and exis 

tence of salvation. 

48. The qualifying phrase relative to one another is included in recognition of the 

fact that one may rationally be able to assign low probability to exclusivist hypotheses 
when they are disjoined together. This will be so, for example, if (as I am inclined to 

think) there are powerful philosophical arguments against the existence of an afterlife 

(a useful collection in this regard is Edwards 1997). A rational person, however, can 

surely assign low probability to a disjunction while claiming to be ignorant as to how 

the probability of each disjunct compares to the others?that is, while claiming to be 

ignorant of the probability of the disjuncts, "relative to one another." 

49. I take the phrase "completely ignorant" from Luce and Raiffa 1957, 278. 
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8. Concluding Remarks 

The upshot of this essay is that so long as consequentialists remain 

within the framework of standard rational choice theory, they can in a 

significant range of cases defend religious liberty only by resolutely deny 

ing that there is any reason whatsoever to believe in one exclusivist god 

rather than another. Does this matter? Yes, it does. This is not because I 

believe the necessary sort of religious skepticism is unwarranted; indeed, 

as I have said, I have considerable sympathy with those who insist we are 

completely ignorant as to the nature of the next life, should one exist. 

Instead, the fact that consequentialist defenders of religious liberty must 

be resolute skeptics regarding exclusivist gods matters for three other 

reasons-one nonthreatening, the other two potentially threatening to 

consequentialism. 

The first, nonthreatening reason stems from a philosophical 

ideal. Philosophers rightly prize rigor in argument, and rigor in argu 

ment requires that one be aware of all the premises upon which one is 

relying. I claim that consequentialist defenders of religious liberty have 

so far been less than rigorous by not recognizing (or at least not stating 

explicitly) that their argument depends in a significant range of cases 

upon a categorical sort of religious skepticism. 

The second, threatening reason is this. Intuitively (to me at least, 

and I invite you to agree), it seems incorrect that the merest "intimation 

of immortality"-more specifically, the merest speck of evidence that 

one type of person is more likely to be saved than others-should mor 

ally license religious persecution. This is especially so when we recall 

that the persecution in question simply dismisses this-worldly costs in 

terms of human anguish as irrelevant. Yes, a consequentialist could reply 

by insisting that the Persecutor's Wager simply shows how dangerous and 

obnoxious the superstition of exclusive salvation is. Surely, though, the 

moral reasons that genuinely favor religious liberty (whatever they are) 

are not nearly so susceptible to a "heavenly hijacking" as the Persecutor's 

Wager implies. Here is another way of putting the point: Even those who 

think that, say, Christians have at least a slightly better chance than oth 

ers do of getting to heaven surely still have moral reason, quite apart 

from the risk of backfire, not to persecute others. No gun with a "heav 

enly hair-trigger" should threaten religious liberty. 

I believe, then, that the Persecutor's Wager describes yet one more 

counterintuitive implication of consequentialism to be added to the list 

of counterintuitive implications with which consequentialists must con 
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tend. If the Persecutor's Wager seems too fanciful an exercise to yield this 

important conclusion, consider that it is much less fanciful than the so 

called St. Petersburg Paradox, which has received very serious attention 

from decision theorists from its formulation in the eighteenth century 

to the present day.50 I say that the Persecutor's Wager is much less fanci 

ful, for as the opening quotations by Calvin, Aquinas, and Beza suggest, 

something like it has moved real people to act in really horrible ways. 

Finally, the need for a categorically skeptical premise matters for 

a third reason. Other things equal, one would like the case for religious 

liberty to have premises acceptable to the religiously devout as well as the 

religiously skeptical.5' It is the religiously devout who are most wont to 

persecute in the name of religion, after all-salvific exclusivists perhaps 

most of all. Of course, no argument for religious liberty is going to be 

acceptable to all devout people, regardless of how fanatical or prejudiced 

or otherwise crazy their beliefs are. Still, other things equal, it would be 

desirable to possess an argument whose premises are compatible with as 

wide a range of religious devotion as possible, and in this regard I find 

it significant that the consequentialist case for religious liberty depends 

upon a premise of categorical skepticism. The consequentialist argu 

ment for religious liberty, in short, is hardly an ecumenical argument. 

As a result, I believe that the consequentialist argument is an argument 

of last resort, to be adopted only so long as all others fail. Liberals, in 

other words, should pray that liberalism can somehow be shown to rest 

on nonconsequentialist foundations.52 

50. See Martin 2001 for an overview of the St. Petersburg Paradox. For consequen 

tialists who are open to revising standard rational choice theory in order to escape the 

Persecutor's Wager, the literature on this paradox could prove illuminating. See, for 

instance, the proposed revisions in Gorovitz 1979 and Weirich 1984 (but see Martin 

2001 for criticism). It is certainly a direction in which consequentialists are well advised 

to explore. 
51. Here I echo Thomas Nagel (1991,156), who (givingvoice to a view shared among 

"political liberals") writes that "Liberalism purports to be a view that justifies religious 
toleration not only to religious skeptics but to the devout." Nagel, of course, is not a con 

sequentialist. But consider the case of John Stuart Mill (1957, 28), who is keen to defend 

utilitarianism against the charge that is a "godless doctrine." Consider too that many of 

the thinkers whose moral theories are regarded as forerunners of utilitarianism (for 

example, William Paley) believed their theories to be compatible with Christianity. (For 
an anthology of writings by "religious utilitarians," see Crimmins 1998.) 

52. For one attempt to supply such foundations, see my defense of "democratic 

liberalism" in Duncan and Machan 2005. 
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Appendix A: The Many Gods Case 

In this appendix, I will examine a case that is more realistic than the 

Three Gods Case. I will define religious sects in a mutually exclusive 

fashion and represent them by the variables sl, S' S3, and so forth. This 

requirement of mutual exclusivity means that one could not, say, define 

sect8 as "Methodists" and sect14 as "Christians," with the latter encom 

passing the former. (This will not prove restricting, as will shortly be 

seen. Nor should it be thought to imply that every citizen believes in 

some sort of god or another, for one sect could be defined as "atheists" 

and another as "agnostics.") Next, the variable G1 2 will represent a god 

who saves all and only members of sect1 and sect2; G5,8,9 will represent 

a god who saves all and only members of sect5, sect8, and sect9; and so 

on. The variable p4,7 will represent the probability that god G4,7 exists. 

EI,3 will be shorthand for enforcing membership in either sect1 or sect3' 

And so on. The rest of the variables will retain the meanings assigned to 

them in previous matrices. 

I will first consider a case in which society is partitioned into three 

sects; I will then generalize the results we achieve in this case. Restricting 

our attention to three sects permits us to define seven different gods: G1, 

G2, G3, G1,2' G13, G2,3, and G1,2,3. Instead of mapping out this unwieldy 

matrix in its entirety, I will trust that you are by now able to see that in 

such a matrix the following identity would hold: 

EV(E1) - EV(L) = S [p d + p A s + pEs + p 3s 
P E, 1 El 1 2 

E, 2 
3E, 

3 

+L3 (S 
+ 

EA3S + 
2 

S + 
As In(As+As,3 3E,2 E, 2 E) 

PI,2 E E, 2) I,2, (AS +A 
S2 

+ 
AS)] 

Simplifying this yields: 

EV(E1) - EV(L) = S[p A d + S + + P,3 + 8,2,3) (t s1) 

+P2 
(+ 

P2 
+ 

P2,3 
+ 

p2,3) (E 2) 

+P3 
(+ 

1,3 
+ 

P2,3 
+ 

1,2,3) (E 3)] 
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Next, observe that the quantity (R + ,2+ 3 + ,23)is equal to the proba 

bility that there is a god of any sort who saves members of sectl.53 In con 

trast to p1 (the probability that there is a god who saves all and only sect1 

members), I will denote this probability as P(i). Exactly parallel remarks 

apply to the coefficients of (A s ) and (A s3), so that with further manipula 

tion the identity above can be rewritten as: 

EV(E1) - EV(L) = S (pPP/\d+ P(1)/ ES1 (2)El 2 (3)E, 3) 

Since sects are defined in a mutually exclusive fashion, it remains the 

case that A/s A -As - s . Substituting this into the identity above 

yields: 
E, 1 El 2 El 3 

EV(E1) - EV(L)= S[pAd + p(-As-As + lP2) As + As] 

PEl (1) 2 El 2 ) ( E) 2 (3) E, 3)] 

= A[ d + (-P)(,)+(:3 ~)( ) 

From this we can conclude: 

EV(E1) > EV(L) if and only if 

(As 2(~2 + ('p) -A)(s) > p(-Ad) (P(1) F t2,) ( E, 2 ) P1 (3)( E1 3 ) PP El 

Moreover, were we to divide society into four, five, and so forth sects, we 

could reason in an exactly parallel fashion, so that we may generalize 
the above result to a case of n sects as follows, resulting in what I will call 

Theorem A.1:54 

53. Here I use the disjunction rule familiar from probability theory. (I assume, 

as seems reasonable, that the occurrence of any one god is independent of the occur 

rence of any other god.) 
54. Note that we could let n diverge to infinity, and in doing so consider a case of 

a countably infinite number of possible gods. Doing this gives rise to some interesting 
technical issues. For example, if we accept Kolmogorov's "countable additivity" axiom 

(according to which the sum of the probabilities assigned to a countably infinite collec 

tion of mutually exclusive, collectively exhaustive propositions must equal 1), then for 

purely a priori, logical reasons we cannot assign equal nonzero probability to each of the 

countably infinite exclusivist hypothesis, for then the sum of these (plus p and p ) would 

exceed 1. Barring an ad hoc appeal to a convergent series of probabilities {V2,l?,Vs,...), 
a consequentialist would thus have to fall back on the remaining skeptical options, that 

is, the option of assigning zero probability to each exclusivist hypothesis (provided 
the remaining probabilities sum to 1) or assigning no probabilities at all. However, 

revisions to Kolmogorovian probability so as to permit infinitesimal probabilities may 
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EV(E1) > EV(L) if and only if 

k(2 E1 2 (1) (3 ) (n) E, n P 
E 

A glance back at the Persecutor's Theorem in section 5 reveals Theorem 

A.1 to be an analogous result. The quantity - A s. can be thought of as the 

"conversion result of enforcement option E1 with respect to secti deple 

tion," since if this quantity is positive, then the number of secti members 

has gone down, whereas if it is negative, the number of secti members 

has gone up. As we did in the Three Gods Case, from Theorem A.1 we 

can define the following sufficient (but not necessary) condition for the 

superiority of enforcement option E1 over liberty. IF (1) God is more 

likely to save sect1 members than he is members of any other sect; (2) at 

least one of the conversion results is positive, while none is negative; and 

(3) enforcement option E1 does not lead to a net decrease in the number 

of minimally decent individuals, THEN the expected value of option El 
is greater than the expected value of option L. 

Suppose we were next to compare enforcement option E1 with 

some other enforcement option Ex (where x can represent "1" or "1,2" or 

"2,3", and so on). Were we to do the by-now familiar algebraic substitu 

tions and simplifications, the end result would be the following, which I 

will call Theorem A.2: 

EV(E1) > EV(EX) if and only if 

PI1 2 x ,2() (3 Ex 3 El3pEx E, 

It is interesting to explore some of the implications of Theorem A.2. For 

instance, suppose sect1 = Lutherans and sect2 = Methodists, and sup 

pose you were to compare enforcement option E1 (attempting to convert 

everyone to the Lutheran sect) with enforcement option E1,2 (attempting 

to convert everyone to either the Lutheran or Methodist sect). Theorem 

rehabilitate the option of assigning equal nonzero (infinitesimal) probability to each 

exclusivist hypothesis. (See Oppy 1990 for an application of infinitesimals to Pascal's 

Wager. For a discussion of the debate over countable additivity, see Williamson 1999.) 

In any case, I do not believe that consideration of an infinitely large decision matrix 

is necessary, for the number of gods that any one person is capable of taking seriously 
is certainly finite. Surely a realistic rational choice theory must respect the limits of 

human deliberative capacities. (After all, even in many this-worldly real-life decision 

scenarios, a "countless" number of things can go wrong, but we must cut deliberation 

off at some point rather than build each of these into a decision matrix.) 

Zq2 

This content downloaded  on Tue, 15 Jan 2013 13:25:21 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


The Persecutor's Wager 

A.2 implies that were you to believe that Lutherans have even a slightly 

greater chance of being saved than others do, then in all probability it 

is the case that you should enforce Lutheranism exclusively-that is, 

you should pick enforcement option E1 rather than enforcement option 

E1 2. For so long as you believe that Lutherans have a greater chance of 

being saved than Methodists, you must agree that the quantity (p - p2) 
is positive. You should also agree that the quantity (, s2- s s2) is posi 

tive. This, after all, can be rewritten as (- - (-/\ s2), which represents 

the difference between the two conversion results with respect to sect2 

depletion. Hence it can be thought of as "the conversion advantage of 

option E1 over option E1,2 with respect to sect2 depletion." This is very 

likely to be positive inasmuch as option E1,2 does not even aim to deplete 

sect2's membership. Furthermore, since it is unlikely that option E1 2 has 

any significant conversion advantage over option E1 with respect to the 

depletion of sect3, sect4, and so forth, it is likely that all things consid 

ered the left-hand side of the inequality in Theorem A.2 above is posi 

tive. The right side of the equation, by contrast, represents the conver 

sion advantage of option E1 over option E1 2 with respect to the depletion 

of the minimally decent (an "advantage" the persecutor ideally wants to 

be negative). As a result, we can conclude that so long as option E1 does 

not create any more grossly indecent people than option E1,2 does, it will 

very likely turn out that option E1 has the greater expected value. (As 

before, this is a sufficient rather than a necessary condition.) In such a 

case, Theorem A.2 implies that one should enforce Lutheranism exclu 

sively rather than adopt the more "ecumenical" policy of enforcing mem 

bership in either the Lutheran or Methodist sect. In short, the Many 

Gods Case implies that in choosing between alternative enforcement 

options, one should only be "as ecumenical as one dares."55 

Needless to say, this is hardly an encouraging result for supporters 

of religious liberty. I conclude that moving from the Three Gods Case to 

the Many Gods Case is of no assistance to a consequentialist supporter of 

religious liberty; if anything, it appears to make matters worse. 

Appendix B: Choice under Uncertainty 

In the main text (section 7, option 3C) I argued that if we are completely 

ignorant of otherworldly consequences of various religious beliefs, then 

the best option to choose is that of religious liberty. That argument was 

55. I borrow this phrase from Lycan and Schlesinger 1999, 121. 
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intuitive; here is a more formal presentation showing that the various 

candidate principles for rational choice under uncertainty favor liberty 

in the Three Gods Case.56 

(i) The principle of indifference. As we saw in the main text, this prin 

ciple says that in conditions of ignorance about a range of possible out 

comes, one ought to assign equal probability to the outcomes. As noted 

in the main text above, if one regards no single sort of exclusivist god 

as any more likely than any other sort, then religious liberty emerges as 

the superior option. 

(ii) The maximin principle. This principle says to choose the option 

with the least bad worst-case scenario. Which option is this, with respect 

to the Three Gods Case? As far as otherworldly well-being goes, the worst 

case scenario occurs for each option when not a single person is saved 

as happens, for instance, when no god exists. Hence each option (liberty, 

Christian enforcement, Islamic enforcement) has the same worst-case 

scenario with respect to otherworldly well-being; thus the maximin prin 

ciple so far favors no option over any others. With respect to this-worldly 

well-being, however, religious liberty surely has the least bad worst-case 

scenario; thus it would be chosen by the maximin principle. 

Interestingly, though, if we were to include the possibility of hell 

in the Persecutor's Wager (as we ought to for the sake of thoroughness), 

God's nonexistence is obviously no longer the worst-case scenario for 

each option-for example, the worst-case scenario for Christian enforce 

ment is now the existence of an exclusivist non-Christian god. In fact in 

this case the maximin principle applied to the Three Gods Case would 

recommend using religious enforcement to equalize the numbers of 

Muslims and Christians, since in the Three Gods Case the worst that 

could happen as a result of enforced equalization is that half the popu 

lation ends up damned, whereas in every other option more than half 

the population could end up damned. This enforcement-friendly result, 

however, is purely an artifact of the Three Gods Case. In a wholly gen 

eral Many Gods Case, each option carries the same otherworldly worst 

case scenario: that there exists a god who damns all the citizens. (This is 

so because in the general case there are more possible gods than there 

are citizens; hence, it is always possible that there is an exclusivist god 

who is worshipped by no one, and who as a result damns everyone.) Thus 

56. I have based this appendix on Luce and Raiffa 1957, chap. 13, which contains a 

classic discussion of choice under uncertainty that describes the principles used below. 

Resnik 1987, chap. 2, contains a highly accessible discussion of the same topic. 
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the maximin principle would direct us to choose the option with the 

least bad this-worldly worst-case scenario, namely, liberty. 

(iii) The minimax regret principle. With respect to each option, the 

principle directs one to ask, "What is the most regret I might experience 

as a result of choosing this option?"; it then directs one to choose the 

option with the smallest possible amount of regret. With respect to the 

Persecutor's Wager, the worst regret the liberal consequentialist might 

experience as a result of choosing liberty comes with the existence of 

an exclusivist god, for then the liberal will contemplate with regret the 

lost souls he or she might have saved with the enforcement of belief in 

that god. But with each enforcement option even greater regret is pos 

sible than is possible with the liberty option. For example, in the Three 

Gods Case the worst regret one might experience as a result of choosing 

Christian enforcement comes with the existence of an exclusivist Islamic 

god. Once the existence of an exclusivist Islamic god is known, the 

Christian enforcer will regret leaving Christians unmolested. This regret 

he will of course share with the liberal, who also left Christians unmo 

lested. But the Christian enforcer will experience more regret all-told than 

the liberal, for unlike the liberal the Christian enforcer in the case of an 

Islamic god will also contemplate with regret the formerly saved Muslim 

souls that via enforcement he turned into lost Christians. The liberal, by 

contrast, left these Muslim souls unmolested and hence saved. 

(iv) The optimism-pessimism principle. This principle directs one to 
compute, for each option, a weighted average of that option's best-case 

scenario and worst-case scenario (the weight of the average being deter 

mined by where one personally falls on an optimist-pessimist spectrum); 

one is then to choose the option with the highest such weighted aver 

age. We have already seen that liberty has the best worst-case scenario; it 

also has the best best-case scenario, namely, the existence of a god who 

saves all citizens as they are, without any ordeal of religious enforcement. 

Hence liberty will have the highest weighted average, and an optimism 

pessimism principle will select it as the superior option. 

Since all of the candidate principles for rational choice under 

uncertainty agree that liberty is the superior option, I think we can be 

extremely confident that liberty is the rational choice if no probabilities 

whatsoever can be assigned to the various possible exclusivist gods. 
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