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Abstract

Proponents of religious non-doxasticism standardly aim to show how a commitment to traditional
religion can be rational in the absence of religious belief. We demonstrate how the non-doxastic
framework can be given a much wider application. In a study on Swedish semi-secularity, sociologist
Ann af Burén has discovered a pattern where subjects simultaneously entertain naturalistic and
supernatural explanations of extraordinary events. We reject Burén’s interpretation of these people
as irrational and compartmentalized and offer a contrasting non-doxastic reading in which the sub-
jects involved are fully rational in their belief-less engagement with significant supernatural
possibilities.
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Introduction

Religious non-doxasticism is an increasingly popular approach in contemporary philoso-
phy of religion. It builds on the idea that a religious engagement need not be based upon
belief to be rational, but only on some lesser epistemic state such as hope (e.g. Pojman
1986) or acceptance (e.g. Alston 1996). On this picture, a religious life can be rationally
consistent with severe doubt and a general scepticism concerning religious claims
(see e.g. Schellenberg 2009). In this way, non-doxasticism offers a more fine-grained
understanding of the rationality involved in religious matters than a purely belief-based
approach. However, the current debate on non-doxasticism has a rather narrow focus, as
the approach is discussed either in relation to traditional religion (Howard-Snyder 2017)
or in relation to abstract philosophical views such as ultimism (Schellenberg 2009). We
suggest that a non-doxastic framework has much to offer in other areas as well.

Instead of applying the non-doxastic framework to traditional dogma or abstract,
speculative views, we are going to use it to make sense of ‘fuzzy’ lived religion, as it
appears in the sociological data. To be more precise, we are going to demonstrate the apt-
ness of non-doxasticism as an interpretative tool in understanding the worldviews of
some semi-secular ‘nones’. Our study is therefore unusual in two ways: it offers a
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philosophical discussion on the empirical findings of sociologists of religion, and it
expands the scope of philosophy of religion to include the religious ‘nones’. We believe
these are key areas for development if philosophy of religion is to remain relevant also
in the secularized West.

The number of people who identify as religious ‘nones’ has long been increasing.
However, only a small portion of this group are outright atheists in the sense of embra-
cing philosophical naturalism. It is not until relatively recently that sociologists have
started to investigate what the non-atheist or ‘semi-secular’ majority of the ‘nones’ actu-
ally believe. It turns out that the label ‘nones’ is quite misleading since many semi-secular
people have a worldview with significant non-naturalist components (Stenmark 2021). As
far as we are aware, no philosophers of religion have yet attempted to analyse their views.
This might not only have to do with the fact that these views have only recently been
brought to the attention of scholarly research. The views themselves are often both
‘fuzzy’ and vague as compared with traditional outlooks and it might be tempting to dis-
miss them as degenerate versions of the latter. However, by offering a non-doxastic inter-
pretation of some important findings from a recent Swedish study on the subject, we
demonstrate how semi-secular views can be a proper object of study in philosophy of
religion.

In Living Simultaneity, Ann af Burén (2015) investigates how semi-secular Swedes think
about and relate to religion. One of her most salient findings is that many of her respon-
dents were unable or unwilling to choose between a naturalistic and a supernatural
worldview, especially when pondering the significance of extraordinary events in their
lives. Important examples include a man who miraculously survived a motorcycle acci-
dent and who explains the incident in terms of both survival instincts and guardian
angels. Burén explains this ‘simultaneity of interpretation’ by turning to theories devel-
oped by phenomenologist Alfred Schütz (1945; Idem 1970). Schütz describes subjects as
moving between multiple realities, which are incoherent to the degree that they might
look absurd when viewed from each other. This picture suggests a far-reaching compart-
mentalization and that the subjects involved are in an important sense irrational.

While we are deeply impressed by Burén’s empirical work, we contest her Schützian
understanding of the simultaneity of interpretation. We wish to offer a contrasting non-
doxastic interpretation of the main subjects of Burén’s study. The main advantage of our
interpretation is that it avoids compartmentalization and allows us to ascribe rationality
to the subjects involved. Everything else being equal, we suggest that one should always
prefer a reading in which the subjects involved are described as rational over one which
implies irrationality.1

Before going further, it is important to stress that we are not sociologists but philoso-
phers. Our aim is not primarily to enter the sociological debate on semi-secularity, but to
make a philosophical contribution on the subject matter. Our only concern is the philo-
sophical understanding of the semi-secular simultaneity of interpretation Burén has dis-
covered, and the related philosophical question of whether such simultaneity can meet
the standards of epistemic rationality.

Likewise, we have no intention to question Burén’s empirical results. Unfortunately,
Burén’s research data is off-limits to other researchers (Burén, private conversation)
and we have therefore only had access to the data explicitly presented in Living
Simultaneity. This means that we have no insight into how our interpretation fits the
wider material. Since it fits well with the cases explicitly discussed by Burén, we feel con-
fident to offer it as a possible interpretation of these cases. On the assumption that the
cases described by Burén in the text are indeed representative of the entire data, we
also feel confident that our interpretation is more accurate than a Schützian reading.
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We also want to stress that our project is not entirely dependent on how well our inter-
pretation fits the data. Even in a worst-case scenario, where our interpretation does not fit
the wider data or where we have severely overestimated the rationality of the subjects
involved, we believe that our introduction of a non-doxastic framework as an interpret-
ative tool for lived, semi-secular religion would still hold great theoretical value. It
demonstrates that it is possible, at least in theory, to combine supernatural and natural-
istic views on the same subject without flouting the demands of reason. This result is sig-
nificant regardless of whether this possibility is indeed actualized by the subjects of
Burén’s study.

This introduction is followed by a brief presentation of Swedish semi-secularity and of
Burén’s study. Subsequent sections cover Burén’s Schützian interpretation of her findings
and our argument against such an understanding of the empirical data. The final section
is dedicated to presenting the non-doxastic framework, and we demonstrate how well the
salient cases described by Burén fit this theory. The text ends with some concluding
remarks.

Semi-secularity and simultaneity of interpretation

It is a well-established sociological fact that about 50 per cent of the population of Europe
are neither practising and believing adherents of traditional religion nor fully secularized
unbelieving atheists. Since it defies the traditional dichotomy between religious and non-
religious, this kind of religious identity is often referred to as ‘fuzzy’, a term coined in an
influential article by David Voas (2009). Burén, however, prefers the term ‘semi-secular’
and for the sake of convenience we adopt her terminology in what follows.2

In Sweden, the semi-secular part of the population is larger than the European mean.
Erika Willander estimates this group, which she fittingly calls the religious mainstream, to
make up as much as three quarters of the population:

Only five percent of the Swedish population can be categorized as fully religious. The
rest cannot, however, be analyzed as fully non-religious as only about 20 percent of
the population say that they do not believe in any God or supernatural power . . .
These numbers suggest that most people in Sweden, approximately 75 percent,
can be thought of as neither fully religious nor fully unreligious. (Willander 2020,
37–38)

Given these figures, it is certainly a highly interesting question what people in the semi-
secular religious mainstream of Sweden think about religion and related matters. What do
their non-naturalistic worldviews look like? While the topic has long been neglected in
favour of research on traditional religion, it has recently begun to receive the academic
attention it rightfully deserves. The findings of these studies include widespread but
vague and unarticulated beliefs in ‘something more’ beyond the mundane (Willander
2013; Idem 2020) and a similarly unarticulated folk spirituality centred on nature
(Thurfjell 2020).

Burén’s Living Simultaneity is part of the new literature on the semi-secular religious
mainstream of Sweden. Burén stresses simultaneity and her main point is that a semi-
secular person is in some sense both religious and secular at the same time. This basic
approach differs from those of most other theorists, who regard semi-secularity as some-
where in-between religiosity and secularity.

The study builds on in-depth interviews with twenty-eight residents in a neighbour-
hood of central Stockholm, twelve of whom were interviewed twice. Most of the study
is about how these semi-secular individuals understand the term ‘religion’ and about
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their religious identity. However, in the last part of the study Burén turns to investigate
the participants’ worldviews by discussing their interpretation of events which they
themselves considered to be ‘out of the ordinary’ (Burén 2015, 20).

Burén’s fascinating finding is that when it comes to the interpretation of extraordinary
events in their own lives, several of the semi-secular interviewees did not accept a natur-
alistic interpretation as the only explanation. Furthermore, they were either unwilling or
unable to bring their non-naturalistic interpretations of these events into coherence with
their basic, naturalistic picture of the world.

According to Cristine Legare et al. there are at least three ways naturalistic and super-
natural explanations can be combined. In integrative thinking, the explanations are inte-
grated into a single coherent view. In target-dependent thinking natural and supernatural
explanations are invoked to address different aspects of the event which is to be
explained. Only in synthetic thinking are they held together without any effort to
make them rationally consistent (Legare et al. 2012, 783).3 Since Burén stresses the unme-
diated simultaneity of the different kinds of explanation, it is clear that the phenomenon
Burén calls ‘simultaneity of interpretation’ corresponds to Legare’s synthetic thinking
(but for the sake of clarity, we continue to use Burén’s term). Now, to introduce this sim-
ultaneity of interpretation more properly, we present in detail the three most salient
cases in Burén’s account: Göran, Victor, and Sara.4

Göran is a middle-aged man with a secretive manner, who according to Burén has
experienced much which falls outside the everyday norm. She relates a story from
Göran’s youth in which he crashed his motorcycle (which was completely destroyed)
but managed to escape unharmed. He even landed on his feet after vaulting over the
car he collided with (Burén 2015, 181–183). What is particular about Göran is that he
refuses to choose between a natural and supernatural explanation of the event:

He [Göran] offered me two parallel interpretations of his experiences without taking
a stand on which of the two he considered to be ‘true’. In doing so, he gave voice to a
recurrent pattern in the material. In relation to the motorcycle accident he said: ‘I
think that on the one hand it could be survival instincts. Like a cat that you throw
up in the air. In such extreme moments there is that possibility. OR, that there is
some guardian angel. That evening I did thank possible guardian angels. If it was
that, just to be on the safe side.’ (ibid., 182)

Rather than choosing one of the two explanations, Göran entertains both simultaneously.
He claims that in doing so he is being ‘nuanced’, and that this is in fact the natural work-
ing of the mind (ibid., 203).

The second example is Victor, a man in his forties. Like Göran, he has experienced
things which are out of the ordinary and is reluctant to accept a purely naturalistic
explanation of these events. Examples include a medium passing on a message from a
dead friend, and a deep feeling of being in the right place after moving to a new neigh-
bourhood. However, unlike the case of Göran, who accepts the ambiguity, Victor struggles
with the validity of his experiences:

I need to believe in a greater meaning, and also, as a matter of fact, in a life after this,
in order to feel completely at ease . . . I can see all the arguments for this being some-
thing people have made up in order to endure something that is difficult. So, intel-
lectually I could understand that probably it is not . . . it is better to face the facts. But
emotionally I can’t do that. I really want to believe in a life after this so I cling on to
the things I have heard that might just suggest that. (ibid., 198)
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In his rational thinking, Victor is drawn towards a naturalistic picture of the world, but
emotionally he longs for meaning and hopes for an afterlife. In his struggle, he actively
tries not to think rationally about the extraordinary events which he finds deeply mean-
ingful (ibid., 197–199).

The third example is Sara, a young woman torn between different interpretations of
reality. Thinking about religion in terms of ‘ready-made packages you either embrace
or reject’, Sara is disturbed by what philosophers call the problem of religious diversity
(i.e. how can one believe in the truth of one religion while there are other competing reli-
gions with contrasting claims about reality). She repeatedly confesses that she does not
know what to believe. Sara’s struggle is tied to the fact that her grandmother has recently
passed away, which has brought to the fore the issue of whether there is an afterlife (ibid.,
200–202). Here is a telling quote related by Burén:

I really don’t know. It is so difficult. It would be nice if there was something, but at
the same time I am thinking about how everybody used to bury people with lots of
stuff they would have in the life after this. I think that feels . . . I can’t really believe
it. I can think that perhaps she [the grandmother] might see me, but I am not a 100
per cent. I mean, considering how many religions there are, I can’t understand how . . .
I mean somebody has to be right! Is anybody right? (ibid., 200)

Unlike Göran, who does not feel the need to choose, and Victor, who struggles not to
choose, Sara is simply unable to make a choice between competing interpretations of
the world.

We will show that from a non-doxastic perspective Göran is in fact fully rational in liv-
ing with simultaneity the way he does, and there is nothing preventing either Victor or
Sara from embracing the possibility of an afterlife even though they do not really believe
in it. First, however, we will take a closer look at Burén’s own interpretation of this sim-
ultaneity of interpretation. Unlike our non-doxastic interpretation, Burén’s reading pre-
sumes the irrationality of the subjects involved.5

The incongruent interpretation

According to prominent sociologist of religion Mark Chaves (2009), it is a fallacy to expect
congruence in religion, either between beliefs or between beliefs and actions. While not
denying that religious congruence exists, he claims that coherence is the exception and
incoherence the norm. Chaves calls for a sociology of religion which does not presuppose
congruence in belief or any straightforward connection between religious belief and
action. Burén’s analysis of semi-secular simultaneity is very much in line with the inter-
pretative thrust suggested by Chaves.

To understand simultaneity of interpretation, Burén mainly turns to the work of Alfred
Schütz, a twentieth-century phenomenologist working in the tradition of Husserl.6

Schütz’s work is extensive, and Burén’s presentation of Schütz is explicitly simplified.
While perhaps a Schützian scholar might have had something to say about Burén’s inter-
pretation, we will take her reading of Schütz’s theories at face value. It is, after all, Burén’s
reading of the simultaneity of interpretation that interests us, and if she has in any way
misinterpreted Schütz, that is irrelevant for our present purposes.

According to Schütz, we all live in multiple realities or provinces of meaning,7 with dis-
tinct cognitive styles (like the world of everyday life, the world of dreams, the world of
religious experience, of scientific reason, of drugs, of insanity, and so on). Burén stresses
the incoherence between these finite provinces of meaning, and that a ‘shock’ or
‘Kierkegaardian leap’8 is required to move between them:
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Provinces of meaning are ‘finite’ in two ways. (1) Firstly, they are finite in the sense
that experiences within them are perceived as inter-consistent and compatible with
the particular accent of the province of meaning. One consequence of this is that
experiences and interpretations that belong to a certain province may look contra
intuitive or even absurd from the viewpoint of another. (2) Secondly, they are finite
because there is no smooth way to transgress the borders of one province of meaning
into another. Rather, Schütz argues, transition between provinces must happen
through what he describes as a ‘leap’ (in Kierkegaard’s sense) or a ‘shock’ that dis-
rupts the meaning-structure in play at the moment. (Burén 2015, 187)

The stress on incoherence is perhaps even stronger in Schütz’s original account:

By no means will that which is compatible within the province of meaning P be also
compatible within the province of meaning Q. On the contrary, seen from P, supposed
to be real, Q and all experiences belonging to it would appear as merely fictious,
inconsistent and incompatible and vice versa. (Schütz 1970, 255)

Another feature of Schütz’s theory emphasized by Burén is the role played by ‘epoché’.
Epoché is a method of principled suspension of belief central to phenomenology.
According to Schütz, there is also everyday epoché and every reality has its own variety.
It basically means that when we are in a specific province of meaning we suspend doubt
that what we experience in this realm is real; any such existential doubt only hits us after-
wards when we have shifted to another, contrasting reality. According to Burén, it is
through epoché that the semi-secular navigates their multiple, incoherent beliefs:

In the interview situation they [the respondents] often gave several, sometimes
contradictory, interpretations of their experiences. I analyze this simultaneity of
interpretations as a flow between different kinds of epoché, namely between the sus-
pension of judgement, the suspension of disbelief, and the suspension of existential
doubt. Suspension . . . is for the purpose of this thesis used to denote a cognitive pro-
cess of setting aside certain beliefs or disbeliefs about reality . . . This finding contra-
dicts the notion that people act from a single position characterized by coherence.
(Burén 2015, 205)

Schütz intended his theory to be universal in scope, but Burén seems somewhat ambiva-
lent regarding its applicability. At one point she explicitly states that she only accepts it as
a local theory for explaining her empirical findings and not as a global theory of human
cognition (ibid., 186). At another point (see quote below) she seems to accept it on quite
general terms. Regardless, it is clear that she regards it as a fitting description of her
semi-secular respondents’ views of the world:

Even though I am simplifying Schütz’s theory on multiple realities, I believe the main
idea here becomes quite clear. I have tried to put words on the notion that most peo-
ple navigate in a total reality, a lifeworld, which is compartmentalized. In other
words, our lives contain a whole set of different, sometimes incommensurable,
realms of existence that despite their incongruence sometimes co-exist in the
‘now’ quite amicably. (ibid., 193)

It seems an inescapable consequence of Schütz’s theory that subjects are in a substantial
sense irrational. There are strong intuitions in favour of regarding inter-province coher-
ence as a requirement of rationality, and few epistemologists would deny the basic
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assumption that incoherence requires belief-revision if the subject is to adhere to the
demands of epistemic rationality.9 Compartmentalization is rationally unacceptable. For
example, a person who is normally an atheist but who believes in God on Sundays is
clearly blameworthy in an epistemic sense. Likewise, there would be something wrong
with a person who believes in scientific explanations when at work while explaining
things in terms of spirits and magic in her free time.

However, a qualification is needed. It is an empirical fact that our cognitive systems
operate with some degree of compartmentalization, since it is not in our power instantly
to assess the coherence of every new belief we acquire with every previously held belief.
Therefore, new beliefs are often at least partly compartmentalized until further reflection
occurs.10 This weak sense of compartmentalization is essentially harmless. The contrast-
ing problematic, strong sense of compartmentalization is when a subject is either unwill-
ing or unable to work out a coherent view when confronted with incongruences in her
belief-system or when she fails to notice pressing and salient inconsistencies (as in the
examples above). In such cases, the subject has failed to meet an acceptable epistemic
standard and is therefore epistemically blameworthy.

Schütz’s theory, where ‘experiences and interpretations that belong to a certain province
may look contra intuitive or even absurd from the viewpoint of another’, certainly suggests
compartmentalization in the strong sense. This picture is embraced by Burén, who dedicates
much space to explaining how, by different processes of suspension of belief and disbelief,
the semi-seculars can move between ‘different realities where they [the different interpreta-
tions] fit into the overarching logic of the particular realm.’ (ibid., 187, 193).

Against the incongruent interpretation

We think there are strong reasons to resist a Schützian reading of the simultaneity phe-
nomenon. In philosophy, it is standardly considered a theoretical virtue to follow the
principle of charity. According to this principle, we should always attribute rationality
to others and interpret what others say with a high degree of charity. If at first a theory
sounds irrational or ludicrous, we should search for other interpretations on which it is
coherent and makes sense.

Philosophers like Donald Davidson (2009) have argued that the principle of charity is
applicable not only in philosophy, but to all communication. He also holds that it is much
more than a mere courtesy: it is a basic requirement without which human communica-
tion would not be possible. Attributing rationality to others is a basic requirement for
making others intelligible and therefore also a basic requirement for understanding. As
explained by Jeff Malpas, the principle means that we should assume both that others
are coherent in their beliefs and that their beliefs correspond to a shared reality: ‘In
fact the principle can be seen as combining two notions: a holistic assumption of ration-
ality in belief (“coherence”) and an assumption of causal relatedness between beliefs –
especially perceptual beliefs – and the objects of belief (“correspondence”)’ (Malpas
2019). Of course, it might be questioned if the requirement always to ascribe rationality
to others really should be taken at face value. Are there not instances where the irration-
ality of the other is so obvious that ascribing rationality actually distorts understanding?
Granting the possibility that this might indeed be the case, we settle for a weaker version
of the principle of charity:

Principle of charityweak: An interpretation of S’s thoughts and behaviour which ascribes
rationality should always be preferred over an interpretation ascribing irrationality,
as long as the rational interpretation is at least as well supported by the evidence as
the irrational.
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This principle only claims that we should prefer a rational interpretation over an
irrational one as long as the irrational interpretation is not better supported by the
data. It is thereby far less controversial than Davidson’s idea that we should always ascribe
rationality whenever such a reading is possible. Indeed, it seems so intuitive that it bor-
ders on the trivial. If an equally plausible rational reading is available, what reasons could
there possibly be to prefer an irrational reading?

The weak principle of charity suggests that we should reject Burén’s Schützian reading
of the simultaneity phenomenon if there is an alternative reading which ascribes ration-
ality to the subjects involved and which is at least as compatible with the data as Schütz’s
theory. In the rest of this section, we will demonstrate that Schütz’s theory does not fit
the data (we will even claim that it is logically inconsistent with it). In the next section,
we will introduce a non-doxastic reading of the simultaneity phenomenon, which ascribes
rationality to the subjects involved and which fits the data to a significantly higher degree
than Schütz’s theory.

Now, why do we say that Schütz’s theory does not fit Burén’s empirical findings? First,
it is a salient feature of Schütz’s theory that the different provinces of meaning are inco-
herent, and that they might even look ‘absurd’ when viewed from the outside. If a
Schützian reading were correct, we would expect the subjects of Burén’s study to find
at least one of their contrasting interpretations of their experiences to be absurd or
counterintuitive. However, this does not seem to be the case for any of the main sub-
jects.11 On the contrary, what seems to give rise to the simultaneity is the existence of
competing explanations which all seem somewhat likely. The most salient feature of
Göran’s stance is that he does not want to choose between two explanations he finds
equally probable. Sara is caught up in the problem of religious diversity exactly because
all religious options seem equally plausible to her. A straightforward way to understand
why Victor struggles not to scrutinize his special experiences is that he fears that such
scrutiny would reveal that a non-naturalistic explanation is untenable. Contrary to
Burén’s reading, this seems to suggest that Victor would have abandoned the non-
naturalistic interpretation if he had found it too unbelievable or absurd. The upshot is
that even though the different explanations are mutually exclusive they are still plausible
at the same time to the same subject.

Also, in Schütz’s theory a subject moves between inconsistent provinces of meaning by
making voluntary Kierkegaardian leaps, or by being ‘shocked’. Granted, these shocks
might be very minor (like falling asleep), but they are nonetheless required. While it
might be true in some cases that their original extraordinary experiences shocked the
interviewees, there is nothing indicating that they had to make any leap of faith at the
time of the study. To the contrary, it seems that all contrasting interpretations were
rationally available at the same time during the interviews. How else to make sense of
the idea that they could be entertained simultaneously (Göran) or that a subject could
struggle to make a choice between them (Sara)?

Likewise, the notion of ‘epoché’ seems ill-suited to express the respondents’ relation to
the contrasting interpretations. The respondents do not seem to suspend belief or disbe-
lief to move between interpretations. If one suspends belief in contrasting interpretations
(or suspends doubt that one’s current interpretation is the correct one), one cannot very
well at the same time struggle to make everything fit. Victor’s and Sara’s struggles seem
the antithesis of epoché. While Göran does not struggle, it is not because he suspends
belief to move between interpretations. It is because he has suspended judgement per-
manently – a situation in which no epoché is required.

Nothing seems further from Burén’s empirical findings regarding simultaneity than a
theory which demands Kierkegaardian leaps or moves between provinces of meaning by
the use of ‘epoché’. It is hard to see how the Schützian picture, where the subject only
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visits a single province at any given time, could ever allow for simultaneity of the kind
encountered by Burén. Not only does simultaneity seem to be something altogether dif-
ferent from compartmentalization, the two stances even seem incompatible at a concep-
tual level. Clearly, one cannot entertain multiple views simultaneously and be
compartmentalized regarding the same views at the same time.

According to the weak principle of charity, we should always prefer an interpretation
where the subjects appear rational, given that no theory ascribing irrationality is better
supported by the evidence. We think that it is safe to say that Schütz’s theory receives
little if any support from the evidence. We now purport to show how a non-doxastic read-
ing allows us to regard the subjects as rational, and that such a reading fits well with
Burén’s empirical findings.

A non-doxastic approach

According to religious non-doxasticism, it is possible to make a positive engagement with
religion and lead a religious life even in the absence of outright religious belief. It builds
on the assumption that religious belief can be substituted with some weaker cognitive
attitude, such as hope (Pojman 1986), assumption (Howard-Snyder 2017), acceptance
(Alston 1996), voluntary assent (Schellenberg 2005) or the like, and that this is enough
to make substantial religiosity possible.

We believe that the semi-secular Swedes in Burén’s study can be fruitfully thought of
as having a non-doxastic stance towards some religious or non-naturalistic propositions.
According to this interpretation, we do not ascribe non-naturalistic beliefs to the partici-
pants in the study. Instead, we regard them as entertaining epistemic possibilities while
lacking outright belief. Rather than saying that Victor believes he got a message from a
dead friend through a medium, we would say that Victor regards it as an epistemic pos-
sibility that he has received such a message. The difference compared with an interpret-
ation in terms of belief is perhaps clearest when considering the case of Göran. While it
would be blatantly irrational simultaneously to believe in both a supernatural and natural
explanation of the same event,12 there is nothing irrational in entertaining two contrast-
ing epistemic possibilities at the same time. A non-doxastic reading thereby allows us to
understand the subjects of Burén’s study as adhering to the standards of epistemic
rationality.

Furthermore, we should not assume that people like Göran or Victor relate non-
doxastically to a non-naturalistic worldview which goes beyond their interpretations of
extraordinary events. While philosophers addressing non-doxasticism often assume
that subjects take a non-doxastic stance towards a full-blown worldview, there are no the-
oretical obstacles to having a non-doxastic pro-attitude towards some vaguer view, or
against applying it in a more piecemeal fashion.

While the details can vary quite substantially between accounts, the common core of
non-doxasticism can be summarized in two necessary conditions. In short, S has a non-
doxastic pro-attitude towards some proposition p if the following two conditions are met:

ND1: S desires the truth of p or considers that p being true is an overall good thing.

ND2: S believes p to be epistemically possible and neither believes nor disbelieves p.13

ND1 relates mainly to the motivation needed to take a non-doxastic stance. It is important
to see that unlike belief-based stances, taking a non-doxastic stance is standardly volun-
tary.14 If you believe p, your belief will dictate what you should do or think, and you really
do not have much choice in the matter. But if you only consider p to be an epistemic
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possibility you are free to act but in no way bound to do so. A positive non-doxastic
engagement with p thus requires that the possibility represented by p is deemed good
or desirable.

Consider the following example: if you believe it will be sunny tomorrow, you will
behave, think, and act accordingly. You really do not have much choice in the matter if
you want to remain rational. However, if you lack outright belief but consider it possible
that it will be sunny tomorrow you can still act on that possibility if you have the right
motivation. You need to desire the truth of p – ‘it will be sunny’. If you do, you can, for
example, go on a hike in the hope that it will be sunny. But if you are indifferent you can-
not rationally take a non-doxastic stance.

ND2 is the most important condition, since it defines the subject’s epistemic stance
towards p. It requires that the subject neither believes nor disbelieves p but regards
the truth of p as an epistemic possibility. As pointed out by Eklund (2018), the require-
ment that the subject must believe that p is an epistemic possibility means that she is
not actually belief-less in a strict sense. Since the term ‘non-doxasticism’ might be read
to imply otherwise, it would perhaps be more correct to talk about ‘sub-doxasticism’.15

However, ‘non-doxasticism’ is the term commonly used in the literature and to avoid con-
fusion we stick with the established terminology.

Proponents of non-doxasticism have offered many different interpretations of the
notion of epistemic possibility involved. Some are content with using epistemic possibility
in the widest sense possible, as that which is neither known nor justifiably believed to be
false (Schellenberg 2005, 8). Others opt for a more restricted sense and require that p have
a ‘non-negligible chance of being true’ (McKaughan 2013, 113) or that p be a ‘live hypoth-
esis’ in the Jamesian sense (Palmqvist 2021).

The difference between a wide and narrow sense of epistemic possibility can be illu-
strated as follows. Imagine that you do not know where your teenage son is at the
moment, that it is evening and that you have not seen him since breakfast. It is surely
an epistemic possibility in the widest sense that he can be almost anywhere. He could
uncharacteristically have acted on a whim and gone on a trip to the countryside (even
though he usually is very reluctant to leave the city) or he could have been kidnapped
by modern slavers and be halfway around the globe. Or perhaps he was abducted by aliens
and taken through a wormhole to the other side of the galaxy. However unlikely these
scenarios, they are all epistemically possible in the widest sense (you do not really
know that there are no aliens, do you?). Contrasting epistemic possibilities in the narrow
sense include the possibilities you would actually consider in this scenario: that he hangs
out with his friends at their usual place, or that you simply failed to notice when he
returned home from school.

We find it reasonable to suggest that a non-doxastic engagement must be built on an
epistemic possibility in the narrower sense if it is to be rational. This allows us to claim
that while it is rational to hang on to the live possibility of an afterlife (like Victor) it is
not rational to have non-doxastic faith in the flying spaghetti monster.

Before continuing to examine just how well the simultaneity of interpretation fits the
non-doxastic framework, some words about the central attitudes of non-doxasticism.
Most accounts of non-doxasticism come in terms of propositional faith,16 which is ana-
lysed as a composite attitude. In this analysis, the belief-component of traditional faith
is supplemented by one of the weaker cognitive attitudes mentioned earlier (such as
hope, acceptance, or assumption, etc.). Since it would not be very appropriate to claim
that the subjects of Burén’s study have faith (with the possible exception of Göran), it
is important to see that it is fully possible to spell out the details of non-doxasticism with-
out invoking the ‘faith’ label for its central attitude.
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James Muyskens (1979) is the first contemporary proponent of non-doxasticism of
whom we are aware, and he held that a religious commitment might be based on hope
alone. After identifying the common denominator ND1 and ND2 with the standard ana-
lysis of hope, Palmqvist (2019; Idem 2020) reaches a similar conclusion. Eklund (2018)
goes a step further and claims that all that is required is really ND2, that the subject
regards p as an epistemic possibility. While we do not want to go as far as Eklund, we
believe that ND1 + ND2, at least in combination with some weak cognitive attitude such
as hope,17 assumption, or acceptance, is sufficient for non-doxastic religiosity. We think
this ‘faithless’ notion of non-doxasticism can be used to make sense of the simultaneity
of interpretation.

Let us now return to the three most prominent examples in Burén’s study and take a
detailed look at how they fit the non-doxastic pattern. Let us start with Victor, whose
stance is a textbook case of a non-doxastic commitment. Remember that Victor has
had some extraordinary experiences, the most salient concerning a mediumistic message
from a dead friend. The most striking feature of Victor’s case is how he struggles with the
validity of his experiences, trying not to scrutinize them too much out of fear that they
will not stand up to rational analysis. Given that extreme level of doubt, we should be
hesitant to ascribe belief to Victor. A more charitable interpretation is that Victor regards
the validity of the mediumistic message as a live possibility. He tries to accept that his
dead friend gave him a message through a medium and he seems very much to hope
that this is the case, which are exactly the kind of attitudes we suggest are sufficient
for non-doxastic religion.

It is obvious that the required positive evaluative component required by ND1 is very
much present in the case of Victor. Victor is unhappy with the lack of objective personal
meaning in the naturalistic picture of the universe, and he struggles to hang on to experi-
ences which, contrary to that picture, suggest that there is meaning in the world.
Claiming that Victor ‘desires’ or ‘evaluates positively’ the validity of his extraordinary
experiences seems almost an understatement, and it also seems very clear that it is
this strong desire which makes him commit non-doxastically to the live possibility that
his dead friend really relayed a message to him.

The key characteristic of Göran is that he refuses to choose between a natural and
supernatural interpretation of the extraordinary events of his life. This is easily inter-
preted in terms of epistemic possibility: in Göran’s view, both a natural and a supernatural
interpretation represent epistemic possibilities. His refusal to commit strongly indicates
that he does not really believe either of the explanations, and perhaps one could even
suggest that it is the existence of an undefeated alternative explanation which prevents
outright belief in this case. Far from being irrational or ‘compartmentalized’, it seems
that Göran is only doing what any epistemically responsible person faced with contradic-
tory but equally likely theoretical options should do – he suspends judgement.

In fact, Göran does more than suspend judgement; he seems to accept both interpreta-
tions simultaneously. This differs from the standard picture, in which a non-doxastic com-
mitment is directed at a single desired possibility that is too improbable to cause outright
belief. However, there is nothing inherently irrational in having a non-doxastic commit-
ment to two incoherent views. A good example of this is a scientist who accepts and is
working on two incoherent theories because the evidence is inconclusive (given the
apparent inconsistency between quantum physics and macrophysics, this is presumably
something all physicists do on some level). It only becomes irrational if the subject has
convincing evidence that one of the views is true or much more likely to be true than
the other, and this does not seem to be the case with Göran.

What about the emotional component? It seems clear that Göran is emotionally drawn
to both possible explanations of his experiences. It is surely somewhat unusual not only to
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accept but also to desire the truth of two competing theories. Here, Göran again differs
from the standard picture. However, there is nothing strange in having conflicting desires,
and as long as the evidence remains inconclusive there is nothing forcing Göran to choose
between the two interpretations. Here, too, we may compare his situation with that of the
scientist, who presumably hangs on to both theories because they are both fruitful and
because it would be good if either of them turned out to be true.

Sara, finally, fits the non-doxastic pattern nicely. Having a simplified view of religions
as ‘ready-made packages’, she does not believe in any of them, but neither does she
express outright disbelief. To her, the different religious ‘packages’ represent different
epistemic possibilities, but she cannot choose between them. It also seems clear that
the idea of an afterlife and the thought that her dead grandmother can see her from
the other side represents an epistemic possibility she desires to be true but does not
fully believe in.

Unlike Victor and Göran, Sara has not made any clear non-doxastic commitment. But if
she truly desires the truth of the proposition ‘my grandmother watches over me’, or if she
determines that one of the ‘religious packages’ presents a desirable picture of the world,
she is certainly in a position to make such a commitment.

According to the weak principle of charity, we should always prefer an interpretation
ascribing rationality as long as it has at least the same evidential support as any irrational
reading. In the previous section we saw how poorly the data fits a Schützian, irrational
reading. Since we can now also claim that our non-doxastic, rational interpretation fits
the data well, it seems safe to conclude that it should be preferred all things considered.

Concluding remarks

Philosophy of religion is standardly conducted in relation to traditional religion, and reli-
gious non-doxasticism is no exception. In this article we have demonstrated how the non-
doxastic approach can be fruitfully applied to semi-secular outlooks, thereby suggesting
how both the field of non-doxasticism and philosophy of religion in general can be
widened.

The exact limits of the applicability of the non-doxastic framework remains to be
examined. Recall Chaves’s claim that incongruence is the norm in religion while congru-
ence is the exception. In this article we have shown how one such apparent incongruence
can be reinterpreted along more charitable lines and given a non-doxastic understanding.
It is certainly a live possibility that much of the apparent incongruence mentioned by
Chaves could be reinterpreted in this way. It could even prove that having a non-doxastic
attitude like hope or acceptance is the norm in religion, and that a belief-based stance is
the exception. Of course, this is just speculation, and much work needs to be done in order
to explore whether this suggestion has any gravity.

Our discussion has centred on Burén’s findings that the worldviews of semi-secular
Swedes are multifaceted, containing supernatural elements in combination with a basic
naturalistic picture of the world. We have rejected the Schützian interpretation according
to which these people have incoherent beliefs and are cognitively compartmentalized.
Such an interpretation seems hard to reconcile with the data, since compartmentalization
is conceptually inconsistent with the notion of simultaneity itself. In its place, we have
offered a non-doxastic reading, in which we do not ascribe supernatural beliefs to the
semi-secular subjects involved but regard them as relating to different non-naturalistic
epistemic possibilities of high personal significance. Unlike Schütz’s theory, the
non-doxastic framework both fits the data well and allows us to ascribe rationality to
the subjects involved.
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Of course, it remains an open question how common views of this kind are among the
hundreds of millions who make up Europe’s semi-secular ‘religious mainstream’. A hand-
ful of interviews from Stockholm is clearly not enough to answer that question.
Sociologists are still only scratching the surface when it comes to investigating the world-
views of this important group. The philosophical work of analysing and interpreting these
semi-secular views and assessing their rationality has barely started.
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early version of this article. The research for this article was partly funded by the Swedish Science Council
(Vetenskapsrådet: 2018-01050).

Notes

1. The idea of trying to reinterpret the subjects of Burén’s study in a rational fashion might seem problematic to
some. It might be argued that we should not expect that what people say in a sociological interview or other
informal situations adheres to principles of rationality. This objection begs the question against our account,
since it simply amounts to denying exactly what we argue for, namely, that the subjects of Burén’s study are
rational.
2. The term, however, is somewhat unfortunate since it seems to imply that this group is ‘kind of secular’, while
Burén in fact stresses that the semi-secular are both religious and secular at the same time. The term might also
be taken to imply that this group is in transition between religion and full secularity. While some scholars inter-
pret the data this way, far from everyone agrees and we do not wish to take a stand on the matter.
3. The three types identified by Legare et al. all possess the contrasting views simultaneously. They thereby
contrast to situations in which incompatible views are held in succession without any conscious change of
mind (as in the account recently offered by Levy 2021).
4. The names, of course, are pseudonyms due to anonymization.
5. It must be noted that not everyone agrees that the rationality of supernatural views could be measured by
epistemic standards. For example, Van Leeuwen (2014) has suggested that religious views are not, in fact,
believed since they are not properly responsive to epistemic evidence. By contrast, they are highly responsive
to ‘special authority’. In short, this means that a good reason to drop a religious view is that your religious
authority acts immorally, not that you have epistemic evidence against your religious view. However, we suspect
that Van Leeuwen has confused a descriptive account with a normative one: even if people base their religious
views on the personal qualities of religious authorities, they should base them on epistemic evidence.
6. She also turns to theorists like Hjalmar Sundén (1959) and Peter Jackson (2012), but Schütz’s theories provide
the basic picture. To keep the discussion manageable, we have chosen to focus exclusively on Schütz. However, it
must also be noted that there seems to be some discrepancy between Jackson and Schütz, since Jackson talks
about indeterminacy and suspension of judgement rather than compartmentalization. In short, Jackson’s view
seems more in line with our non-doxastic reading than with a Schützian account.
7. It is worth pointing out that Schütz’s theory concerns meaning rather than ontology. It is our ways of making
sense of the world that are fractured rather than the world itself (Schütz 1970, 252).
8. Any similarities with Kierkegaard should not be overstated. Many read Kierkegaard as making a positive
evaluation of the leap of faith and of the absurdity of being religious (Christian). See for example McDonald
(2017, section 5). However, nothing of this is present in Burén’s Schützian interpretation, where Kierkegaard
is only invoked to highlight that the leap is in an important sense irrational.
9. Many epistemologists would go even further in requiring coherence. Most radical are the coherence theories
of justification, where coherence becomes a requirement for epistemic justification. Since coherence theories
standardly assume that being justified is roughly the same thing as being rational, this view makes coherence
the very norm of rationality.
10. It has been suggested that a certain level of compartmentalization is necessary in order to assess beliefs
which are instantly formed but only prima facie justified (Egan 2008).
11. An exception is the respondent ‘Barbara’, who sometimes entertains the idea that her dead father comes to
visit her in the shape of a bird, a notion she does seem to find a bit absurd upon reflection (Burén 2015, 191–192).
12. This holds for what Legare et al. (2012) call synthetic thinking, but not for the contrasting category of inte-
grative thinking. If the explanations are integrated, there is no problem – for example, you might believe that the
supernatural works through the natural.
13. Different versions of these conditions have appeared in the work of Palmqvist. For this formulation, which
we take to be the final, see Palmqvist (2020), 55–56.
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14. At least this holds for taking a non-doxastic stance stronger than hope. Hope, which is the weakest non-
doxastic attitude, is sometimes thought of as involuntary.
15. Eklund (2018) makes a big point of showing that attitudes like ‘acceptance’ and ‘assumption’ are not in them-
selves sufficient for a religious commitment if not combined with the ‘sub-doxastic’ demand that the subject
beliefs that p is epistemically possible.
16. Most authors are occupied with non-doxasticism in a Christian religious setting, and to these authors it is
important to show that non-doxastic faith is possible, since faith is traditionally conceived as the bearing atti-
tude of a Christian religious life.
17. It is outside the scope of this article to assess Palmqvist’s claim that hope reduces to ND1 + ND2.
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