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that may legitimately be in competition with one another. He does not
fly up to the general too quickly, he flies to the concrete, which, in this
hypostasized state, amounts to the same thing—large gencralization.

Emotional belief is justified in two ways: (1) by providing insightinto
the whole emotional side of our life, and (2) by “meeting our needs—
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due regard being paid to the relative claims of our many needs one
against the other.”® The first point raises the question of whether we
need to lend emotional beli to a proposition or a poem in order to
understand it Is the analysis of the emotion possible without the having
it? Is Pope right in saying “He best can paint "em, who shall feel ‘em
most”? Richards holds that we must in some sense “believe in order to
understand"—at least for the duration. The second point follows di-
rectly from the first and invokes the pragmatic principle in Peirce and
James, leading back to the utiitarian tradition. A well-considered hier-
archy of needs must be satisfied and the diffculty lies in preventing
conflict among them. For Richards, common scnse shows that the “sta-
ble mass” of intellcctual belicf puts a check on emortional belict, which is
always ready to aggrandize itself and reclaim territory lost since the
advent of the scientific era, whether one dates that era from three
hundred or three thousand years ago. Richards thinks that poctry has
often arisen “through fusion (or confusion)” between cmotional and
intellectual belicf, the “boundary between what is intellectually cor-
tified and what is not being much less sharply defined in former cen-
turies and defined in another manner.” The second way of avoiding
conflict is sheer “prudence,” keeping in mind the larger end the emo-
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tional belief subserves.° This ethical category, a negative, “cold” virtue
without much claim to higher obligation, may be traced to the atomic
individual in classical liberalism, with his tactful behavior and self-
interest. Coleridge thought of prudence as the bare ethical minimum:
“in almost all cases in which there is contemplation to act wrong the first
appearances of prudence are in favour of immorality” or crass self-
interest.#! But the spare virtue of prudence is hardly enough to guide a
strenuous moral life, and it is hardly Richards’ last word on the subject.

Intellectual and emotional beliefs may interpenetrate, they may
mimic one another, may be mutually parasitic, or have the same strong
“feel” to consciousness and introspection. According to more recent
criticism, one may even be in the other. We naturally want to believe that
our emotional beliefs have the same foundation as indisputable “scien-
tific” beliefs. Richards holds that the lines of interest in the two forms of
belief must be kept from entanglement, the simplest example of which
is being so emotionally attached to a theory that it blinds one to realities.
Even physicists, he notes, recognize that what is verifiable is only a
fraction of the picture used in framing their problems; many of their
“intellectual beliefs” are in fact pictures of their own devising perme-
ated by “illegitimate loading,” for example, the desire for reputation.
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Richards seems to have recognized that the complex interrelations be-
tween intellectual and emotional belief could be misrepresented by his
dualistic terminology. So, instead of cleaving his Gordian knots into
halves of belief, Richards eventually expanded upon the harsh division
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through lexical exercises. For example, he paired belief with opposing
concepts, a procedure that allowed him simultancously (and without
naming the figures) to review the philosophical tradition. Belicf is con-
trasted with “knowledge” as in Mill, Arnold, and Ward; with “opinion”
in Newman; with superstition as in Huxley and Clifford; with
doubt” asin Bain and James; and with “imagination” as in Hume, Mill,
and Ward—which for Richards is the “most interesting” opposition.+2
He prefers the latter because “imagination” subsumes knowledge,
doubts, opinions, and adds the creative impulse, the power of transfor-
mation, and unboundedness. By 1930 Richards was using the phrases
“imaginative assent” and “emotional belief,” and he stood ready, in the
next years and by way of Coleridge on imagination, to rethink his
problem in different terms.+>

But if the terminology changed, Richards’ solution to the belief
problem in art remained the same: grant emotional belief for the dura-
tion; withhold intellectual belief as far as (Moorean) external relations
1o the world at large and our ordinary scientific beliefs about it are
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concerned, while at the same time granting it to probe the “internal
coherence” of the poem as well as its local psychological settings. The
proviso must not be taken lightly from the author of the “close reading”
method. The proper excreise of emotional belief cannot occur without
the exacting study of the parcs of the poem, both among themsclves and
“in the relations of it ideas to other ideas of ordinary experience which
are emotionally relevant to it."* Theoretically speaking, the reach of
allusion and its emotional relevance can be endless. Richards lef delib-
eratcly vaguc the space between the local psychological serting and the
world at large.

‘The philosophical tradiition had established two tests for belief, the
pragmatic test of action and the more elusive test of fecling. They were
not in contradiction with cach other, and, characteristically, Richards
subsumed both. His first test measures the “difference in the degree to
which success or failure in the action can affect the view which prompts
it.” Following Bain and James, he finds that the “readiness to act as
though it were so” is the most satisfactory critetion. How much belief
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does one place in a case before committing oneself to action? Commit-
ment depends upon the results of evaluations and the precision of the
returns. Exact returns characterize everyday scientific beliefs and lead
to certainty. “Readiness to act” s a factor that should operate “in all
circumstances” and “in all connections into which it can enter.™?
Religious and poetic belicfs are placed in the same catcgory: they do
not have the cmpirical contact points that scientific and everyday belicfs
do. They do not serve the same purpose or function for everyone alike
in all circumstances. On the one hand, they are very general concepts,
for instance, the goodness of the universal deity; on the other, they
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apply only to restricted spheres of behavior. Their agreement with
reality is a matter of the “development of though, feeling, will and
conduct in accordance with one picture of the world or ancther” The
belict is validated against experience and found “true” if i is “rare,”
“desirable,” and “important”; i it “meets deep needs in our nature”; if
it can be “accepted and integrated into the fabric of our personality as a
positive determining influence” and foster “the good life.’ Even at
thar, Richards was always concerned that an emotional belicf might
rigidify into “doctrine” and so be confused with solidly held intellccrual
beliefs; and so he pleaded for caution, perspicacity, and “delicacy”
The test of action is supplemented by the test of feeling. Belicfs of all
kinds normally prompt an initial fecling of “acceptance” or “satisfac-
tion,” what James had termed “acquiescence.# Richards identifics a
longer-range “backwash cffect,” peculiar to emotional belief alone: the
sense of “ease,” of “free, unimpeded activity,” the fecling of “accep-
tance” and of “something more positive than acquiescence” to dis-
tinguish it from the fecling common to both intellectual and emotional
belief.# Both feclings follotw action, in conformity to the James-Lange
theory of emotion. Richards is confronted by the odd circumstance that
imaginative assent is both weaker and stronger than vergfable belief:
weaker in that it cannot be proven by kicking a stone; stronger in its
ultimate claim on the will, for thisis the faith that can move mountains.
So powerful i this belicf-fecling that it may lead to confusing the two
kinds of belief, and “Revelation Theories” do in fact depend upon it.
The emotional attitude that accompanies a reading of “Adonais” “feels
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like belief": “it is only too easy to think that we are believing in immor-
tality or survival, or in something clse capable of statement.” But we are
not; the attitude i a consequence, not a cause, of the experience. And
yet, though the sense of revelation passes, “we should ot suppose that
the shaping influence of such experiences must be lost. ">

Both Coleridge and Aristotle had commented on the problem of
belicf in art, Coleridge said tha poetry requircs the “willing suspension
of disbelief for the moment, which constitutes poetic faith."® For Rich-
ards, Coleridge is right, but not clear enoughs intellectual belief never
ariscs when one reads correctly, cxcept in establishing the “internal
coherence” of the material. And emotional belicf is never properly
suspended if one is to enter the humanistic process of “translation.”
When cither intellectual or emotional belicf is disturbed, through the
poet’s or the reader's fault, we are no longer reading poetry; we have
become “astronomers,” “theologians,” “moralists’—or antiquarians.’!

Richards extrapolated a belief principle in Aristotle by way of com-
menting on universals and probability. Aristotle said that poetry is a
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For Manuel Bilsky, Richards’ Desdemona example points up a se-
rious contradiction in his belicf theory. “After strangulation, a person
cannot speak” i an intellectual belief built upon a fact of nature. Rich-
ards contends (and Bilsky agrees) that we readily abandon it for the sake
of dramatic effect. Then there is the more generalized emotional belief,
which Richards identifies with the Aristotelian universal—for example,
“A man will kill his wife if she provokes him into an extreme state of
jealousy.” Although this “belicf” is more debatable asa proposition than
the other, we nevertheless abandon it far less readily. While Bilsky
agrees that the first belief is more quickly abandoned than the second,
he claims that Richards should not place the two types of belief in
separate categorics, since both have the same “cpistemological status™
in “real life” and in “works of art”:
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“Belief” and “sincerity"—relics of the nine-
teenth century and reflections of historical circumstances carlier still—
have not survived the age of criticism intervening between Richards'
major books and the presnt. Concepts that go naturally together, they
entail individual autonoms, camestness, auto-transparency, and partic-
ular standards of propriety cven where those standards are called into
question. In Sincerity and Authenticity, which chronicles the concept of
“sincerity” from Hamlet to Freud, Lionel Trilling writes that the very
word “sincerity” has “lost most of it former high dignity” and makes us
“conscious of the anachronism which touches it with quaintness.™ But
for Richards, Eliot, Wyndham Lewis, Irving Babbitt, and other writers
associated with the humanist controversics around 1930, belicf and
sincerity were momentous ssucs. Richards’ studics in belicf—chapters
in four books and four essays from 1924 10'1934—take up this exas-
peratingly vague and potentially arid subject from the most varied
perspectives.? These topics are ahways raised at or near the end of cach
book, seeming to indicate a certain ultimacy. “Sincerity” is the moral
climax of Practical Criticism—ironically, the book is recallcd as the
foundation of modern formalism—and “belicf” remaincd on Richards'
critical agenda through the essays on Job and Dante in his last years.

Richards on belicf and sinceity is indebted to philosophical and
criical lines of thought going back to Hume on miracles. He drew on




image2.png
the writings of James and John Stuart Mill, Alexander Bain, Charles
Sanders Peirce, William James, and James Ward; on J. H. Newman's
Christian apologetics; on the criticism of Coleridge and Arnold; on
Moore's intuition and goodness. “Belicf” fell under intense scrutiny
during the second half of the ninetcenth century, when the historical
sciences and Darwinism were eroding the perceived foundations of
religion.’ Arnold' lifeillustrates the dilemma, since the central event of
his youth had been the loss of Christian faith: on what grounds, he
questioned, could one discover the sanctions for belicf and conduct?
Such authority should not be left to chance encounters in colleges,
reading rooms, muscums, and the popular press. One must refound the
system of public and private education from the carliest level and cn-
hance the status of criticism in the universitics, public journals, parlia-
ments, and churches. In Literature and Dogma (1873), Amold dis-
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tinguished between “belief” or scientific acceptance (a conviction
regarding “what can and should be known to be true”) and “extra-
belicf,” taken from Goethe's Aberglarbe and standing for belicf “be-
yond what is certain and verifiable,” “beyond the range of possible
experience.” Extra-belicf was embodied in “hope” and “anticipation,”
and was conveyed by imaginative or mythic vision. “Extra-belicf,” said
Goethe, is the “poetry of life,” and for Arnold it has “the rights of
poetry.” Poctic belicfs of “high scriousness” fet like religious belicfs in
their psychological action. And they scemed “extra’—that is, beyond
the present system of ordinary belief and capable of serving as a stan-
dard, a goal, a sanction.*

Amold reformulated the Renaissance educational ideal for modern
society and promoted the authority of criticism. In this, asin other ways,
he was Richards' chief model. But his religious studies did not encom-
pass the psychology of belicf and many questions were left unanswered.
To pursue these, Richards returned o a (now unfamiliar) terrain of
Anglo-American philosophical psychology.
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Richards’ concepts of belief and sincerity had few followers.?* The
next generation of students did not pick up on these topics, despite the
controversies they started and the endorsements they received. At the
same time, Richards' srudies are hardly lacking in merit. They are fre-
quently acute and penerating. Something of value had to emerge from
scouring a hundred years of thought on these significant matters. More-
over, his linguistic approach enabled him to compensate for crtain of
the failures in the philosophicalline. While his studies on belief suffered
from abstractness, “close reading” restored the sense of detail. At the
end of “Belicf” (1930), he said that the comparative analysis of mean-
ings would make “traditional psychology, theory of knowledge, logic,
and methodology . . . look silly” Then he added: “Language, after all
with its ambiguities gives the closest imprint of our minds that will ever
be available to us.”26 Indeed, his method, with its stress on linguistic
polyvalence, opposition, and tension, became the method of choice in
the first-stage analysis of ltcrature.
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According to Richards, then, intellectual belief and disbelief are
relatively businesslike affais, and belief is not aroused “unless the log-
ical context of thought is in question.” The logical connections are
crucial to the maintenance of intellectual belicf, because without the
connections the ideas would simply exist in a free state in the mind,
“neither believed nor disbelieved, nor doubted nor questioned,” “just
present.” In this state of “disconnection,” intellcctual propositions re-
semble most of the ideas that float in the mind of “the child,” “primitive
man” “the peasant,” the “non-intellecrual world’—and “most
poetry™

‘These disconnected ideas may be subject to a second, much older,
“principle of order.” In primitive socicty, “any idea which opens a ready
outlet to emotion or points toa line of action in conformity with custom
is quickly believed," and this need for the ordering the whole affective
side of our life survives: “Given a need (whether conscious as a desire or
not),any idea which can be taken as a step on the way to it fulfilment is
accepted, unless some other need equally active at the moment bars it
out. This acceptance, this use of the idea—by our interests, desires,
feclings, aritudes, tendencies to action and what not—is emotional
belief.”7 Richards employs “cmotional belief” both for the emotion of
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conviction and the object of it, those free-floating ideas. Emotional
beliefs may be self-contradictory and also logically incompatible with
intellectual beliefs. In a poem Richards refers to these poetic fictions as
“pscudo-statements,” “provisional acceptances,” and “objectless be-
licfs."® They are “pscudo” because the statements are not primarily
asertng a truth in the strict scientifcsense, athough they secm to be;

“provisional” because they may be temporarily held to one organiza-
tion, then let loose again; “objectless” because they do not refer, like
propositions, to objective reality.

An intellectual belie is justified when it finds its logical link to the
system; and the system is justified in s turn when it goes down to the
“central, most stable, mass of our ideas” whose order is fixed by the
“facts of Nature.” Here is the bedrock, the unquestioned empiricism of
Richards, resorting to the correspondence theory of truth. Ifntellectual
beliefs are not ultimately reconcilable to “Nature,” we “promply per-
ish.” (Thus Hume said that, despite his philosophical skepicism, he
always got out of the way of a coach coming down a road.) The difficulty
with Richards' position is that i lics at too many leagues’distance from
numerous intellectual (social, cultural, historical, scientific) “beliefs”




