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	When a person holds an argument with his neighbour on the opposite side of
the street, why is there no chance of their agreeing? – Because they argue from
different premises2.
	Obviously, if one God, only one morality – His law and the falsity of moral
pluralism therefore3.
Stuart Hampshire
Beata Polanowska-Sygulska and I are like the arguing neighbours. We argue from different premises, and nothing will shift us from our basic positions. However, she is
wrong and I am right, though she will never admit it, having too much capital invested
in her opinion.
Polanowska-Sygulska and I are agreed, I think, that pluralism applies, for Isaiah
Berlin, at three levels: within values, between values and between the systems of value
that we call cultures, or visions of life, or “comprehensive views”. I am concerned with
the last of these levels, given that a religion is a special kind of comprehensive worldview, one that asserts it own unique grasp of truth rather than accepting that its rivals
may have no less a claim to acceptance.
We can also agree, surely, that it was one of Berlin’s most deeply held beliefs, reinforced by his pluralism, that no one comprehensive outlook can be said to be uniquely
true. Let me quote his own words:
Few things have done more harm than the belief on the part of individuals or groups (or
tribes or states or nations or churches) that he or she or they are in sole possession of the
truth: especially about how to live, what to be & do – & that those who differ from them are
not merely mistaken, but wicked or mad: & need restraining or suppressing. It is a terrible
and dangerous arrogance to believe that you alone are right: have a magical eye which sees
the truth: & that others cannot be right if they disagree4.
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What he writes applies not only to religions, but religions are explicitly included. This
is as it should be, because it is a fundamental part of their essence as religions that they
should claim to be uniquely and universally true. The God of the Abrahamic religions,
at any rate, is in this sense a monist and a universalist. God shows this in his first commandment: “Thou shalt have no other gods before me” (Exodus 20:3). Jesus follows
suit: “I am the way, the truth, and the life: no man cometh unto the Father, but by me”
(John 14:6). Jesus also subscribes to the idea of perfection, which BP-S rightly sees as
incompatible with pluralism. Compare Polanowska-Sygulska’s “the ideas of ethical harmony and of perfection are logically incoherent”5 with Jesus’ “Be ye therefore perfect,
even as your Father which is in heaven is perfect” (Matthew 5:48). Of course, Jesus
wasn’t writing for a peer-reviewed academic journal, but it is pretty clear where he is
coming from. And it is no good saying that things are different in heaven. As Berlin puts
it, “it is on earth that we live, and it is here that we must believe and act”6.
The incompatibility between the pluralism of comprehensive outlooks and the monist universalism of the principal world religions is simply a fact, beyond argument. This
doesn’t prove that no religion is uniquely true, of course (though for me it makes it
vanishingly unlikely). It just means that you cannot consistently, at the same time, be
both a pluralist and a full believer in one of the religions in question. Nor does it mean
that a believer cannot exercise pluralist empathy towards a non-believer, or vice versa,
as Polanowska-Sygulska rightly wishes. Either one can certainly step into the shoes of
the other and (try to) see the world from that radically different vantage-point. One can
also tolerate the rival view, even if one holds that it is mistaken. Indeed, a willingness
and ability to show such toleration is an acid test of deep liberalism.
Both Polanowska-Sygulska and Berlin confuse tolerance with agreement.
Polanowska-Sygulska quotes a muddled passage from one of Berlin’s letters to me in
which, having said that a pluralist can belong to a universalist religion, he then glosses
this as meaning only that the pluralist “allows other religions or views or whatever to be
expressed, unless they offend against what must be called the large minimum accepted
as a common moral code”7. She might have quoted my response to the passage, except
that it undermines her position:
It seems to confuse political tolerance, if that is the right term, with religious pluralism (I had
the latter in mind): toleration with intellectual assent. Of course someone who believes in
toleration will not seek to suppress rivals to his own religious beliefs, even if the latter are
held to be the only true beliefs for all of humankind. But if he is a religious pluralist, that is,
accepts that no one creed has the monopoly of truth, then to espouse a universalist creed
involves a contradiction in terms8.

Polanowska-Sygulska tries her best to sidestep my clear, simple argument by saying
that it is not pluralistic to acknowledge “only one defensible standpoint with regard
to a set of worldviews held by large groups of people”9. First of all, the large groups of
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people are a red herring, and constitute no argument whatever for the truth of what they
believe. Secondly, it is perverse to present a rejection of all monisms as unpluralistic:
it is exactly what you would expect from a pluralist. Polanowska-Sygulska talks vaguely
of “levels”, saying that I somehow reject religions “from above”. This cuts no ice. Any
reflective person entertains not only first-order beliefs, but also second-order beliefs
about the beliefs of others (and, in the case of the philosophically-minded, about their
own beliefs). There is nothing improper or self-undermining about holding beliefs at
both of these levels simultaneously. And the second-order belief that no first-order
belief-system can claim unique truth entails that any belief-system that makes such
a claim is to that extent false.
Polanowska-Sygulska is right to say that Berlin takes a position similar to her own
in the face of my argument. One chapter of my book10 was devoted to an epistolary
discussion with him on the topic in the 1990s (his eighties), and he never quite agreed
with me, except perhaps in the last year of his life. But this does not establish that he
was right, and the 1981 quotation from Liberty above shows that he was inconsistent on
the subject. I prefer his earlier view, which is a better fit with his writings as a whole.
I wish I had thought of reminding him of that passage during our discussion, though
I did remind him of his frequently expressed view that no one comprehensive moral
outlook can be uniquely true.
Polanowska-Sygulska ends by repeating that I don’t sufficiently emphasise the
potential for conflict within values. I in turn repeat that I was not setting out to provide
a detailed account of all aspects of Berlin’s pluralism: the sentence she quotes comes in
a single-paragraph summary of pluralism in a brief survey of his view of human nature.
I do not engage, there or here, with her special interest in the legal implications of
pluralism, important as these certainly are. Moreover, whether value conflict is internal
to a value or not is determined not by the world, but by the nomenclature we choose
to adopt to discuss value. If we subdivide values more finely, internal conflict becomes
external: the conflict between freedom of speech and freedom from abuse that I mentioned is either a conflict within freedom or a conflict between two kinds of freedom.
Any argument that trades on a particular vocabulary of values is mistaking words about
words for words about things – which Berlin held to be one of the most basic mistakes
in philosophy.
I am grateful to Polanowska-Sygulska for enabling me to state my position more
clearly (as I think) than I have before. She concludes her response by expecting that
we shall remain friends. Indeed: why not? Anyone whose friendship is conditional on
agreement is not a true friend.
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