Jamesian Overbelief and the Therapy of Hope

Andrew Flescher

“The true survivor is the one who has finally learned that survival it-
self is beyond the point,” the best-selling author and survivor of domes-
tic violence, Hannah Nyala, once said. In this paper I want to explore not
only the extent to which this thesis is troe in the context of dire progno-
ses following illness or injury, but also whether its de-prioritization of
the straightforward fact of survival in favor of emphasizing onc’s atli-
tude towards surviving ironically lcadg to the best sorts of medical out-
comes. In the process, I intend to connect hope to healing in a tangible
way, distinguish genuine from false forms of hope, and, this distinction
established, finally suggest realistic stratcgies for conceiving of hope as
sound medical therapy. T maintain that hope, according to Jerome
Croopman and others a virtue of healing, is, broadly construed, an ex-
ample of Jamesian “overbelief,” that is, a belief that is adopted without
sufficient evidence but by virtue of whose adoption is made more likely
to be true. This categorization in place, a question about hope, which is
really a question about overbelief, arises: Does believing one’s condition
will improve, when the existing evidence does not suggest as much, it-
self con-stitute new evidence that needs to be taken into consideration?
Does hoping make healing more likely? It does a great deal, I argue, and
is in addition something worth pursuing for its own sake, so long as hope
is understood as a subjective state which the hoper freely inhabits, rather
than a set of expectations provided for the hoper by another party (even
dear loved ones).

Romantic Love, Religious Faith, and Hope’s Promise

In order to appreciate James’s influence on the link that would
medically be established a eentury later between belief and well-being
one must first understand the epistemological dominance “evidentialism”
had enjoyed through much of the modemn era as well as the challenge to
this standard view posed by the notion of overbelief. James’s principal
insight from “The Will to Believe” — “faith in a fact can help create that
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with terminal diseases very near to the end of their lives to come to terms
with their predicaments and stop battling death. The article, entitled
“Helping Patients Face Ideath, She Fought to Live,” reveals that when
her time came to deal with metastatic cancer, Pardi rejected the wisdom
she so often dispensed to her patients. But its point was not to brand Dr.
Pardi a hypocrite but rather to convey the indispensible virtue of trust,
and in particular of trusting the patient: trusting that she will know when
to hope and what it is appropriate to hope for. As hope is about retaining
meaningful control over one’s future, it is ultimately not outcomes-based
but decisions-based. Hope is a positive thing in one’s life - it has a medi-
cal upside - because it envelops its possessor not as some foreign impo-
sition from the outside but organically, from within. One hopes genuine-
ly on one’s own terms. One is persuaded to hope against the odds be-
cause, as James points out, one existentiafly summons the will to do so.

Keeping in mind this critical feature of hope - that it is the summon-
ing of courage and resolve whose source is internal - one can begin to
suggest practical recommendations for ensuring that hope is prescribed
in a way that is medically sound. First, as hope is garnered existentially,
it ought never to be foisted upon the prospective hoper as a mandate that
emanates from some external source. The “cowboy™ oncologist who un-
der the pretext of leaving no stone unturned fails to respect a terminal
patient’s repeated atteripts to express that she no longer wishes to have
treatment prevents his patient from pursuing the goals she has deemed
more pressing. A physician ought always to suggest further options, but
never force those options on a patient once the patient has understood
and considered them reflectively. Agency critically remains a necessary
component of authentic hoping. Physicians, family members, friends,
and other concerned parties can have faith in the future health of the ones
they love, and they can of course do much good transferring their posi-
tivity by interacting with their loved ones, but hope itself cannot be
transferred by a surrogate,’ While hope can be communally expressed, it
is individually engendered.

Second, hoping well involves an emphasis on the decision, and each
successive moment of decision, not on the outcomes or expectations of

* The reader will note that I have nowhere made an argument in favor of the causa-

tive or even correlational connection between what might loosely be termed
“faith-healing” and patient well-being. In this paper I have restricted my discus-
sion to the effect of hope on the hoper’s own recovery from illness and injury, It
there is an argument to be made about the eftect of praying for a loved one on
that loved one’s improved health, [ do not believe it is suggested in James or on
the basis of an argument that proceeds from an analysis of overbelief. This is
consistent with my assertion that hope is dependent on establishing agency,
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outcomes to which these decisions correspond. When we hope we steel
ourselves for realities over which we do not have foll control and form
the attitude that we will take our shot at overcoming them nonetheless.
Construed in this way, hope’s glory, if such is to be identified, is a sub-
jeclive victory to be found in the brave decision to stay death, whether or
not we live or die. Just as hope cannot be true if it is passively received,
it cannot be false when it comes into being by virtue of the active deci-
sion of an informed and lucid patient,

finally, hope involves the humility to accept that life is bigger than
we are, that we are part of something larger, something redeeming if you
will, that furnishes us with meaning even when the obvious pathways
seem to lead to dead-ends. Humility, however, also refers to an ever-
present uncertainty in medicine that leaves room for improbabilities, ex-
perimental strategies, and, on rare occasion, inexplicable miracles. As
James reminds us/unless what one proposes to chase is the denial of two
plus two equals four, nothing that has not yet occurred can pejoratively
be labeled “absurd.” Physicians ought never to deprive patients of the
ability fo choose to hope before the issue of their recovery is fully set-
tled. F .

Responsible hopefulness sets the stage for deliberate living and con-
verts the frequent capriciousness of the universe into a series of mean-
ingful events. It is not a distraction that deflects atienfion away from
terminal patients getting their affairs in ordex. To the contrary, hope im-
bues these activities with a sober clear-mindedness and determination
and assures that we do not abdicate our values and ambitions during any
phase of life. In this sense, there is yet a final benefit to hoping when the
chips are down: hope links temporal stages of life and preserves the nar-
rative continuity of our sense of where we are and where we are going.
Here, the wisdom of the theologian Paul Tillich, quite sensitive to the
importance of distinguishing genuine from foolish hope, seems apt:

Where there is genuine hope, there that for which we hope already has some
presence. In some way, the hoped for is at the same time here and not here. It
is not yet fulfilled, and it may remain unfulfilled, But it is here, in the situa-
tion and in ourselves, as a power which drive those who hope into the future.
There is a beginning here and now. And this beginning drives toward an end.

If hope is rooted in a reality, even if that reality is a faint possibility, then
hopefulness itself is a state worth pursuing. And in this case it cannot be
a mistake,
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