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0. Introduction
Hinge epistemology is an emerging theoretical framework grounded in Ludwig Wittgenstein’s final major work, On Certainty (1969, published posthumously, hereafter OC). Hinge epistemology (HE) has garnered increasing attention in recent years and has been variously applied to religious epistemology. Central issues under investigation include whether HE can be used to chart a middle path between evidentialism and fideism that vindicates the rationality of religious belief; the implications of HE for epistemic relativism and religious discourse; as well as the potential connections between Wittgenstein’s views in OC and Cardinal John Henry Newman’s seminal work, An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent (1870).[footnoteRef:2] [2:  See Pritchard (2000, 2011, 2015, 2017, 2024), Schönbaumsfeld (2007, 2023), Coliva (2025a, b), and Coliva, Pritchard and Schönbaumsfeld, ms.] 

This chapter seeks to elucidate the nature of religious conflict by applying a hinge-theoretic framework to the issue (§1). The principal advantage of this approach lies in its capacity to offer a more nuanced understanding of religious disagreement and, consequently, to assess whether such conflicts are, at least in principle, amenable to rational resolution. It also provides a theoretical framework which makes sense of distinctions – internal especially to the Catholic Church – between dogmas and less fundamental religious beliefs, by providing a clear understanding of their different epistemic status and degree of revisability (§4).
In more detail, it is argued that, broadly speaking, there are three main kinds of religious conflict or “disagreement”, as epistemologists prefer to call it.[footnoteRef:3] One kind of conflict is “internal” to the theistic perspective, regarding for instance the nature of God, religious dogmas, etc. In this kind of conflict, the “hinge” proposition “God exists” is shared by participants to the dispute. Furthermore, the conflict is internal to a religion that recognizes the same source of normative authority, like, for instance, the Bible. In this case the solution may advert to epistemic reasons, at least in principle (§2.1).  [3:  Conflict requires confrontation, whereas disagreement may ensue also between views or beliefs held by people at different times and places, who are not confronting one another.] 

However, there is a deeper kind of disagreement, in which the hinge proposition “God exists” isn’t shared. This is the disagreement between believers and non-believers, who do not share a theistic perspective, and therefore take opposite stances with respect to the hinge proposition “God exists”. In this case, the disagreement cannot be resolved by adverting to epistemic reasons, not even in principle. For the kind of evidence appealed to by the believer – whether testimonial, a priori, or ‘of the heart’ – will be deemed question-begging by the non-believer (and vice versa). If this is the case, then there is an insurmountable ‘gulf’ between the believer and the non-believer. Their perspectives turn out to be mutually alternative and such that only a conversion – understood as a ‘change of heart’ that makes one look at things differently – could not so much as resolve but dissolve the initial disagreement (§2.2).
Inter-religious disagreement, in contrast, is neither of the first nor of the second kind, at least in most cases. For the hinge “God exists” is typically common to the parties to the dispute, yet they disagree about other hinge propositions, and ultimately about the source of normative authority – e.g., the Bible or the Qur’an, in disputes between Christians and Muslims. The question then is how to subsume this case under a hinge-theoretic framework and whether there are non-question-begging and non-circular epistemic reasons to accord authority to one normative source over the other (§2.3).[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Epistemic reasons are reasons that bear on the truth of a belief – to put it contentiously, they are those reasons that make it more probable for the belief to be true. A classic example is a perceptual experience with a given content that p and the corresponding belief that p. Epistemic reasons are normally contrasted with pragmatic ones – that is, with those reasons which while not bearing on the truth of a given belief, make that belief advisable or useful, given a certain end. A classic contrast in the religious domain is exemplified by Pascal’s wager. Roughly, belief in God is useful to salvation and given the relevance of the end, it is therefore advisable. Yet, this isn’t a way of corroborating the truth of its content – i.e. “God exists”. In this chapter we are concerned mainly with epistemic reasons and epistemic disagreements in the religious domain.] 

In closing, a hinge-epistemology framework is brought to bear on several inter-related topics. Namely, the role of conversion and of tradition in the transmission of religion (§3), as well as the attitude characteristic of religious faith with respect to dogmas and its difference with “ordinary” religious belief (§4).

1. The hinge-theoretic framework and its bearing onto religious disagreement
As mentioned, the hinge-theoretic framework has been increasingly applied to the study of religious belief, particularly in exploring its nature and epistemic rationality. Before delving into its extension to religious conflict, let us dwell on its main tenets.
1.1. The hinge-epistemology framework and the “parity argument”
The central theme of OC is the idea that epistemic evaluation – that is, any evaluation with respect to whether a proposition is true or false, or to whether, when believed, it is epistemically justified, or unjustified, and even known or not known – is essentially local, or situated. That is, any epistemic evaluation proceeds by taking for granted certain presuppositions, which are not themselves justifiable or known (to the extent that knowledge requires justification) yet are exempt from doubt.[footnoteRef:5] As Wittgenstein famously put it (OC 341-343): [5:  The issue of whether hinge propositions are truth-apt is moot in OC and different hinge epistemologists take opposite stances with respect to it. Coliva (2015, 2022) defends the view that they are true in a minimalist sense, which doesn’t involve the correspondence with mind-independent facts or justification at the end of inquiry, etc. ] 

The questions that we raise and our doubts depend on the fact that some propositions are exempt from doubt, are as it were like hinges on which those turn. 
That is to say, it belongs to the logic of our scientific investigations that certain things are in deed not doubted.
But it isn’t that the situation is like this: We just can’t investigate everything, and for that reason we are forced to rest content with assumption. If I want the door to turn, the hinges must stay put.
The idea that all empirical inquiries depend on taking for granted some propositions which, while looking like empirical ones, are in fact exempt from investigation, and can be likened to “hinges”, which must stay put in order for ordinary empirical propositions to be justified or rationally doubted, in turn echoes Cardinal John Henry Newman’s (1870) claim, in his masterpiece An Essay in Aid of the Grammar of Assent that “none of us can think or act without the acceptance of truths, not intuitive, not demonstrated, yet sovereign” (1870: 141).
Much ink has been spilled over the issue of the epistemic status of hinges themselves, with different hinge epistemologists holding different views;[footnoteRef:6] as well as over the issue of whether there is room for a “parity argument” between religious and non-religious discourse, to the effect that both would turn out to be epistemically rational thanks to hinges that, as such, are neither justified nor unjustified (if not altogether a-rational – that is, beyond any kind of rational evaluation), and yet capable of conferring justification – once coupled with the appropriate kind of evidence – to “ordinary” empirical or religious beliefs.[footnoteRef:7]  [6:  For an overview, see Coliva (2025a).]  [7:  See Pritchard (2000, 2011, 2015, 2017, 2024). For a criticism, see Coliva (2025b, 2025c). For a comprehensive discussion, see Coliva, Pritchard and Schönbaumsfeld, ms.] 

To exemplify, just as it is rational to believe that there is laptop in front of me only thanks to my current perceptual – and therefore, mind-dependent – evidence and thanks to taking for granted the “hinge” that there are physical objects – which are mind-independent entities and exist even if unperceived –,[footnoteRef:8] so it is rational to believe that Jesus Christ is God’s son only thanks to Biblical evidence, together with taking for granted the “hinge” that God exists. For it is only by taking for granted that God exists that one can consider the Bible authoritative with respect to the issue of God’s nature (as well as regarding other matters such as whether there will be an afterlife, or a Last Judgement, say). If one did not take that for granted, then the Bible could not be taken to be the revealed word of God and would rather be just like any other piece of historical evidence, the reliability of which could and should be questioned and empirically verified. Clearly, on that score, the belief that Jesus Christ is God’s son would appear to be highly questionable at best.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Conversely, this is how a “proof” of the existence of physical objects like G. E. Moore’s (1939) would ultimately be circular and question-begging, since it would start out by assuming that “Here is a hand” is justified based on one’s current perception, where that may be the case only by already taking for granted that there are physical objects, of which one’s hand is an instance, which are manifested in perception.]  [9:  Likewise, in the empirical case, if one didn’t take for granted that there are physical objects, broadly manifest in perception, one could not take one’s current sense perception as of a hand in front of one as evidence in favor of one’s belief that there is one’s hand there.] 

1.2 The hinge-epistemology framework and the nature of disagreement
A key issue that has been a focus of discussion among hinge epistemologists for some time is the nature of disagreement – particularly disagreement concerning hinges – and the extent to which such disagreement can be resolved through rational means.
The problem can be illustrated as follows. Most disagreements we are typically confronted with are held against a background of shared hinges and epistemic methods. Suppose you and I disagree with respect to how much we owe after a meal at a restaurant, assuming we had previously agreed to split the bill evenly. In such a case, by using elementary mathematical tools, we will be able to ascertain who, among the two of us, is right (if any, for both of us could have made a mistake). The methods we bring to bear on the resolution of the disagreement are shared between the parties, and that’s why this kind of disagreement is amenable to rational resolution. Similarly, it is shared among the parties that, if we use a calculator, physical objects exist, and that tools such as a calculator are generally reliable.
However, if we started disagreeing about whether there are physical objects at all, or about whether calculators in general are reliable, or whether basic arithmetic is a reliable method of rational belief formation, clearly, we could neither rationally resolve the specific disagreement at issue – i.e., how much we owe if we want to split the bill evenly – nor, presumably, the kind of hinge-disagreement we would be displaying. For, if reasons are possible only by taking hinges for granted, if two parties to a dispute hold different and incompatible hinges, then they have no common hinge, or method, to appeal to to produce reasons and to rationally resolve their disagreement.
Using a terminology due to Rudolf Carnap (1950),[footnoteRef:10] we may say – with some approximation[footnoteRef:11] – that only disagreements “internal” to a shared system of hinges are rationally resolvable (at least in principle); whereas disagreements about those very hinges, or between beliefs held based on different systems of hinges, which we might call “external”, aren’t. To reiterate, epistemic reasons can only be derived from evidence in conjunction with “hinges.” However, if these hinges themselves are the subject of dispute, they cannot be defended on the basis of epistemic reasons. In cases where disagreement pertains to beliefs that are justified solely by presupposing a particular system of hinges, which isn’t endorsed by the opposite party, the disagreement becomes irresolvable on rational grounds. This is because the reasons advanced by each party would necessarily presuppose the validity of their own system of hinges, thus rendering their arguments circular and question-begging against the other party. [10:  Here I am simply borrowing the Carnapian dichotomy between “internal” and “external” questions, and I am not following Carnap’s own understanding of the distinction, which had to do with languages and conceptual schemes, rather than with reasons and epistemic systems, with their characteristic hinges. ]  [11:  Coliva (2015) and Coliva and Palmira (2020, 2021) defended the view that disagreements about “There are physical objects”, and “To accept that there are physical objects is epistemically rational” may be resolved based on epistemic reasons. Coliva and Doulas (2022) took a more pragmatic approach.] 

In the hinge-epistemology literature, this kind of “external” disagreement – particularly the one about hinges – is often referred to as “deep disagreement”. We can thus label the three kinds of disagreement just mentioned, “intratheoretic”, when we are focusing on “internal” disagreements; “intertheoretic”, when we are focusing on disagreements between beliefs that are justified against the background of one particular system of hinges, but not against another one; and “deep”, when we are focusing on disagreements about hinges themselves.

2. The nature of religious disagreements
Now, if we turn to religious disagreements, we need to realize that they too are of various kinds, which match the tripartite account of disagreement we have introduced in general between “intratheoretic”, “intertheoretic” and “deep”. 
2.1 Intratheoretic religious disagreement
There are religious disagreements – like the one about the specific nature of Jesus Christ typified by the dispute between Niceans and Arians during the Council of Nicea (325 C. E.) – internal to a given religion – Christianity – which we may model along the lines of “intratheoretic” disagreements. The hinge that God exists is shared by the parties,[footnoteRef:12] the Bible is also shared as the source of normative authority – that is the method, or one of the methods both parties to the dispute agree to appeal to to resolve their disagreement –, and the disagreement pertains to the different interpretation of what we may find written in such a source. Different passages in the Bible may be appealed to, translation problems may arise; yet, at least in principle, the disagreement is resolvable when the evidence that the parties may marshal in favor of their respective positions reaches a tipping point.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  Although, ultimately, there may be a disagreement about God’s very nature. This kind of metaphysical disagreement should not be conflated with the idea that parties to the dispute would pass each other by because they would have different concepts of God. This of course puts pressure on holistic accounts of concepts, while leaving atomistic and molecularist accounts of concepts unscathed. I have discussed these issues at length in Coliva 2004.]  [13:  We are here dealing just with the issue of the possibility of a rational resolution, not with the practical issue that parties may remain steadfast in their conviction, even against the evidence, and may decide to split and create their own religious group. ] 

2.2 Deep religious disagreement
The disagreement between a believer and a non-believer, in contrast, is a disagreement about the hinge “God exists”, in the sense that the former accepts it while the latter denies it. In a hinge-theoretic framework which aligns with Wittgenstein’s own treatment of religion,[footnoteRef:14] there are no non-circular or non-question begging reasons – or evidence – that can be adduced to decide the issue of God’s existence. (Or, at the very least, one’s reasons are no stronger than one’s opponent’s), and for principled reasons.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Since the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, up to On Certainty, via the Lectures on Religious Belief, and many entries in Culture and Value, Wittgenstein has been concerned with the nature of religious belief and the status of “God exists”, which, much like “There are physical objects”, he considers playing a grammatical role, rather than a descriptive one. Against this background, the believer and the non-believer, who take that statement to be a description, which the believer affirms, and the non-believer denies, are bound to appeal to evidence that will be considered question-begging by the other party. For a comprehensive introduction to Wittgenstein’s philosophy of religion, see Schönbaumsfeld (2023). For a development of a religious hinge epistemology, see Coliva, Pritchard, and Schönbaumsfeld (ms).]  [15:  In Coliva (2015, 2022) I have defended the view that “There are physical objects” is likewise not supported by epistemic reasons. However, contrary to “God exists”, it is constitutive of epistemic rationality, and, in this sense, it is epistemically rational in its turn. In Coliva (2025b, c) and in Coliva, Pritchard, Schönbaumsfeld (ms.), I therefore argue that there is no parity argument between empirical and religious discourse capable of salvaging the epistemic rationality of the latter, while avoiding both evidentialism and fideism.] 

To illustrate: if the religious believer appeals to the Bible as evidence in favor of God’s existence, then the non-believer will be quick to point out that the Bible may exert that epistemic authority only if it is the revealed word of God, which presupposes trusting in God’s existence already. Thus, the appeal to the Bible to prove the existence of God is question-begging against the non-believer. Yet, the believer would insist that the Bible is not just like any other piece of historical evidence, the reliability of which may be questioned. Rather, it is the word of God and should thus be taken at face value as manifesting God’s existence, word and will. Hence, denying or being agnostic about that is question-begging against the believer.
Furthermore, a believer and a non-believer could agree on their account of Nature and its efficient causes (as it may happen between two physicists, for instance).[footnoteRef:16] Still, the former may appeal to a different kind of evidence – what, following Blaise Pascal, in his Pensées, we may call “the evidence of the heart” (277, 282), which is an ensemble of experiences and feelings – to support their faith, as a direct manifestation of God and his benevolence. A non-believer need not deny the kinds of experience salient to the believer, but would likely consider them as merely psychological, rather than revelatory in kind. For those experiences to count as manifestations of God, God’s existence will have to be assumed, and this is clearly question-begging against the non-believer. The believer, however, will insist that they are tangible manifestations of God’s existence and so the non-believer’s denial will be question-begging against the believer.[footnoteRef:17] [16:  That’s why for Wittgenstein, like for Feldman (2010), a believer and a non-believer may still count as epistemic peers.]  [17:  I am leaving out any appeal to a priori proofs of God’s existence for they are question-begging against the non-believer either because they presuppose God’s existence (like in ontological proofs), or because they presuppose that the universe should have a final cause.] 

Finally, a believer may appeal to God as what guarantees the possibility of providing an answer to fundamental questions about final causes, such as “Why is there something rather than nothing?”, “Why do I exist?”, “Why do living creatures have to suffer?”, etc. And here the non-believer will simply be indifferent to such questions: either these why-questions are interpreted as questions about the efficient causes of the universe, our own existence, or the existence of pain; or else they have no right of citizenship in their worldview and would be question-begging insofar as they would be interpreted as calling for transcendental final causes. Yet, the believer will insist that there is no reason to confine oneself only to efficient and non-transcendental final causes. Thus, the non-believer’s position is question-begging with respect to the believer.
[bookmark: _Hlk143393367]In short, in this case the absence of reasons or evidence that could be used to (epistemically) rationally resolve the disagreement is not a contingent fact, due to one’s positioning in history, or in the “knowledge economy”, where reasons and evidence are often possessed only by specific individuals, groups or even cultures, often insulated from one another, yet shareable in principle at least. Rather, the absence of such reasons or evidence is a necessary feature of the disagreement, since those reasons would be question-begging against one’s opponents, or no stronger than theirs and not further improvable, or indeed would have no place within the other party’s worldview. Thus, calling the ensemble of hinges – properly so-regarded – a “picture” of the world (OC 93-94) is apposite: we are not and cannot be rationally convinced to go over to different hinges. Either we see things a certain way or we don’t. Only a kind of conversion – that is, a change in how we look at the very same facts which were already before our eyes – could bring us to see things differently.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Wittgenstein’s (1953) remarks in Philosophical Investigations about seeing and seeing-as would be germane here, but a proper treatment of this issue would take us too far afield. On the different kinds of evidence the believer and the non-believer would admit and appeal to, see also Kusch (2014), as well as on the issue of whether they qualify, for Wittgenstein, as epistemic peers.] 

2.3 Intertheoretic religious disagreement
There is, finally, a third kind of religious disagreement, typified by many cases of inter-religious disagreement.[footnoteRef:19] Consider the disagreement between a Christian and a Muslim regarding the nature of Jesus Christ. While for a Christian, he is the son of God and he himself is God, who is conceived of as triune – as three persons in one –, a Muslim considers Jesus Christ only a man, albeit an important prophet of Allah.[footnoteRef:20] Here the disagreement isn’t over the hinge “God exists”, for both parties hold on to that much. Thus, this isn’t a case of deep disagreement as previously characterized (§2.2). However, the two parties respond to different sources of epistemic authority – roughly, the Bible, in the case of Christians and the Qur’an, in the case of Muslims. [19:  Yet not all, because not all religions recognize the existence of God, e.g. Confucianism.]  [20:  As we saw in fn. 12, the fact that there may be a disagreement over God’s nature doesn’t mean that parties to the debate would pass each other by, or that they would only seemingly agree on the hinge “God exists”.] 

Notice that this case is not like an intratheoretic disagreement either. For, true, both parties hold on to the hinge “God exists”, but then they have incompatible views regarding which text is the revealed word of God. Thus, their “method” for resolving a disagreement wouldn’t appeal to the same normative source, contrary to the case briefly analyzed in (§2.1) of disagreement between Niceans and Arians. How, then, can we subsume inter-religious disagreement under a hinge-theoretic framework?
A solution may come from noticing that, for Wittgenstein, hinges are not all on a par. Some are “deeper”, more stable, and universal than other ones. Here are some telling passages (OC 96-97, 99):
It might be imagined that some propositions, of the form of empirical propositions, were hardened and functioned as channels for such empirical propositions as were not hardened but fluid; and that this relation altered with time, in that fluid propositions hardened, and hard ones became fluid.
The mythology may change back into a state of flux, the river-bed of thoughts may shift. But I distinguish between the movement of the waters on the river-bed and the shift of the bed itself; though there is not a sharp division of the one from the other.
And the bank of that river consists partly of hard rock, subject to no alteration or only to an imperceptible one, partly of sand, which now in one place now in another gets washed away, or deposited.
In the first passage, Wittgenstein is talking about how a proposition may become a hinge and turn from an empirical one – normally verified through (empirical) evidence – into a norm or, as he puts it, into a proposition that plays a “rule-like” role (OC 95). Still, according to Wittgenstein, and contrary to W.v.O. Quine’s (1951) later rejection of the analytic/synthetic distinction in “Two dogmas of empiricism”, at every moment or relative to any given context, we may distinguish between propositions that play a rule-like role – i.e., hinges – and those which don’t, even though at a different time, or in a different context, the former may become empirical ones, and the latter may be hardened into rules. As he writes (OC 98):
But if someone were to say “So logic too is an empirical science” he would be wrong. Yet this is right: the same proposition may get treated at one time as something to test by experience, at another as a rule of testing.
Thus, hinges, for him, are the “inherited background” against which we distinguish between true and false (OC 94). Even if they may change from time to time or from place to place, at any given moment in time or relative to each place (or epistemic community), we may identify those propositions that play a normative role and those that don’t. 
Finally, in (OC 99), Wittgenstein points out how hinges are not all on a par: some are “deeper” and more stable and (nearly) universal, whereas others are more “superficial”, and more easily subject to change and “give-uppable”. Cases in point, in empirical discourse, would be “There are physical objects”, which is universal and not give-uppable on pain of renouncing epistemic rationality altogether;[footnoteRef:21] or “The Earth has existed for a very long time”, which is central to the development of disciplines such as history or geology, interested in understanding events that took place on the Earth in the past, or even the specific age of the Earth. Whereas “Nobody has ever been on the Moon”, which was a hinge at the time in which OC was composed (1949-1951), is no longer one; or “I have hands” which is a hinge for most people, and yet may cease to be one after an accident. [21:  I have argued for this at length in Coliva (2015).] 

Applied to the religious case, we may then suggest that while “God exists” is a nearly universal and stable hinge across religions, “The Bible is the religious normative authority” is much less universal, and characteristic only of Christianity (if we consider the Bible as composed of both the Old and the New Testament).[footnoteRef:22] Disagreements, such as the one over the nature of Jesus Christ, which occur outside the shared recognition of the same normative source—such as the Bible in the disagreement between the Niceans and Arians discussed in (§2.1)—can be understood through a hinge-theoretic framework. Ultimately, such disagreements revolve around which religious text—whether the Bible or the Qur’an, in this case—is regarded as the most fundamental normative authority. [22:  Of course, here I am over-simplifying. For, at least for Catholics, the Pope is the ultimate source of normative authority. Still, the simplification is useful to characterize the most basic cases of inter-religious disagreement.] 


3. Tradition and conversion vis-à-vis inter-religious disagreement
Can this third kind of religious disagreement be rationally resolved? According to the hinge-theoretic framework we have been utilizing thus far, the answer is in the negative. For, although the most fundamental hinge – “God exists” – is held in common, the source of normative authority is different – the Bible as opposed to the Qur’an. 
This case would somewhat[footnoteRef:23] be similar to the one of two people who, having agreed to split the bill evenly, would both hold that there are physical objects, say, and yet one of them would deny that results reached through the use of a calculator are reliable (or, at least, as reliable as the ones obtained through mental calculation), and would use the latter method in their calculations, and ultimately appeal to it to arbitrate any discrepancy. [23:  Of course, the similarity is only superficial. For, in the arithmetical case, we could find a third method to arbitrate disagreements occurred while utilizing a calculator on the one hand, and mental calculations, on the other.] 

Thus, this third kind of religious disagreement, much like cases of “deep” religious disagreement, cannot be rationally decided. Here too, however, the hinge-theoretic framework proves useful and in keeping with common sense. For, key to the kinds of hinge we hold, for Wittgenstein, is the community from which we “inherit” them. Here’s a telling passage in OC (94, my emphasis):
But I did not get my picture of the world by satisfying myself of its correctness: nor do I have it because I am satisfied of its correctness. No: it is the inherited background against which I distinguish between true and false.
This is particularly evident in the context of religion, where faith is typically grounded in the tradition that has transmitted the hinge determining the source of normative authority in religious matters – Christianity in the case of the Bible, and Islam in the case of the Qur’an. If so, once again only conversion could have one abandon that hinge in favor of a different one. 
Here too, a hinge-theoretic framework is helpful. As Wittgenstein writes in (OC 92, my emphasis):
May someone have telling grounds for believing that the earth has only existed for a short time, say since his own birth?—Suppose he had always been told that,— would he have any good reason to doubt it? … Why should not a king be brought up in the belief that the world began with him? And if Moore and this king were to meet …, could Moore really prove his belief to be the right one? I do not say that Moore could not convert the king to his view, but it would be a conversion of a special kind; the king would be brought to look at the world in a different way. 
That is, for Wittgenstein, the passage from a religious outlook to, in this case, a scientific one, is based on a conversion, in which the normative authority is transferred from priests to scientists, say.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  To contextualize Wittgenstein’s passage in (OC 92), it is important to keep in mind that OC was written before the moon landing. See also (OC 106-107).] 

In the religious context, the source of normative authority is typically inherited from the community to which one belongs. Consequently, any change in this source of authority would require a conversion – a fundamental shift in perspective brought about by adopting a different religious tradition. This is why conversion is often perceived as a betrayal of the community in which one was originally raised, as it entails a departure from the shared beliefs and practices that define that community.
Conversely, if, like hinges, the source of normative authority in religious matters is inherited from a community united by a shared religious perspective, then in the absence of decisive epistemic reasons for or against it, we are justified in adhering to it. In such cases, our loyalty to the community may serve as a compelling pragmatic reason to uphold our inherited religious creed.
Of course, several rational considerations can influence religious conversion. These may include adopting a metaphysical framework more aligned with naturalism, which avoids the need to conceptualize Jesus Christ as both human and divine. Other considerations might involve the nature of religious practices or moral principles associated with the new faith, which may – or may not – better align with one’s broader empirical (including scientific) and moral beliefs. However, rational considerations aren’t always decisive. Conversion can also stem from being profoundly moved by the perspective offered by a different religious tradition or by a sense of belonging to a community unified by an alternative religious creed.
Still, there may be much in common between the two normative sources, and this would make it possible to reach mutual agreement on at least some religious matters, such as that God is omnipotent and omniscient, say, or that there will be an afterlife, and something like a Last Judgement, with punishment for the sinful and reward for the just, etc. 
Thus, we must distinguish inter-religious disagreement from two other types of religious conflict: intratheoretic religious disagreement and deep religious disagreement. As we saw, an example of intratheoretic religious disagreement is the debate between Niceans and Arians regarding the nature of Jesus Christ. In this case, the most fundamental “hinge” and the source of normative authority – i.e., the Bible – are common to both parties. Conversely, deep religious disagreement, such as that between believers and non-believers, arises because no shared foundational hinge exists. While agreement on moral issues (e.g., prioritizing peace among humanity as a common or supreme value) may be possible, no consensus can be reached on religious matters due to the absence of a common normative foundation.
Inter-religious disagreement occupies an intermediate position. Like intratheoretic disagreement, it shares a fundamental hinge – i.e., belief in the existence of God. However, it diverges on a less fundamental hinge, such as whether the Bible or the Qur’an constitutes the source of normative religious authority. As a result, when religious conflicts arise within the scope of these normative authorities, they cannot be resolved by appealing to a deeper shared foundation or to a common source of religious authority.

4. Faith, dogma, and belief
In closing, I would like to mention a few other aspects of Wittgenstein’s thought, in OC and other texts, as developed within contemporary hinge epistemology (especially Coliva 2015, 2022, 2025d), which are quite apt to model faith, dogma and belief.
As is well-known, religious discourse, especially within Christianity, is highly structured and regimented, with a series of dogmas – that is, propositions which are put beyond the very possibility of doubt, on pain of being excommunicated. Here is what Wittgenstein (1980: 28) has to say about Catholic dogma:
[Catholic] dogma is expressed in the form of an assertion, and is unshakable, but at the same time any practical opinion can be made to harmonize with it; admittedly more easily in some cases than in others. It is not a wall setting limits to what can be believed, but more like a brake which, however, practically serves the same purpose; it’s almost as though someone were to attach a weight to your foot to restrict your freedom of movement. This is how dogma becomes irrefutable and beyond the reach of attack.
According to Wittgenstein, then, Catholic dogmas function like hinges, in that they are considered beyond doubt, and any putatively contrary evidence is made to harmonize with them by means of various containment strategies – e.g. by separating the religious sphere from the mundane one and placing the former beyond the reach of attack from considerations pertaining to the latter. 
Another aspect of the belief-hinge dynamic, which is useful to understand the passage from religious belief to religious dogma, as well as several disputes within a given religion, is the fact that, according to Wittgenstein, as we saw in (§2.3), several hinges start out as ordinary empirical beliefs and only in time become hinges. To exemplify a non-religious case: after moving to a new house, one’s home address may not yet be a hinge for one, and yet become so after a period of habituation. That is, if, after such a period, one were consistently mistaken about one’s address, that would be taken as a sign of cognitive impairment, rather than as a mere mistake.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  It is not by chance that questions such as this are raised in the context of testing for Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of dementia.] 

In the religious case, the Trinitarian belief became dogma – and thus turned into a religious hinge, characteristic of several Christian Churches – only after the above-mentioned Council of Nicea. While Arians rejected it altogether, other people of faith, most notably Isaac Newton, still considered it a belief which should not have been turned into a dogma – and therefore into a hinge of at least the main Christian Churches. That is, Newton thought that the doctrine of the Holy Trinity shouldn’t have been constitutive of Christian faith, such that if one didn’t adhere to it, one would automatically fall out of Christian religion (at least in its main veins).[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Of course, Newton was never so explicit about his views regarding the Trinitarian dogma, also due to his public roles in Britain which committed him to conform to the Anglican creed. See Snobelen (1999) for an in-depth discussion of Newton’s religious heresy.] 

Another important aspect of OC which may profitably be applied to religious epistemology is the kind of attitude that, according to Wittgenstein, we bear to hinges. More specifically, for him, our attitude towards hinges is not one of belief, in the sense of an attitude whose input and output conditions are governed by epistemic norms, such as (empirical) evidence and justification.[footnoteRef:27] Hinges, for Wittgenstein, are rather the content of trust (OC 150, 159, 275, 337, 509, 599-600, 672), where trust, in its turn, isn’t equated to trustworthiness – that is, to the determination of whether trust is merited (see Coliva 2025e). “Hinge-trust” – as we might call it – is rather an attitude of unquestioning acceptance of a proposition, which, in many cases of hinges, is inherited from one’s epistemic community.[footnoteRef:28] Likewise, in the religious case, with respect to the fundamental tenets of one’s religion, the attitude practitioners have towards them is precisely one of unquestioning acceptance – that is, an attitude of “hinge-trust”. This also explains why the content of one’s religious faith is typically immune to ordinary epistemic appraisal, by means of amassing contrary empirical evidence, or else coming from a different religious tradition.  [27:  Such a belief attitude is nowadays often referred to in epistemology as j/k-apt belief – that is, belief that is apt to be epistemically justified and to amount to knowledge if also true. By contrast, the term “belief” in ordinary discourse covers a variety of attitudes which go beyond j/k-apt belief and extend to faith, like in the religious case.]  [28:  I think Kusch (2014) may have something like that in mind, when he terms religious beliefs “extraordinary beliefs”. I prefer to use the term “trust” for several reasons. First, because it is more faithful to Wittgenstein’s own terminology in OC. Second, because it avoids giving the impression that religious belief is belief in an extraordinary reality, like belief in Santa Claus, or spiderman, or witches. Rather, religious belief is a form of unquestioning acceptance of the main tenets of one’s religious creed, inherited from one’s community. In this sense, it is no more extraordinary an attitude than the one of trust in the existence of physical objects, or in the long existence of the Earth.] 

In a series of telling passages in OC, Wittgenstein writes (OC 106-107): 
… What reply could I make to the adults of a tribe who believe that people sometimes go to the moon (perhaps that is how they interpret their dreams), and who indeed grant that there are no ordinary means of climbing up to it or flying there? …
Isn’t this altogether like the way one can instruct a child to believe in a God, or that none exists, and it will accordingly be able to produce apparently telling grounds for the one or the other?[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Contrary to Kusch (2014) I am not convinced that Wittgenstein would treat the religious case and the moon case alike. In particular, (OC 106) continues: “But a child will not ordinarily stick to such a belief and will soon be convinced by what we tell him seriously” and in (OC 108), he writes:
But is there then no objective truth? Isn't it true, or false, that someone has been on the moon?" If we are thinking within our system, then it is certain that no one has ever been on the moon. Not merely is nothing of the sort ever seriously reported to us by reasonable people, but our whole system of physics forbids us to believe it. For this demands answers to the questions "How did he overcome the force of gravity?" "How could he live without an atmosphere?" and a thousand others which could not be answered. But suppose that instead of all these answers we met the reply: "We don't know how one gets to the moon, but those who get there know at once that they are there; and even you can't explain everything." We should feel ourselves intellectually very distant from someone who said this.
I have discussed at length the anti-relativist implications of this passage in Coliva (2010, 2015, 2022). However, I do agree with Kusch that the dispute between believers and non-believers and – as I would add – the one between practitioners of different religious creeds, like Christians and Muslims, over certain specific religious matters (such as the divine nature of Jesus Christ), would be cases in point.] 

Finally, it merits note that once religious dogmas are in place and the source of normative authority is established, then religious practitioners can form many “ordinary” religious beliefs – that is, beliefs whose input and output conditions are epistemically governed. For instance, based on the Gospels, Christians believe that Jesus Christ’s resurrection took place three days after his death. Yet, if it turned out that a systematic mistake was made in translating the text from Aramaic (or Greek), and that the resurrection took place after two days, say, this would (or at any rate, ought to) produce a belief-revision, which would have no bearing on the fundamental tenets of Christianity. No new religion would ensue, and no conversion would be needed, just belief-revision considering a recognized mistake, within one’s religious creed. Even less dramatically, if it turned out that the religious belief that there nine choirs of angels is mistaken, that would clearly not disrupt one’s Christian faith. There are also intermediate interesting and controversial cases. For instance, for Catholics it is a matter of “infallible doctrine” – yet not of divine revelation – that priesthood is reserved to men. While holding the opposite has so far been enough to excommunicate one from that Church, it would be interesting to see if, under further societal pressures, Catholicism itself would be open to demoting that hinge – albeit not one as fundamental to Catholicism and Christianity as the divine nature of Jesus Christ – to the role of an “ordinary” religious belief, which may revised in the future.
Thus, a hinge-theoretic framework has the resources to make sense of the Catholic Church’s distinction between “dogmas”, that are divinely revealed and infallibly taught by the Church; “infallible doctrines”, that aren’t divinely revealed, but are infallibly taught by the Church; “non-infallible doctrines”, which are taught by the Church but aren’t infallible; and “theological opinions”, which are compatible with dogmas, and infallible and infallible doctrines, but aren’t taught by the Church. For dogmas would be like de jure – irrevocable – hinges, which cannot be revised, on pain of calling into question Catholicism itself (if not the very intelligibility of theistic religions altogether); “infallible doctrines” would be like de facto hinges, which are subject to revision, if only in exceptional circumstances, and due to new, previously unavailable evidence (whether epistemic or societal, say); “non-infallible doctrines” and “theological opinions”, in contrast, would amount to more or less evidentially supported “ordinary” (religious) beliefs, which are more or less routinely revisable on the basis of evidence.

5. Conclusions
By applying a hinge-epistemology framework to the case of religious disagreement, we have been able to identify three main kinds of it: intra-theoretic, inter-theoretic and deep. We have seen how only the first kind of religious disagreement is liable to rational resolution, at least in principle. By contrast, the other two aren’t, either because they don’t share the fundamental hinge – “God exists” – and the questions and evidence they bring to bear onto reality are mutually exclusive and ultimately question-begging against the opponent; or else, because while agreeing on God’s existence, they disagree over the source of religious normative authority – e.g. the Bible contra the Qur’an. We have seen how, in this last case of inter-religious disagreement, a hinge-theoretic framework can make sense of the ineliminable role of tradition in the transmission and maintenance of a specific religious creed. Conversely, we have seen how in this case, like in the one of deep disagreement between religious believers and non-believers, only conversion can bring about a change in view, with the characteristic phenomenology of betrayal of the original religious community which had imparted one’s initial religion and of allegiance to a new one. Additionally, we have briefly examined how a hinge-theoretic framework can clarify the distinction between religious dogma, “infallible” and “infallible doctrines,” and “theological opinions.” Finally, we have explored the role of faith—understood as “hinge trust,” or an unquestioning acceptance—that practitioners exhibit toward the fundamental tenets of their religion and the community from which they have inherited their beliefs or to which they pledge allegiance upon conversion.
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