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Belief in God is the heart and center of the Christian religion — as it is 
of Judaism and Islam. Of course Christians may disagree, at least in em-
phasis, as to how to think of God; for example, some may emphasize 
his hatred of sin; others, his love of his creatures. Furthermore, one may 
find, even among professedly Christian theologians, supersophisticates who 
proclaim the liberation of Christianity from belief in God, seeking to replace 
it by trust in "Being itself" or the "Ground of Being" or some such thing. 
It remains true, however, that belief in God is the foundation of Christianity. 

In this essay I want to discuss a connected constellation of ques-
tions: Does the believer-in-God accept the existence of God by faith? Is 
belief in God contrary to reason, unreasonable, irrational? Must one have 
evidence to be rational or reasonable in believing in God? Suppose belief 
in God is not rational; does that matter? And what about proofs of God's 
existence? Many Reformed or Calvinist thinkers and theologians have taken 
a jaundiced view of natural theology, thought of as the attempt to give 
proofs or arguments for the existence of God; are they right? What under-
lies this hostility to an undertaking that, on the surface, at least, looks 
perfectly harmless and possibly useful? These are some of the questions 
I propose to discuss. They fall under the general rubric faith and reason, 
if a general rubric is required. I believe Reformed or Calvinist thinkers 
have had important things to say on these topics and that their fundamen-
tal insights here are correct. What they say, however, has been for the most 
part unclear, ill-focused, and unduly inexplicit. I shall try to remedy these 
ills; I shall try to state and clearly develop their insight; and I shall try 
to connect these insights with more general epistemological considerations. 

Like the Missouri River, what I have to say is best seen as the con-
fluence of three streams—streams of clear and limpid thought, I hasten 
to add, rather than turbid, muddy water. These three streams of thought 
are first, reflection on the evidentialist objection to theistic belief, accord-
ing to which belief in God is unreasonable or irrational because there is 
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insufficient evidence for it; second, reflection on the Thcmistic concep-
tion of faith and reason; and third, reflection on the Reformed rejection 
to natural theology. In Part I I shall explore the evidentialist objection, 
trying to see more clearly just what it involves and what it presupposes. 
Part II will begin with a brief look at Thomas Aquinas' views on faith 
and knowledge; I shall argue that the evidentialist objection and the Thomis-
tic conception of faith and knowledge can be traced back to a common 
root in classical foundationalism —a pervasive and widely accepted pic-
ture or total way of looking at faith, knowledge, belief, rationality, and 
allied topics. I shall try to characterize this picture in a revealing way and 
then go on to argue that classical foundationalism is both false and self-
referentially incoherent; it should therefore be summarily rejected. In Part 
III I shall explore the Reformed rejection of natural theology; I will argue 
that it is best understood as an implicit rejection of classical foundation-
alism in favor of the view that belief in God is properly basic. What the 
Reformers meant to hold is that it is entirely right, rational, reasonable, 
and proper to believe in God without any evidence or argument at all; 
in this respect belief in God resembles belief in the past, in the existence 
of other persons, and in the existence of material objects. I shall try to 
state and clearly articulate this claim and in Part IV to defend it against 
objections. 

The attentive reader may note two styles of print: large and small. 
The main lines of the argument are to be found in the large print, where 
technicalities and side issues will be kept to a minimum. The sections in 
small print will amplify, qualify, and add detail. I hope what I have to 
say will be of use to the philosophical and theological neophyte as well 
as to those with more training and experience. Readers interested just in 
the main line of argument are invited to skip the sections in small print; 
readers who find the large print too cursory and simplistic are invited to 
consult the small. 

PART I: THE EVIDENTIALIST 
OBJECTION TO BELIEF IN GOD 

My first topic, then, is the evidentialist objection to theistic belief. 
Many philosophers— W. K. Clifford,' Brand Blanshard,2  Bertrand Rus-
sell,' Michael Scriven,4  and Anthony Flew,' to name a few—have argued 
that belief in God is irrational or unreasonable or not rationally accept-
able or intellectually irresponsible or somehow noetically below par be-
cause, as they say, there is insufficient evidence for it. Bertrand Russell 
was once asked what he would say if, after dying, he were brought into 
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the presence of God and asked why he had not been a believer. Russell's 
reply: "I'd say 'Not enough evidence God! Not enough evidence!"'6  We 
may have our doubts as to just how that sort of response would be re-
ceived; but Russell, like many others, held that theistic belief is unreason-
able because there is insufficient evidence for it. 

A. How Shall We Construe "Theistic Belief"? 

But how shall we construe "theistic belief" here? I have been speak-
ing of "belief in God"; but this is not entirely accurate. For the subject 
under discussion is not really the rational acceptability of belief in God, 
but the rationality of belief that God exists—that there is such a person 
as God. And belief in God is not at all the same thing as belief that there 
is such a person as God. To believe that God exists is simply to accept 
as true a certain proposition: perhaps the proposition that there is a per-
sonal being who has created the world, who has no beginning, and who 
is perfect in wisdom, justice, knowledge, and power. According to the book 
of James, the devils do that, and they tremble. The devils do not believe 
in God, however; for belief in God is quite another matter. One who re-
peats the words of the Apostles' Creed "I believe in God the Father Al-
mighty, ..." and means what he says is not simply announcing the fact 
that he accepts a certain proposition as true; much more is involved than 
that. Belief in God means trusting God, accepting God, accepting his pur-
poses, committing one's life to him and living in his presence. To the be-
liever the entire world speaks of God. Great mountains, surging ocean, 
verdant forests, blue sky and bright sunshine, friends and family, love in 
its many forms and various manifestations—the believer sees these things 
and many more as gifts from God. The universe thus takes on a personal 
cast for him; the fundamental truth about reality is truth about a person. 
So believing in God is indeed more than accepting the proposition that 
God exists. But if it is more than that, it is also at least that. One cannot 
sensibly believe in God and thank him for the mountains without believ-
ing that there is such â person to be thanked and that he is in some way 
responsible for the mountains. Nor can one trust in God and commit one-
self to him without believing that he exists; as the author of Hebrews says, 
"He who would come to God must believe that he is and that he is a re-
warder of those who seek him." (Heb. 11:6) 

So belief in God must be distinguished from the belief that God 
exists. Having made this distinction, however, I shall ignore it for the most 
part, using "belief in God" as a synonym for "belief that there is such 
a person as God." The question I want to address, therefore, is the ques- 
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tion whether belief in God—belief in the existence of God — is rationally 
acceptable. But what is it to believe or assert that God exists? Just which 
belief is it into the rational acceptability of which I propose to inquire? 
Which God do I mean to speak of? The answer, in brief, is: the God 
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; the God of Jewish and Christian revela-
tion: the God of the Bible. 

To believe that God exists, therefore, is first of all to hold a belief 
of a certain sort—an existential belief. To assert that God exists is to make 
an assertion of a certain sort — an existential assertion. It is to answer at 
the most basic level the ontological question "What is there?" This may 
seem excessively obvious. I would not so much as mention it, were it not 
for the fact that some philosophers and theologians seem to disagree. Oddly 
enough, they seem to use the phrase "belief in God" and even "belief that 
God exists" in such a way that to believe in God is not to hold any such 
existential beliefs at all. Much of what Rudolph Bultmann says, for exam-
ple, seems to suggest that to believe in God is not at all to believe that 
there exists a being of a certain sort. Instead, it is to adopt a certain at-
titude or policy, or to make a kind of resolve: the resolve, perhaps, to 
accept and embrace one's finitude, giving up the futile attempt to build 
hedges and walls against guilt, failure, and death. And according to the 
philosopher Richard Braithwaite, a religious assertion is "the assertion of 
an intention to carry out a certain behavioral policy, subsumable under 
a sufficiently general principle to be a moral one, together with the im-
plicit statement, but not necessarily the assertion, of certain stories."' But 
then it looks as if according to Braithwaite when the Christian asserts 
"I believe in God the Father Almighty" he is not, contrary to appearances, 
asserting that he believes that there exists a being of a certain kind; instead 
he is asserting that he intends to carry out a certain behavioral policy. 
As I use the phrase "belief in God," however, that phrase denotes a belief, 
not a resolve or the adoption of a policy. And the assertion that God exists 
is an existential assertion, not the assertion of an intention to carry out 
a certain policy, behavioral or otherwise. To believe or assert that God 
exists is to believe or assert that there exists a being of a certain very spe-
cial sort. 

What sort? Some conte' ipora:y theologians, under the baneful in-
fluence of Kant, apparently ,old that the name "God," as used by Chris-
tians and others, denotes an idea, or a concept, or a mental construct 
of some kind. The American theologian Gordon Kaufman, for example, 
claims that the word 'God' "raises special problems of meaning because 
it is a noun which by definition refers to a reality transcendent of and 
thus not locatable within experience."e In a striking echo of one of Kant's 
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famous distinctions, Kaufman distinguishes what he calls the "real refer-
ent" of the term "God" from what he calls "the available referent": 

The real referent for "God" is never accessible to us or in any way 
open to our observation or experience. It must remain always an 
unknown X, a mere limiting idea with no content.9  

For all practical purposes, it is the available referent—a par-
ticular imaginative construct—that bears significantly on human life 
and thought. It is the "available God" whom we have in mind when 
we worship or pray; ... it is the available God in terms of which 
we speak and think whenever we use the word "God." In this sense 
"God" denotes for all practical purposes what is essentially a mental 
or imaginative construct. 10  

Professor John Hick makes a similar suggestion; in his inaugural address 
at the Claremont School of Theology he suggested that when Christians 
speak to God, they are speaking of a certain image, or mental construc-
tion, or imaginative creation of some sort. 

Now these are puzzling suggestions. If it is Kaufman's "available 
referent" "in terms of which we speak whenever we use the word `God'," 
and if the available referent is a mental or imaginative construct, then 
presumably when we say "there is a God" or "God exists" we are affirming 
the existence of a certain kind of mental or imaginative construct. But 
surely we are not. And when Christians say that God has created the world, 
for example, are they really claiming that an image or imaginative con-
struct, whatever precisely that may be, has created the world? That seems 
at best preposterous. In any event, the belief I mean to identify and discuss 
is not the belief that there exists some sort of imaginative construct or 
mental construction or anything of the sort. It is instead the belief, first, 
that there exists a person of a certain sort — a being who acts, holds beliefs, 
and has aims and purposes. This person, secondly, is immaterial, exists 
a se, is perfect in goodness, knowledge, and power, and is such that the 
world depends on him for its existence. 

B. Objections to Theistic Belief 

Now many objections have been put forward to belief in God. First, 
there is the claim that as a matter of fact there is no such thing as belief 
in God, because the sentence "God exists" is, strictly speaking, nonsense." 
This is the positivists' contention that such sentences as "God exists" are 
unverifiable and hence "cognitively meaningless" (to use their charming 
phrase), in which case they altogether fail to express propositions. On this 
view those who claim to believe in God are in the pitiable position of 
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claiming to believe a proposition that as a matter of fact does not so much 
as exist. This objection, fortunately, has retreated into the obscurity it 
so richly deserves, and I shall say no more about it.12  

Second, there is the claim that belief in God is internally inconsistent 
in that it is impossible, in the broadly logical sense, that there be any such 
person as theists say God is. For example, theists say that God is a person 
who has no body but nonetheless acts in the world; some philosophers 
have retorted that the idea of a bodiless person is impossible, and the 
idea of a bodiless person acting is obviously impossible. Some versions 
of some of these objections are of great interest, but I do not propose 
to discuss them here. Let me just record my opinion that none of them 
is at all compelling; so far as I can see, the concept of God is perfectly 
coherent. Third, some critics have urged that the existence of God is in-
compatible with other beliefs that are plainly true and typically accepted 
by theists. The most widely urged objection to theistic belief, the deduc-
tive argument from evil, falls into this category. According to this objec-
tion the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient, and wholly good God 
is logically incompatible with the presence of evil in the world—a presence 
conceded and indeed insisted upon by theists." For their part, theists have 
argued that there is no inconsistency here;14  and I think the present con-
sensus, even among those who urge some form of the argument from evil, 
is that the deductive form of the argument from evil is unsuccessful. 

More recently, philosophers have claimed that the existence of God, 
while perhaps not inconsistent with the existence of the amount and kinds 
of evil we actually find, is at any rate unlikely or improbable with respect 
to it; that is, the probability of God's existence with respect to evil is less 
than that of its denial with respect to evil. Hence the existence of God 
is improbable with respect to what we know. But if theistic belief is im-
probable with respect to what we know, then, so goes the claim, it is irra-
tional or intellectually improper to accept it. Although this objection — 
the probabilistic argument from evil — is not of central concern here, it 
bears an interesting relation to one of my main topics—the question whether 
belief in God is properly basic. So suppose we briefly examine it. The 
objector claims that 

(1) God is the omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good creator of the 
world 

is improbable or unlikely with respect to the amounts and varieties of 
evil we find in the world. Perhaps some of the evil is necessary to achieve 
certain good states of affairs, but there is so much evil, much of which 
seems, on the face of things, utterly gratuitous. The objector claims, there-
fore, that (1) is improbable or unlikely, given 
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(2) There are 1013  turps of evil 

where the turp is the basic unit of evil—equal, as you may have guessed, 
to 1/1013  (the evil in the actual world). 

The burden of the free-will defense is that it is possible that it was not within 
God's power to create a world containing as much good as the actual world con-
tains but fewer than 1013  turps of evil—and this even if God is omniscient and 
omnipotent. That is, it could be that 

(3) God is the omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good creator of the world, 
and it was not within his power to create a world containing more good 
than the actual world contains but fewer than 1013  turps of evil. 

Let us suppose, for the moment, that (3) is indeed possible. It is a familiar theorem 
of the probability calculus that 

(4) If A entails B and B is improbable on C, then A is improbable on C 

Hence if (1) is improbable or unlikely on (2), then (3) is improbable on (2). The 
objector is therefore committed to supposing that (3) is unlikely or improbable on (2). 

Now I have argued elsewhere 13  that it is quite implausible to suppose (3) un-
likely or improbable given the truth of (2), and hence implausible to suppose that 
(1) is improbable on (2). Call this response to the objector "the low-road reply." 
Here I want to pursue instead the high-road reply. 

Suppose we stipulate for purposes of argument that (1) is in fact 
improbable on (2). Let us agree that it is unlikely, given the existence of 
1013  turps of evil, that the world has been created by a God who is perfect 
in power, knowledge, and goodness. What is supposed to follow from that? 
How is this to be construed as an objection to theistic belief? How does 
the argument go from there? It does not follow, of course, that theism 
is false. Nor does it follow that one who accepts both (1) and (2) (and, 
lei- us—add, recognizes that (1) is improbable with respect to (2)) has an 
irrational system of beliefs or is in any way guilty of noetic impropriety. 
For it could be, obviously enough, that (1) is improbable with respect to 
(2) but probable with respect to something else we know. I might know, 
for example, both that 

(5) Feike is a Frisian, and 9 out of 10 Frisians cannot swim, 

and 

(6) Feike is a Frisian lifeguard, and 99 out of 100 Frisian lifeguards 
can swim; 

it is plausible to hold that 
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(7) Feike can swim 

is probable with respect to (6) but improbable with respect to (5). If, fur-
thermore, (5) and (6) are all we know about Feike's swimming ability, then 
the view that he can swim is epistemically more acceptable for us than 
the view that he cannot—even though we know something with respect 
to which the former is improbable. 

Indeed, we might very well know both (5) and (7); we might very 
well know a pair of propositions A -arid B such that A is improbable on 
B. So even if it were a fact that (2) is evidence against (1) or that (1) is 
improbable on (2), that fact would not be of much consequence. But then 
how can this objection be developed? How can the objector proceed? 

Presumably what he means to hold is that (1) is improbable, not 
just on (2) but on some appropriate body of total evidence—perhaps all 
the evidence the theist has, or perhaps the body of evidence he is rationally 
obliged to have. The objector must be supposing that there is a relevant 
body of total evidence here, a body of evidence that includes (2); and his 
claim is that (1) is improbable with respect to this relevant body of total 
evidence. 

Suppose we step back a moment and reconsider the overall structure 
of the probabilistic argument. The objector's claim is that the theist is 
irrational in accepting belief in God because it is improbable with respect 
to (2), the proposition that there are 1013  turps of evil—a proposition whose 
truth the theist acknowledges. As we have seen, however, even if the exis-
tence of God is improbable with respect to (2), that fact is utterly insuffi-
cient for demonstrating irrationality in the theist's structure of beliefs; 
there may be many propositions A and B such that even though A is im-
probable on B, we can nonetheless accept both in perfect propriety. What 
the objector must be supposing, then, is something like this. For any theist 
T you pick, there is a set of propositions T, that constitute his total evi-
dence; and now for any proposition A the theist accepts, he is rational 
in accepting A only if A is not improbable with respect to T,. And the 
objector's claim is that the existence of God is improbable with respect 
to TS  for any (or nearly any) theist. 

Suppose we say that T, is the theist's evidential set. This is the set 
of propositions to which, as we might put it, his beliefs are responsible. 
A belief is rationally acceptable for him only if it is not improbable with 
respect to Tom.  Now so far we have not been told what sorti of proposi-
tions are to be found in TS. Perhaps these are the propositions the theist 
knows to be true, or perhaps the largest subset of his beliefs that he can 
rationally accept without evidence from other propositions, or perhaps 
the set of propositions he knows immediately—knows, but does not know 
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on the basis of other propositions. However exactly we characterize this 
set Ts, the presently pressing question is this: Why cannot belief in God 
be itself a member of TS? Perhaps for the theist — for some theists, at any 
rate—belief in God is a member of T,, in which case it obviously will 
not be improbable with respect to T. Perhaps the theist is entirely within 
his epistemic rights in starting from belie_ f in God, taking that proposition 
to be one of the ones probability with respect to which determines the 
rational propriety of other beliefs he holds. If so, the fact, if it is a fact, 
that theistic belief is improbable with respect to the existence of evil does 
not even begin to show that the theist is irrational in accepting it. The 
high-road reply to the probabilistic argument from evil, therefore, leads 
directly to one of the questions I am fundamentally concerned with: What 
sorts of beliefs, if any, is it rational or reasonable to start from? Which 
beliefs are such that one may properly accept them without evidence, that 
is, without the evidential support of other beliefs? One who offers the 
probabilistic argument from evil simply assumes that belief in God does 
not have that status; but perhaps he is mistaken. 

C. The Evidentialist Objection Stated 

Now suppose we turn explicit attention to the evidentialist objec-
tion. Many philosophers have endorsed the idea that the strength of one's 
belief ought always to be proportional to the strength of the evidence for 
that belief. Thus, according to John Locke a mark of the rational person 
ís the not entertaining any proposition with greater assurance than the 
proofs it is built upon will warrant." According to David Hume "A wise 
man ... proportions his belief to the evidence." In the nineteenth century 
we have W. K. Clifford, that "delicious enfant terrible" as William James 
calls him, insisting that it is wicked, immoral, monstrous, and maybe even 
impolite to accept a belief for which you do not have sufficient evidence: 

Whoso would deserve well of his fellows in this matter will guard 
the purity of his belief with a very fanaticism of jealous care, lest 
at any time it should rest on an unworthy object, and catch a stain 
which can never be wiped away.16  

He adds that if a 

belief has been accepted on insufficient evidence, the pleasure is a 
stolen one. Not only does it deceive ourselves by giving us a sense 
of power which we do not really possess, but it is sinful, because 
it is stolen in defiance of our duty to mankind. That duty is to guard 
ourselves from such beliefs as from a pestilence, which may shortly 
master our body and spread to the rest of the town. (184) 
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And finally: 

To sum up: it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone to believe 
anything upon insufficient evidence. (186) 

(It is not hard to detect, in these quotations, the "tone of robustious pa-
thos" with which James credits him.) Clifford, of course, held that one 
who accepts belief in God does accept that belief on insufficient evidence 
and has therefore defied his duty to mankind. More recently, Bertrand 
Russell has endorsed the same idea: "Give to any hypothesis which is worth 
your while to consider," he says, "just that degree of credence which the 
evidence warrants"; and in his view the evidence warrants no credence in 
the existence of God. 

1. A. Flew: The Presumption of Atheism 

Still more recently Anthony Flew has commended what he calls Clif-
ford's "luminous and compulsive essay" (perhaps "compulsive" here is to 
be understood as "compelling"); and Flew goes on to claim that there is, 
in his words, a "presumption of atheism." What is a presumption of athe-
ism, and why should we think there is one? Flew puts it as follows: 

What I want to examine is the contention that the debate about the 
existence of God should properly begin from the presumption of 
atheism, that the onus of proof must lie upon the theist. 

The word `atheism,' however, has in this contention to be con-
strued unusually. Whereas nowadays the usual meaning of `atheist' 
in English is `someone who asserts there is no such being as God,' 
I want the word to be understood not positively but negatively. I 
want the original Greek preface 'a' to be read in the same way in 
`atheist' as it is customarily read in such other Greco-English words 
as `amoral,' `atypical,' and `asymmetrical.' In this interpretation an 
atheist becomes: not someone who positively asserts the non-existence 
of God; but someone who is simply not a theist.'? y  

What the protagonist of my presumption of atheism wants 
to show is that the debate about the existence of God ought to be 
conducted in a particular way, and that the issue should be seen in 
a certain perspective. His thesis about the onus of proof involves 
that it is up to the theist: first to introduce and to defend his pro-
posed concept of God; and second, to provide sufficient reason for 
believing that this concept of his does in fact have an application. 
(14-15) 
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How shall we understand this? What does it mean, for example, 
to say that the debate "should properly begin from the presumption of 
atheism?” What sorts of things do debates begin from, and what is it for 
one to begin from such a thing? Perhaps Flew means something like this: 
to speak of where a debate should begin is to speak of the sorts of premises 
to which the affirmative and negative sides can properly appeal in arguing 
their cases. Suppose you and I are debating the question whether, say, 
the United States has a right to seize Mideast oil fields if the OPEC coun-
tries refuse to sell us oil at what we think is a fair price. I take the affir-
mative and produce for my conclusion an argument one of whose prem-
ises is the proposition that the United States has indeed a right to seize 
these oil fields under those conditions. Doubtless that maneuver would 
earn me few points. Similarly, a debate about the existence of God cannot 
sensibly start from the assumption that God does indeed exist. That is 
to say, the affirmative cannot properly appeal, in its arguments, to such 
premises as that there is such a person as God; if she could, she would 
have much too easy a time of it. So in this sense of "start" Flew is quite 
right: the debate cannot start from the assumption that God exists. 

Of course, it is also true that the debate cannot start from the assump-
tion that God does not exist; using "atheism" in its ordinary sense, there 
is equally a presumption of aatheism. So it looks as if there is in Flew's 
sense a presumption of atheism, alright, but in that same sense an equal 
presumption of aatheism. If this is what Flew means, then what he says 
is entirely correct, if something of a truism. 

In other passages, however, Flew seems to understand the presump-
tion of atheism in quite a different fashion: 

It is by reference to this inescapable demand for grounds that the 
presumption of atheism is justified. If it is to be established that 
there is a God, then we have to have good grounds for believing that 
this is indeed so. Until or unless some such grounds are produced 
we have literally no reason at all for believing; and in that situation 
the only reasonable posture must be that of either the negative atheist 
or the agnostic. (22) 

Here we have a claim much more contentious than the mere suggestion 
that a debate about the existence of God ought not to start from the assump-
tion that indeed there is such a person as God; here Flew is claiming that 
it is irrational or unreasonable to accept theistic belief in the absence of 
arguments or evidence for the existence of God. That is, Flew claims that 
if we know of no propositions that serve as evidence for God's existence, 
then we cannot rationally believe in God. And of course Flew, along with 
Russell, Clifford, and many others, holds that in fact there are not suffi- 
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cient grounds or evidence for belief in God. Flew, therefore, seems to en-
dorse the following two principles: 

(8) It is irrational or unreasonable to accept theistic belief in the 
absence of sufficient evidence or reasons 

and 

(9) We have no evidence or at any rate not sufficient evidence for 
the proposition that God exists. 

2. M. Scriven: Atheism Is Obligatory in the Absence of Evidence. 

According to Michael Scriven, if the arguments for God's existence 
fail, then the only rational posture is not merely not believing in God; 
it is atheism, the belief that there is no God. Speaking of the theistic proofs, 
he says, "It will now be shown that if they fail, there is no alternative 
to atheism."18  He goes on to say: "we need not have a proof that God -2  
does not exist in order to justify atheism. Atheism is obligatory in the 
absence of any evidence for God's existence.... The proper alternative, 
where there is no evidence, is not mere suspension of belief, e.g., about 
Santa Claus; it is disbelief". (103) But Scriven's claim seems totally arbi-
trary. He holds that if the arguments for God's existence fail and the 
arguments against God's existence also fail, then atheism is rationally 
obligatory. If you have no evidence for the existence of God, then you 
are rationally obliged to believe there is no God—whether or not you have 
any evidence against the existence of God. The first thing to note, then, 
is that Scriven is not treating 

(10) God exists 
and 

(11) God does not exist 

in the same way. He claims that if there is no evidence for (10), then the 
only rational course is to believe its denial, namely (11). But of course 
he does not propose the same treatment for (11); he does not suggest that 
if there is no evidence for (11), then we are rationally obliged to believe 
its denial, namely (10). (If he did propose that (11) should be treated like 
(10), then he would be committed to supposing that if we had no evidence 
either way, the rational thing to do would be to believe the denial of (10), 
namely (11), and also the denial of (11), namely (10).) Why then does he 
propose this lack of parity between (10) and (11)? What is the justification 
for treating these propositions so differently? Could not the theist just 
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as sensibly say, "If the arguments for atheism fail and there is no evidence 
for (11), then theism is rationally obligatory"? Scriven's claim, initially 
at any rate, looks like a piece of merely arbitrary intellectual imperialism. 

Scriven speaks of obligations, duties, with respect to belief: in the absence 
of evidence, he says, atheism is obligatory. What sorts of principles of epistemic 
obligation underlie this claim? Obviously we cannot sensibly hold that for any 
proposition A, if S has no evidence for A, then S is rationally obliged to believe 
—A; for then if S has no evidence for A and also none for — A, S will be obliged 
to believe both A and A. Some of what Scriven says suggests that it is just 
existential propositions with respect to which S is obliged to toe this very demand-
ing line: 

Recalling that to get even a little evidential support for the existence 
of a Being with supernatural powers will require that that little be of very 
high quality (little' does not mean `dubious'), we see that the failure of all 
the arguments, i.e., of all the evidence, will make even agnosticism in the 
wide sense an indefensible exaggeration of the evidential support. (105) 

He then adds, via a footnote: 

Technical note: attempts to formulate the general principle of evidence in-
volved here have usually run into difficulties related to those made familiar 
in the paradoxes of confirmation. For example, negative existential hypothe-
ses in natural language can be supported by the failure of proofs of their 
contradictories; but positive existential hypotheses are not made plausible 
by the failure of disproofs of their denials. (105) 

Perhaps the last sentence is the key: Scriven believes that positive existential hy-
potheses have a very different standing from negative existential hypotheses. In 
the absence of evidence, he seems to think, one is obliged to believe the denial 
of a positive existential hypothesis, whereas of course the same does not hold 
for negative existential hypotheses. It is hard to see any reason for thus discriminat-
ing against positive existential hypotheses—why should they be thought of as less 
credible, ab initio, than negative existential hypotheses? Indeed, according to Car-
nap and many of his followers, universal propositions have an a priori probability 
of zero; since the negative existential — (3x)Fx is equivalent to a universal proposi-
tion ((x) — Fx), it too would have an a priori probability of zero, so that its positive 
existential denial would have an a priori probability of 1.19  Now it is no doubt 
a bit excessive to claim that the a priori credibility of positive existential proposi-
tions is 1, but is there any reason to suppose that in the absence of evidence either 
way, negative existentials have a stronger claim on us than positive existentials? 
It is at the least very hard to see what such reason might be. 

In any event Scriven's suggestion is entirely unsuccessful. Consider 

(12) There is at least one human being that was not created by God. 

It is a necessary truth that 
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(13) If God exists, then God has created all the human beings there are. 

(If you think (13) is not necessary, then replace "God" in (12) and (13) by "the 
being who is identical with God and has created all the human beings there are.") 
(12) is a positive existential proposition; hence on Scriven's suggestion we ought 
to believe its denial unless we have evidence for it. Hence if the arguments for 
(12) fail, we should accept its denial. But any argument for (12), given the necessity 
of (13), can be transformed into an argument for the nonexistence of God—an 
argument which is successful if the original argument for (11) is. So if the argu-
ments for the nonexistence of God fail, then so do the arguments for (12). But, 
by Scriven's principle, if the arguments for (12) fail, we are rationally obliged to 
believe its denial, that is, 

(14) Every human being has been created by God. 

On this principle, therefore, if the arguments against the existence of God fail, 
we are rationally obliged to believe that every human being has been created by 
God; and if both the arguments for and the arguments against the existence of 
God fail, then we are obliged to believe both that God does not exist and that 
we have all been created by him. No doubt Scriven would view this as an unsatis-
factory result. 

Scriven's extravagant claim, then, does not look at all promising. 
Let us therefore return to the more moderate evidentialist position encap-
sulated by 

(8) It is irrational or unreasonable to accept theistic belief in the 
absence of sufficient evidence or reasons 

and 

(9) There is no evidence or at any rate not sufficient evidence for 
the proposition that God exists. 

3. The Evidentialist Objection and Intellectual Obligation 

Now (9) is a strong claim. What about the various arguments that 
have been proposed for the existence of God — the traditional cosmologi-
cal and teleological arguments for example? What about the versions of 
the moral argument as developed, for example, by A. E. Taylor and more 
recently by Robert Adams? What about the broadly inductive or probabi-
listic arguments developed by E R. Tennant, C. S. Lewis, E. L. Mascall, 
Basil Mitchell, Richard Swinburne, and others? What about the ontologi-
cal argument in its contemporary versions?20  Do none of these provide 
evidence? Notice: the question is not whether these arguments, taken sin-
gly or in combinations, constitute proofs of God's existence; no doubt 
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they do not. The question is only whether someone might be rationally 
justified in believing in the existence of God on the basis of the alleged 
evidence offered by them; and that is a radically different question. 

At present, however, I am interested in the objector's other premise 
—the claim that it is irrational or unreasonable to accept theistic belief 
in the absence of evidence or reasons. Why suppose that is true? Why 
should we think a theist must have evidence, or reason to think there is 
evidence, if he is not to be irrational? Why not suppose, instead, that he 
is entirely within his epistemic rights in believing in God's existence even 
if he has no argument or evidence at all? This is what I want to investigate. 
Suppose we begin by asking what the objector means by describing a be-
lief as irrational. What is the force of his claim that theistic belief is irra-
tional, and how is it to be understood? The first thing to see is that this 
objection is rooted in a normative view. It lays down conditions that must 
be met by anyone whose system of beliefs is rational, and here "rational" 
is to be taken as a normative or evaluative term. According to the objector 
there is a right way and a wrong way with respect to belief. People have 
responsibilities, duties, and obligations with respect to their believings just 
as with respect to their actions, or if we think believings are a kind of 
action, their other actions. Professor Brand Blanshard puts this clearly: 

everywhere and always belief has an ethical aspect. There is such 
a thing as a general ethics of the intellect. The main principle of 
that ethic I hold to be the same inside and outside religion. This 
principle is simple and sweeping: Equate your assent to the evidence.21  

and according to Michael Scriven 

Now even belief in something for which there is no evidence, i.e., 
a belief which goes beyond the evidence, although a lesser sin than 
belief in something which is contrary to well-established laws, is plainly 
irrational in that it simply amounts to attaching belief where it is 
not justified. So the proper alternative, when there is no evidence, 
is not mere suspension of belief, e.g., about Santa Claus; it is dis-
belief. It most certainly is not faith.22  

Perhaps this sort of obligation is really just a special case of a more gen-
eral moral obligation; perhaps, on the other hand, it is unique and sui 
generis. In any event, says the objector, there are such obligations: to con-
form to them is to be rational and to go against them is to be irrational. 

Now here what the objector says seems plausible; there do seem to 
be duties and obligations with respect to belief, or at any rate in the gen-
eral neighborhood of belief. One's own welfare and that of others some-
times depends on what one believes. If we are descending the Grand Teton 
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and I am setting the anchor for the 120-foot rappel into the Upper Saddle, 
I have an obligation to form such beliefs as this anchor point is solid only 
after careful scrutiny and testing. One commissioned to gather intelligence 
—the spies Joshua sent into Canaan, for example—has an obligation to 
get it right. I have an obligation with respect to the belief that Justin Mar-
tyr was a Greek apologist—an obligation arising from the fact that I teach 
medieval philosophy, must make a declaration on this issue, and am obliged 
not to mislead my students here. The precise nature of these obligations 
may be hard to specify: What exactly is my obligation here? Am I obliged 
to believe that Justin Martyr was a Greek apologist if and only if Justin 
Martyr was a Greek apologist? Or to form a belief on this topic only 
after the appropriate amount of checking and investigating? Or maybe 
just to tell the students the truth about it, whatever I myself believe in 
the privacy of my own study? Or to tell them what is generally thought 
by those who should know? In the rappel case, do I have a duty to believe 
that the anchor point is solid if and only if it is? Or only only if it is? 
Or just to check carefully before forming the belief? Or perhaps there 
is no obligation to believe at all, but instead an obligation to act on a 
certain belief only after appropriate investigation. In any event, it seems 
plausible to hold that there are obligations and norms with respect to be-
lief, and I do not intend to contest this assumption. 

These duties or obligations with respect to belief—call them "intellectual 
duties"—may assume a wide variety of forms. There may be duties with respect 
to acquiring belief; perhaps there are ways of acquiring belief such that one is 
rationally obliged to try not to acquire belief in those ways. There may be duties 
pertaining to the sustaining of a belief; perhaps there are conditions under which 
one is obliged to try to maintain a belief, other circumstances in which one ought 
to be willing to consider giving it up, and still others in which one's epistemic 
duty is to try to divest oneself of it. There may be other sorts of epistemic duties: 
duties having to do with the strength of belief, with one's openness to the influence 
of one's elders and betters, and the like. 

Furthermore, these duties can be understood in several ways. First, we could 
construe them teleologically; we could adopt an intellectual utilitarianism. Here 
the rough idea is that our intellectual obligations arise out of a connection be-
tween our beliefs and what is intrinsically good and intrinsically bad; and our 
intellectual obligations are just special cases of the general obligation so to act 
as to maximize good and minimize evil. Perhaps this is how W. K. Clifford thinks 
of the matter. If people accepted such propositions as this DC10 is airworthy when 
the evidence is insufficient, the consequences could be disastrous; so perhaps some 
of us, at any rate, have an obligation to believe that proposition only in the pres-
ence of adequate evidence. The intellectual utilitarian could be an ideal utilitarian; 
he could hold that certain epistemic states are intrinsically valuable—knowledge, 
perhaps, or believing the truth, or a skeptical and judicial temper that is not blown 
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about by every wind of doctrine. Among our duties, then, is a duty to try to bring 
about these valuable states of affairs. Perhaps this is how Professor Chisholm 
is to be understood when he says: 

Let us consider the concept of what might be called an "intellectual require-
ment." We may assume that every person is subject to a purely intellectual 
requirement: that of trying his best to bring it about that, for every proposi-
tion that he considers, he accepts it if and only if it is true.23  

Of course a person could fulfill this obligation just by trying to bring it about 
that he considered only a few utterly obvious propositions; he might ask his friends, 
perhaps never to mention to him any but the most obvious truths—truths of ele-
mentary arithmetic, for example. Presumably something must be said about a 
willingness to consider many propositions and many different kinds of proposi-
tions. But that there is something like the obligation Chisholm mentions is surely 
plausible. 

Second, we could construe intellectual obligations aretaically; the objector 
could adopt what Professor Frankena calls a "mixed ethics of virtue" with respect 
to the intellect. There are valuable noetic or intellectual states (whether intrinsi-
cally or extrinsically valuable); there are also the corresponding intellectual vir-
tues, the habits of acting so as to produce or promote or enhance those valuable 
states. One's intellectual obligations, then, are to try to produce and enhance these 
intellectual virtues in oneself and others. 

Third, we could construe intellectual obligations deontologically; we could 
adopt a pure ethics of obligation with respect to the intellect. Perhaps there are 
intellectual obligations that do not arise from any connection with good or evil 
but attach to us just by virtue of our being the sorts of creatures we are and having 
the sorts of noetic powers we do in fact display. The above quotation from Chis-
holm could also be understood along these lines. Intellectual obligations, there-
fore, can be construed variously, and of course there will be intellectual permis-
sions corresponding appropriately to the obligations. 

Now perhaps the evidentialist objector thinks there are intellectual 
obligations of the following sorts. With respect to certain kinds of propo-
sitions perhaps I have a duty not to believe them unless I have evidence 
for them. Perhaps I have a duty not to accept the denial of an apparently 
self-evident proposition unless I can see that it conflicts with other propo-
sitions that seem self-evident. Perhaps I have a duty to accept such a propo-
sition as I see a tree under certain conditions that are hard to spell out 
in detail but include at least my entertaining that proposition and my hav-
ing a certain characteristic sort of visual experience along with no reason 
to think my perceptual apparatus is malfunctioning. 

Of course these obligations would be prima facie obligations; in spe-
cial sorts of circumstances they could be overridden by other obligations. 
I have an obligation not to take bread from the grocery store without per- 



REASON AND BELIEF IN GOD � 33 

mission and another to tell the truth. Both sorts of obligation can be over-
ridden, in specific circumstances, by other obligations — in the first case, 
perhaps, an obligation to feed my starving children and in the second (when 
the Nazis are pounding on the door) an obligation to protect a human 
life. So we must distinguish prima facie duties or obligations from all- 
things-considered or on-balance (ultima facie?) obligations. I have a prima 
facie obligation to tell the truth; in a given situation, however, that obli-
gation may be overridden by others, so that my duty, all things considered, 
is to tell a lie. This is the grain of truth contained in situation ethics and 
the ill-named "new morality." 

And prima facie intellectual obligations, like obligations of other 
sorts, can conflict. Perhaps I have a prima facie obligation to believe what 
seems to me self-evident, and what seems to me to follow self-evidently 
from what seems to me self-evident. But what if, as in the Russell para-
doxes, something that seems self-evidently false apparently follows, self-
evidently, from what seems self-evidently true? Here prima facie intellec-
tual obligations conflict, and no matter what I do, I will violate a prima 
facie obligation. Another example: in reporting the Grand Teton rappel 
I neglected to mention the violent electrical storm coming in from the 
southwest; to escape it we must get off in a hurry, so that I have a prima 
facie obligation to inspect the anchor point carefully, but another to set 
up the rappel rapidly, which means I cannot spend a lot of time inspecting 
the anchor point. 

Thus lightly armed, suppose we return to the evidentialist objector. 
Does he mean to hold that the theist without evidence is violating some 
intellectual obligation? If so, which one? Does he claim, for example, that 
the theist is violating his all-things-considered intellectual obligation in 
thus believing? Perhaps he thinks anyone who believes in God without 
evidence is violating his all-things-considered intellectual duty. This, how-
ever, seems unduly harsh. What about the 14-year-old theist brought up 
to believe in God in a community where everyone believes? This 14-year-
old theist, we may suppose, does not believe in God on the basis of evi-
dence. He has never heard of the cosmological, teleological, or ontological 
arguments; in fact no one has ever presented him with any evidence at 
all. And although he has often been told about God, he does not take 
that testimony as evidence; he does not reason thus: everyone around here 
says God loves us and cares for us; most of what everyone around here 
says is true; so probably that is true. Instead, he simply believes what he 
is taught. Is he violating an all-things-considered intellectual duty? Surely 
not. And what about the mature theist—Thomas Aquinas, let us say — 
who thinks he does have adequate evidence? Let us suppose he is wrong; 
let us suppose all of his arguments are failures. Nevertheless he has re- 
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fleeted long, hard, and conscientiously on the matter and thinks he does 
have adequate evidence. Shall we suppose he is violating an all-things-
considered intellectual duty here? I should think not. So construed, the 
objector's contention is totally implausible. 

Perhaps, then, the objector is to be understood as claiming that there 
is a prima facie intellectual duty not to believe in God without evidence. 
This duty can be overridden by circumstances, of course, but there is a 
prima facie obligation to believe propositions of this sort only on the basis 
of evidence. The theist without evidence, he adds, is flouting this obliga-
tion and is therefore not living up to his intellectual obligations. But here 
too there are problems. The suggestion is that I now have the prima facie 
duty to comply with the following command: either have evidence or do 
not believe. But this may be a command I cannot obey. I may not know 
of any way to acquire evidence for this proposition; and of course if the 
objector is right, there is no adequate evidence for it. But it is also not 
within my power to refrain from believing this proposition. My beliefs 
are not for the most part directly within my control. If you order me now, 
for example, to cease believing that the earth is very old, there is no way 
I can comply with your order. But in the same way it is not now within 
my power to cease believing in God now. So this alleged prima facie duty 
is one such that it is not within my power to comply with it. But how 
can I have a duty, prima facie or otherwise, to do what it is not within 
my power to do? 

4. Can I Have Intellectual Obligations If My Beliefs 
Are Not within My Control? 

This is a difficult and vexing question. The suggestion here is that 
I cannot now have a prima facie obligation to comply with a command 
which it is not now within my power to obey. Since what I believe is not 
normally within my power, I cannot have an obligation to believe a certain 
proposition or to refrain from believing it; but then, contra the objector, 
I do not have an obligation to refrain from believing in God if I have 
no evidence. This response to the objector is, I think, inadequate. In the 
first place the response is unbecoming from the theist, since many of those 
who believe in God follow St. Paul (for example, Romans 1) in holding 
that under certain circumstances failure to believe in God is culpable. And 
there are cases where most of us — theist and nontheist alike—do in fact 
believe that a person is culpable or condemnable for holding a given be-
lief, as well as cases where we hold a person responsible for not accepting 
certain beliefs. Consider the following. Suppose someone comes to believe 
that Jews are inferior, in some important way, to Gentiles. Suppose he 
goes on to conclude that Jews should not be permitted to share public 
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facilities such as restaurants and hotels with the rest of us. Further reflec-
tion leads him to the view that they should not be provided with the pro-
tection of law and that the rest of us have a right to expropriate their 
property if that is convenient. Finally, he concludes that they ought to 
be eliminated in order to preserve the purity of the alleged Aryan race. 
After soul-searching inquiry he apparently believes in all honesty that it 
is his duty to do what he can to see that this view is put into practice. 
A convincing sort, he gets the rest of us to see things his way: we join 
him in his pogroms, and his policy succeeds. 

Now many of us will agree that such a person is culpable and guilty. 
But wherein does his guilt consist? Not, presumably, in doing what he 
believes he ought to do, in trying to carry out his duty as he sees it. Sup-
pose, to vary the example, he tries to encourage and institute these abhor-
rent policies at considerable cost to himself: he loses his job; his friends 
turn their backs on him; he is finally arrested and thrown into prison. 
Nonetheless he valiantly persists. Does he not deserve moral credit for 
doing what he sees as his duty? His guilt, surely, does not consist solely 
in his taking the actions he takes; at least part of the guilt lies in accepting 
those abhorrent views. If he had not acted on his beliefs—out of fear 
of the consequences, perhaps — would he not have been guilty nonethe-
less? He would not have caused as much trouble, but would he not have 
been guilty? I should think so. We do in fact sometimes think that a per-
son is guilty—has violated norms or obligations — by virtue of the beliefs 
he holds. 

We might suppose, following Alan Donagan, 24  that a person is blameworthy 
for his beliefs only if he has arrived at them carelessly or dishonestly. But the 
fact is, I think, that if someone held the sort of heinous views I mentioned above, 
we would consider him blameworthy and guilty even if appearances supported 
his claim that he arrived at these views only after careful, conscientious, and soul-
searching inquiry. 

Further, suppose we did hold that a person could not be guilty by virtue 
of accepting beliefs he is led to by conscientious and honest inquiry. What is the 
importance of the qualifying clause? Well, we think that the person who arrives 
at his noxious views by such inquiry has at any rate done his best; and even if 
he arrives at the wrong views, we can ask no more of him than that he do his 
best. On the other hand, the person who arrives at similar views carelessly or thought-
lessly is in the wrong for not having exercised sufficient care. But what if a person 
holds the view that honest and careful inquiry nearly always leads one astray? 
What if he believes that those views are nearest the truth that have been arrived 
at, not by inquiry, honest or otherwise, but on impulse? Or suppose he holds that 
how one arrives at beliefs is of no consequence; what counts is only the depth 
and passion and persistence with which one holds them. Suppose he then holds 
his offensive beliefs with depth and passion and persistence; can he be guilty by 
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virtue of holding beliefs he has acquired and holds in just the way he thinks beliefs 
ought to be acquired and held? Is he not then doing his best, and can we expect 
more of him? If doing one's best excuses holding heinous beliefs arrived at through 
honest inquiry, then does it not equally excuse S's holding heinous beliefs arrived 
at in whatever way S thinks beliefs ought to be arrived at—no matter what way 
S thinks beliefs ought to be arrived at? But could a person really escape guilt 
for offensive racial views, for example, by pleading that while he had arrived at 
these views impulsively and without thought, that is how he thought such views 
ought to be arrived at? And what about the person who accepts the view that 
there really are no moral distinctions — that the whole institution of morality is 
a confused and superstitious remnant of the infancy of our race? Could a person 
escape accountability for his actions by virtue of his failure to believe in accounta-
bility? These are difficult questions, but I think the answer in each case is No. 
A person who carelessly arrives at morally repugnant beliefs is guilty even if he 
holds that beliefs should be arrived at carelessly. A person who does not accept 
morality at all can nonetheless be guilty. 

Or so, at any rate, we ordinarily think. Part of the explanation of our so 
thinking, I believe, lies in our views as to what sorts of beliefs a person of good 
will can virtuously acquire. We do not think any normal human being could honestly 
arrive at the view that it does not matter how one treats his fellows, that if inflict-
ing severe pain on someone else affords a certain mild pleasure, then there can 
be no real objection to so doing. We do not believe anyone of good will could 
honestly come to the conclusion that, say, an entire racial group could rightly 
be eliminated to avoid the possibility of racial contamination. It is not, of course, 
that we think it logically impossible that someone should honestly arrive at this 
view; it is rather that we think it simply would not or could not happen, given 
what is in fact the makeup of human beings. If we are theists, we will perhaps 
believe that God has created us in such a way that we can simply see that heinous 
actions are indeed heinous; and if a normal person comes to believe that such 
actions are perfectly right and proper, it must be because of some fault in him. 
Perhaps at some time in the past he decided to accept these views, and the pressure 
of that commitment has brought it about that now in fact he does believe them. 
A part of what is involved in our blaming people for holding corrupt beliefs, I 
think, is our supposing that the normal human condition is to reject them, just 
as the normal human condition is to accept modus ponens, say, as valid. We think 
a normal human being will find injustice—the sort depicted, for example, in the 
story the prophet Nathan told King David—despicable and odious. In the face 
of this natural tendency or prompting, to accept the view that such behavior is 
perfectly proper requires something like a special act of will—a special act of ill 
will. Such a person, we think, knows better, chooses what in some sense he knows 
to be wrong. And if we think a person really lacks this inclination to see some 
actions as morally wrong, then we do not hold him responsible; we think instead 
that he is in some way defective. According to the McNaughton Rule, one who 
does not know the difference between right and wrong is in fact insane and accord-
ingly cannot be brought to trial. One who cannot see the difference between right 
and wrong is like someone who was born blind, or is unable to do elementary 
arithmetical calculations, or cannot see that modus ponens is valid. 
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So we do find some opinions and views morally objectionable. We also ob-
ject, from a moral point of view, to some kinds of conscientious action; we hold 
that a person may be doing what is wrong or wicked in acting a certain way, even 
if he thinks that way of acting is morally permissible—even, indeed, if he thinks 
that way of acting is his duty. Our objection here is that we believe he ought not 
to think that way of acting is permissible or obligatory; the fact that he does think 
so shows that if he is a normal, well-formed human being, then at some point 
he has made a morally wrong decision. We think those whom we hold responsible 
for their views really know better. They have rejected what is plain to anyone of 
good will. They have ignored or suppressed the promptings and leadings of nature—
the natural tendency to find unjust behavior reprehensible, for example—and have 
instead chosen a different route—perhaps one that legitimizes a desire for self-
aggrandizement, one that gives free rein to that perverse and aboriginal sin, pride. 
Even if our beliefs are not directly within our control, therefore, most of us recog-
nize that a person can be guilty or culpable by virtue of the beliefs he holds. 

The theist, accordingly, should not reply to the evidentialist objector 
by claiming that since our beliefs are not within our control, we cannot 
have a prima facie duty to refrain from believing certain propositions. 
But there is a second reason why this response to the evidentialist is inade-
quate. I have been using the terms "accept" and "believe" interchangeably, 
but in fact there is an important distinction they can nicely be used to 
mark. This distinction is extremely hard to make clear but nonetheless, 
I think, important. Perhaps we can make an initial stab at it as follows. 
Consider a Christian beset by doubts. He has a hard time believing certain 
crucial Christian claims—perhaps the teaching that God was in Christ, 
reconciling the world to himself. Upon calling that belief to mind, he finds 
it cold, lifeless, without warmth or attractiveness. Nonetheless he is com-
mitted to this belief; it is his position; if you ask him what he thinks about 
it, he will unhesitatingly endorse it. He has, so to speak, thrown in his 
lot with it. Let us say that he accepts this proposition, even though when 
he is assailed by doubt, he may fail to believe it — at any rate explicitly — to 
any appreciable degree. His commitment to this proposition may be much 
stronger than his explicit and occurrent belief in it; so these two — that 
is, acceptance and belief—must be distinguished. 

Take another example. A person may accept the proposition that 
alleged moral distinctions are unreal, and our tendency to make them is 
a confused and superstitious remnant of the infancy of our race—while 
nonetheless sometimes finding himself compelled to believe, for example, 
that gross injustice is wicked. Such a person adopts as his position the 
proposition that moral distinctions are unreal, and he accepts that propo-
sition; but (at certain times and in certain conditions) he cannot help be-
lieving, malgré lui, that such distinctions are not unreal. In the same way, 
someone with solipsistic inclination—acquired, perhaps, by an incautious 
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reading of Hume—could accept the proposition that, say, there really is 
no external world — no houses, horses, trucks, or trees—but find himself, 
under certain conditions, regularly believing that there are such things. 

Now I am quite aware that I have not been able to make this dis-
tinction between acceptance and belief wholly clear. I think there is such 
a distinction in the neighborhood, however, and I believe it is important. 
It is furthermore one the objector may be able to make use of; for while 
it is plausible to hold that what I believe is not within my direct control, 
it is also plausible to suppose that what I accept is or can be at least in 
part a matter of deliberate decision, a matter of voluntarily taking up 
a certain position. But then the objector can perhaps restate his objection 
in terms of acceptance. Perhaps (because of an unfortunate upbringing, 
let us say) I cannot refrain from believing in God. Nevertheless it is within 
my power, says the evidentialist objector, to refuse to accept that proposi-
tion. And now his claim that there are duties with respect to our beliefs 
may be reconstrued as the claim that we have prima facie duties with re-
spect to our acceptances, one of these duties being not to accept such 
a proposition as there is such a person as God in the absence of evidence. 

Finally, while we may perhaps agree that what I believe is not di-
rectly within my control, some of my beliefs are indirectly within my con-
trol, at least in part. First, what I accept has a long-term influence upon 
what I believe. If I refuse to accept belief in God, and if I try to ignore 
or suppress my tendency to believe, then perhaps eventually I will no longer 
believe. And as Pascal pointed out, there are other ways to influence one's 
beliefs. Presumably, then, the evidentialist objector could hold that it is 
my prima facie duty not to accept belief in God without evidence, and 
to do what I can to bring it about that I no longer believe. Although it 
is not within my power now to cease believing now, there may be a series 
of actions, such that I can now take the first and, after taking the first, 
will be able to take the second, and so on; and after taking the whole 
series of actions I will no longer believe in God. Perhaps the objector 
thinks it is my prima facie duty to undertake whatever sort of regimen 
will at some time in the future result in my not believing without evidence. 
Perhaps I should attend a Universalist-Unitarian church, for example, and 
consort with members of the Rationalist Society of America. Perhaps I 
should read a lot of Voltaire and Bertrand Russell and Thomas Paine, 
eschewing St. Augustine and C. S. Lewis and, of course, the Bible. Even 
if I cannot now stop believing without evidence, perhaps there are other 
actions I can take, such that if I were to take them, then at some time 
in the future I will not be in this deplorable condition. 

So far, then, we have been construing the evidentialist objector as 
holding that the theist without sufficient evidence—evidence in the sense 
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of other propositions that prove or make probable or support the exis-
tence of God — is violating a prima facie intellectual obligation of some 
sort. As we have seen, the fact that belief is not within direct control may 
give him pause; he is not, however, without plausible replies. But the fact 
is there is a quite different way of construing the evidentialist objection; 
the objector need not hold that the theist without evidence is violating 
or has violated some duty, prima facie, ultima facie, or otherwise. Con-
sider someone who believes that Venus is smaller than Mercury, not be-
cause he has evidence, but because he read it in a comic book and always 
believes everything he reads — or consider someone who holds this belief 
on the basis of an outrageously bad argument. Perhaps there is no obli-
gation he has failed to meet; nevertheless his intellectual condition is defec-
tive in some way; or perhaps alternatively there is a commonly achieved 
excellence he fails to display. Perhaps he is like someone who is easily 
gulled, or has a serious astigmatism, or is unduly clumsy. And perhaps 
the evidentialist objection is to be understood, not as the claim that the 
theist without evidence has failed to meet some obligation, but that he 
suffers from a certain sort of intellectual deficiency. If this is the objector's 
view, then his proper attitude toward the theist would be one of sympathy 
rather than censure. 

But of course the crucial question here is this: Why does the objector 
think these things? Why does he think there is a prima facie obligation 
to try not to believe in God without evidence? Or why does he think that 
to do so is to be in a deplorable condition? Why is it not permissible 
and quite satisfactory to believe in God without any evidence—proof or 
argument — at all? Presumably the objector does not mean to suggest that 
no propositions can be believed or accepted without evidence, for if you 
have evidence for every proposition you believe, then (granted certain plausi-
ble assumptions about the formal properties of the evidence relation) you 
will believe infinitely many propositions; and no one has time, these busy 
days, for that. So presumably some propositions can properly be believed 
and accepted without evidence. Well, why not belief in God? Why is it 
not entirely acceptable, desirable, right, proper, and rational to accept be-
lief in God without any argument or evidence whatever? 

PART II: AQUINAS AND FOUNDATIONALISM 

In this section I shall give what I take to be the evidentialist objec-
tor's answer to these questions; I shall argue that his answer is not in the least 
compelling and that the prospects for his project are not bright. But it is 
not only evidentialist objectors that have thought theists need evidence if 
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their belief is to be rational; many Christians have thought so too. In par-
ticular, many Christian thinkers in the tradition of natural theology have 
thought so. Thomas Aquinas, of course, is the natural theologian par ex-
cellence. Thomist thought is also, as it seems to me, the natural starting 
point for philosophical reflection on these topics, Protestant as well as 
Catholic. No doubt there are mountains between Rome and Geneva; never-
theless Protestants should in these matters be what Ralph Mclnerny calls 
"peeping Thomists"—at any rate they should begin as peeping Thomists. 
We must therefore look at some of Aquinas' views on these matters. 

A. Aquinas and Evidentialism 

1. Aquinas on Knowledge 

According to Aquinas it is possible for us to have scientific knowledge 
—scientia— of the existence and immateriality, unity, simplicity, and perfec-
tion of God. As Aquinas sees it, scientia is knowledge that is inferred 
from what is seen to be true: 

Any science is possessed by virtue of principles known immediately 
and therefore seen. Whatever, then, is an object of science is in some 
sense seen.25  

Aristotle suggests that the principles of a science must be self-evident; 
and Aquinas sometimes seems to follow him in holding that scientia, prop-
erly speaking, consists in a body of propositions deduced syllogistically 
from self-evident first principles — or perhaps scientia consists not just in 
those syllogistic conclusions but in the syllogisms themselves as well. Logic 
and mathematics seem to be the best examples of science so thought of. 
Consider, for example, propositional logic: here one can start from self-
evident axioms and procced to deduce theorems by argument forms — 
modus ponens, for example—that are themselves self-evidently valid in 
an obvious sense.26  Other good examples of science, so thought of, would 
be first order logic and arithmetic.27  And here it would be the theorems, 
not the axioms, of these systems that would constitute science. Scientia 
is mediate knowledge, so that one does not have scientia of what is self-
evident. Strictly speaking, then, only those arithmetical truths that are 
not self-evident would constitute science. The proposition 3 + I = 4 is un-
likely to appear as an axiom in a formulation of arithmetic; since it is 
self-evident, however, it does not constitute scientia, even if it appears as 
a theorem in some axiomatization of arithmetic. 

Of course the "first principles" of a science—the axioms as opposed 
to the theorems, so to say — are also known. They are known immediately 
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rather than mediately, and are known by "understanding." 

Now a truth can come into the mind in two ways, namely, as known 
in itself, and as known through another. What is known in itself 
is like a principle, and is perceived immediately by the mind. And 
so the habit which perfects the intellect in considering such a truth 
is called `understanding'; it is a firm and easy quality of mind which 
sees into principles. A truth, however, which is known through an-
other is understood by the intellect, not immediately, but through 
an inquiry of reason of which it is the terminus.28  

Like many of Aquinas' distinctions, this one comes from Aristotle: 

Now of the thinking states by which we grasp truth, some are unfail-
ingly true; others admit of error—opinion, for example, and calcula-
tion, whereas scientific knowledge and intuition are always true; fur-
ther, no other kind of thought except intuition is more accurate than 
scientific knowledge, whereas primary premises are more knowable 
than demonstrations, and all scientific knowledge is discursive. From 
these considerations it follows that there will be no scientific knowl-
edge of the primary premises, and since, except intuition, nothing 
can be truer than scientific knowledge, it will be intuition that ap-
prehends the primary premises. (Posterior Analytics, I1,19) 

Following Aristotle, then, Aquinas distinguishes what is self-evident, 
or known through itself (per se nota), from what is known through an-
other (per aliud nota); the former are "principles" and are apprehended 
by understanding, while the latter constitute science. Aquinas' central point 
here is that self-evident propositions are known immediately. Consider 
a proposition like 

(1) 2 + 1 = 3 

and contrast it with one like 

(2) 281 x 29 = 8,149. 

We know the first but not the second immediately: we know it, and we 
do not know it by way of inference from other propositions or on the 
basis of our knowledge of other propositions. Instead, we can simply see 
that it is true. Elsewhere Aquinas says that a proposition that is self-evident 
to us (per se notam quod nos) is such that we cannot grasp or apprehend 
it without believing, indeed, knowing it. (2), on the other hand, does not 
have this status for us; few of us can simply see that it is true. Instead 
we must resort to calculation; we go through a chain of inferences, the 
ultimate premises of which are self-evident. 
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Of course self-evident propositions are known, even though they do 
not constitute scientia in the strict sense. Indeed, their epistemic status, 
according to Aquinas, is higher than that of propositions known by dem-
onstration. More exactly, our epistemic condition, in grasping a truth of 
this sort, is superior to the condition we are in with respect to a proposi-
tion of which we have knowledge by demonstration. The emerging picture 
of scientific knowledge, then, is the one to be found in Aristotle's Pos-
terior Analytics: we know what is self-evident and what follows from what 
is self-evident by self-evident argument forms. Knowledge consists of sci-
entia and intellectus, or understanding. By understanding we grasp first 
principles, self-evident truths; from these we infer or deduce further truths. 
What we know consists in what we find self-evident together with what 
we can infer from it by logical means. And if we take this picture seriously, 
it looks as if knowledge is restricted to what is necessarily true in the broadly 
logical sense.29  Presumably a proposition is per se nota only if it is neces-
sarily true, and any proposition that follows from necessary truths by self-
evident argument forms will itself be necessarily true. As Aristotle puts 
it, "Since the object of pure scientific knowledge cannot be other than 
it is, the truth obtained by demonstrative knowledge [Aquinas' scientia] 
will be necessary." (Posterior Analytics, I, 3) 

As a picture of Aquinas' view of science, however, this is at best 
incomplete; for Aquinas obviously believes we have knowledge, scientific 
knowledge, of much that is not logically necessary. He thinks there is such 
a thing as natural science (scientia naturalis), whose subject matter is change-
able material objects: 

On the other hand there is the fact that demonstrative knowledge 
(scientia) is found in the intellect. Had the intellect no knowledge 
of material things, it could not have demonstrative knowledge (scien-
tia) of them. Thus there would be no natural science (scientia natu-
ralis) dealing with changeable material beings. (ST, Ia, 84, 1) 

Aquinas means to say, furthermore, not merely that in natural science 
we know some necessary truths about contingent and changeable objects 
(as we do in knowing, for example, that whatever is moved is moved by 
another); he means that among the truths we know are such contingent 
propositions as that there is a tree outside the window and that its bran-
ches are moving in the wind. 

Thus he objects to Plato's view that what we know are the forms or ideas 
rather than the sensible objects around us: "This may be shown to be false for 
two reasons. Because first, since the ideas are immaterial and unchanging, demon-
strative knowledge of change and matter (such as is characteristic of natural sci- 
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ence) would be ruled out, as would any demonstration in terms of material or 
changeable explanatory principle." (ST, la, 84, 1) 

According to Aquinas, therefore, we have scientia of what changes, and pre-
sumably some of this scientia involves contingent propositions. Indeed Aquinas 
elsewhere holds that the kind of knowledge most characteristic of human beings 
and most proper to them is knowledge of material objects: 

Cognitive faculties are proportioned to their objects. For instance, an an-
gel's intellect, which is totally separate from corporeal reality, has as its proper 
object intelligible substances separate from corporeal reality, and it is by 
means of these intelligible objects that it knows material realities. The proper 
object of the human intellect, on the other hand, since it is joined to a body, 
is a nature or whatness (quidditas) found in corporeal matter — the intellect, 
in fact, rises to the limited knowledge it has of invisible things by way of 
the nature of visible things. (ST, la, 84, 8 Resp.) 

We know incorporeal realities ... by analogy with sensible bodies, which 
do have images, just as we understand truth in the abstract by a considera-
tion of things in which we see truth. (ST, la, 84, 8, ad 3) 

There are two sorts of propositions whose truth we simply see. First, there 
are those that are self-evident, or per se nota; these are the object of in-
tellectus or understanding, and we see their truth in the way in which we 
see that 2 + 1 = 3. Second, there are propositions "evident to the senses," 
as he puts it: "That some things move is evident to the senses" (ST, Ia, 
2, 3), as is the proposition that the sun moves.30  His examples of proposi-
tions evident to the senses are for the most part propositions whose truth 
we determine by sight. Although of course Aquinas did not think of vision 
as the only sense yielding knowledge, he did give it pride of place; because 
it is immaterial, he says, it is "more of a knower" than the other senses. 
It is not easy to see just what Aquinas means by "evident to the senses," 
but perhaps the following is fairly close: a proposition is evident to the 
senses if we human beings have the power to determine its truth by looking 
at, listening to, tasting, touching, or smelling some physical object. Thus 

(3) There is a tree outside my window, 

(4) The cat on the mat is fuscous, 

and 

(5) This wall is yellow 

are propositions evident to the senses. 
In the first place, then, there are those propositions we simply see 

to be true; in the second place there are those propositions we see to follow 
from those in the first group. These propositions can be deduced from 
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those in the first group by arguments we see to be valid." So the basic 
picture of knowledge is this: we know what we see to be true together 
with what we can infer from what we see to be true by arguments we can 
see to be valid. 

2. Aquinas on Knowledge of God 

Now Aquinas believes that human beings (even in our earthly condi-
tion here below) can have knowledge, scientific knowledge, of God's ex-
istence, as well as knowledge that he has such attributes as simplicity, 
eternity, immateriality, immutability and the like. In Summa Theologiae 
Aquinas sets out his famous "Five Ways," or five proofs of God's existence: 
in Summa Contra Gentiles he sets out the proof from motion in much 
greater detail; and in each case he follows these alleged demonstrations 
with alleged demonstrations that God possesses the attributes just men-
tioned. So natural knowledge of God is possible. But the vast majority 
of those who believe in God, he thinks, do not have knowledge of God's 
existence but must instead take it on faith. Only a few of us have the time, 
inclination, and ability to follow the theistic proofs; the rest of us take 
this truth on faith. And even though God's existence is demonstrable—
even though we are capable of knowing it — nevertheless it is appropriately 
proposed to human beings as an object of faith. The reason, in brief, 
is that our welfare demands that we believe the proposition in question, 
but knowledge of it is exceedingly hard to come by: 

For the rational truth about God would have appeared to only a 
few, and even so after a long time and mixed with many errors; whereas 
on knowing this depends our whole welfare, which is in God. (ST, 
Ia, I,1) 

From all this it is clear that, if it were necessary to use a strict demon-
stration as the only way to reach a knowledge of the things we must 
know about God, very few could ever construct such a demonstra-
tion and even these could do it only after a long time. From this 
it is evident that the provision of the way of faith, which gives all 
easy access to salvation at any time, is beneficial to man.32  

So most of those who believe in God do so on faith. Fundamentally, 
for Aquinas, to accept a proposition on faith is to accept it on God's au-
thority; faith is a matter of "believing God" (ST, IIa, Ilae, ii, 2): "for that 
which is above reason we believe only because God has revealed it" (SCG, 
I, 9). Now what about those who believe in God on faith even though 
they do not know that God exists? How can that be a rational procedure? 
So far as I know, Aquinas does not explicitly address this question. He 
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does discuss a closely related question, however: the question whether those 
who believe (take on faith) what is "above reason" are irrational or foolish, 
or in his terms, "believe with undue levity": 

[1] Those who place their faith in this truth, however, "for which 
the human reason offers no experimental evidence," do not believe 
foolishly, as though "following artificial fables" (II Peter 1:16). For 
these "secrets of divine Wisdom" (Job 11:6) the divine Wisdom it-
self, which knows all things to the full, has deigned to reveal to men. 
It reveals its own presence, as well as the truth of its teaching and 
inspiration, by fitting arguments; and in order to confirm those truths 
that exceed natural knowledge, it gives visible manifestation to works 
that surpass the ability of all nature. Thus, there are the wonderful 
cures of illnesses, there is the raising of the dead, and the wonder-
ful immutation in the heavenly bodies; and what is more wonderful, 
there is the inspiration given to human minds, so that simple and 
untutored persons, filled with the gift of the Holy Spirit, come to 
possess instantaneously the highest wisdom and the readiest elo-
quence. When these arguments were examined, through the efficacy 
of the above-mentioned proof, and not the violent assault of arms 
or the promise of pleasures, and (what is most wonderful of all) 
in the midst of the tyranny of the persecutors, an innumerable throng 
of people, both simple and most learned, flocked to the Christian 
faith. In this faith there are truths preached that surpass every hu-
man intellect; the pleasures of the flesh are curbed; it is taught that 
the things of the world should be spurned. Now, for the minds of 
mortal men to assent to these things is the greatest of miracles, just 
as it is a manifest work of divine inspiration that, spurning visible 
things, men should seek only what is invisible. Now, that this has 
happened neither without preparation nor by chance, but as a result 
of the disposition of God, is clear from the fact that through many 
pronouncements of the ancient prophets God had foretold that He 
would do this. The books of these prophets are held in veneration 
among us Christians, since they give witness to our faith. (SCG, I, 6) 

Here the point, I think, is the following. It is of course totally proper 
and entirely sensible to take a belief on God's say-so, to accept it on his 
authority. Clearly I am not foolish or irrational in believing something 
on the authority of my favorite mathematician, even if I cannot work it 
out for myself. I may thus come to believe, for example, that the four-
color problem has been solved. But then a fortiori I would not be foolish 
or irrational in accepting a belief on the basis of God's authority. If I 
know that God proposes p to me for belief, then, clearly enough, it is 
eminently sensible to believe p. The question is not whether it is foolish 
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to believe something on God's authority, but whether it is foolish to believe 
that God has in fact proposed a given item for my belief. Obviously, if 
he has, then I should believe it; but what is my reason or motive for sup-
posing that in fact it is God who has proposed for our belief, for example, 
the teaching of the Trinity? 

This is the question Aquinas addresses in the above passage; he means 
to argue that it is not foolish or irrational to take it that God has proposed 
for our belief just those items Christians suppose that he has — the articles 
of faith. What he means to say, I think, is that to believe in the mysteries 
of the faith is not to be foolish or to believe with undue levity, because 
we have evidence for the conclusion that God has proposed them for our 
belief. This evidence consists in the fulfillment of prophecy and in the 
signs and wonders accompanying the proclamation of these mysteries. Aqui-
nas refers here to "works that surpass the ability of all nature," such as 
"wonderful cures of illness," "the raising of the dead," and the like. The 
greatest miracle of all, he says, is the marvelous rapidity with which the 
Christian faith has spread, despite the best efforts of tyrants and despite 
the fact that "In this faith there are truths preached that surpass every 
human intellect; the pleasures of the flesh are curbed; it is taught that 
the things of the world should be spurned." 

I think he means to suggest, furthermore, that if we did not have 
this evidence, or some other evidence, we would be foolish or irrational 
in accepting the mysteries of the faith. It is just because we have evidence 
for these things that we are not irrational in accepting them. Here by way 
of contrast he cites the followers of Mohammed, who, he says, do not 
have evidence: "It is thus clear that those who place any faith in his words 
believe foolishly." (SCG, I, 6) 

What is important to see here is the following. Aquinas clearly be-
lieves that there are some propositions we are rationally justified in accept-
ing, even though we do not have evidence for them, or reason to them 
from other propositions, or accept them on the basis of other proposi-
tions. Let us say that a proposition is basic for me if I believe it and do 
not believe it on the basis of other propositions. This relationship is famil-
iar but hard to characterize in a revealing and nontrivial fashion. I believe 
that the word "umbrageous" is spelled u-m-b-r-a-g-e-o-u-s: this belief is 
based on another belief of mine, the belief that that is how the dictionary 
says it is spelled. I believe that 72 x 71 = 5112. This belief is based upon 
several other beliefs I hold: that 1 x 72 = 72; 7 x 2 = 14; 7 x 7 = 49; 
49 + 1 = 50; and others. Some of my beliefs, however, I accept but do 
not accept on the basis of any other beliefs. Call these beliefs basic. I 
believe that 2 + 1 = 3, for example, and do not believe it on the basis of 
other propositions. I also believe that I am seated at my desk, and that 



REASON AND BELIEF IN GOD � 47 

there is a mild pain in my right knee. These too are basic for me; I do 
not believe them on the basis of others. Now the propositions we are ra-
tionally justified in accepting as basic, thinks Aquinas, are the ones we 
see to be true: those that are self-evident or evident to the senses. As for 
the rest of the propositions we believe, we are rational in accepting them 
only if they stand in a certain relationship to those that are properly basic. 
Among the nonbasic propositions we rationally accept, some we see to 
follow from those that are basic; these are the propositions we know. Oth-
ers are not known to us, do not follow from basic propositions, but are 
nonetheless rationally acceptable because they are probable or likely with 
respect to them. I believe Aquinas means to hold, more generally, that 
a proposition is rationally acceptable for us only if it is at least probable 
with respect to beliefs that are properly basic for us—that is, with respect 
to beliefs that are self-evident or evident to the senses. And hence on his 
view, as on the evidentialist objector's, belief in God is rational for us 
only if we have evidence for it. 

Here I should point out that there are suggestions of another line of thought 
in Aquinas: he sometimes suggests that there is a sort of intuitive or immediate 
grasp of God's existence: 

It remains to investigate the kind of knowledge in which the ultimate felicity 
of an intellectual substance consists. For there is a common and confused 
knowledge of God which is found in practically all men; this is due either 
to the fact that it is self-evident that God exists, just as other principles 
of demonstration are — a view held by some people, as we said in Book One 
— or, what seems indeed to be true, that man can immediately reach some 
sort of knowledge of God by natural reason. For when men see that things 
in nature run according to a definite order, and that ordering does not occur 
without an orderer, they perceive in most cases that there is some orderer 
of the things that we see. But who or what kind of being, or whether there 
is but one orderer of nature, is not yet grasped immediately in this general 
consideration. (SCG, III, 38) 

Aquinas would also hold, presumably, that someone who has such immediate and 
intuitive apprehension of God's existence is not irrational in believing that there 
is a God. It is not entirely easy to see how to fit this suggestion into his generally 
Aristotelian way of looking at the matter; perhaps here we must see Aquinas as 
an early Calvinist. See below, Part Ill, sections A and C. 

B. Foundationalism 

Aquinas and the evidentialist objector concur, then, in holding that 
belief in God is rationally acceptable only if there is evidence for it — only 
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if, that is, it is probable with respect to some body of propositions that 
constitutes the evidence. And here we can get a better understanding of 
Aquinas and the evidentialist objector if we see them as accepting some 
version of classical foundationalism. This is a picture or total way of look-
ing at faith, knowledge, justified belief, rationality, and allied topics. This 
picture has been enormously popular in Western thought; and despite a 
substantial opposing groundswell, I think it remains the dominant way 
of thinking about these topics. According to the foundationalist some 
propositions are properly basic and some are not; those that are not are 
rationally accepted only on the basis of evidence, where the evidence must 
trace back, ultimately, to what is properly basic. The existence of God, 
furthermore, is not among the propositions that are properly basic; hence 
a person is rational in accepting theistic belief only if he has evidence 
for it. The vast majority of those in the western world who have thought 
about our topic have accepted some form of classical foundationalism. 
The evidentialist objection to belief in God, furthermore, is obviously rooted 
in this way of looking at things. So suppose we try to achieve a deeper 
understanding of it. 

Earlier I said the first thing to see about the evidentialist objection 
is that it is a normative contention or claim. The same thing must be said 
about foundationalism: this thesis is a normative thesis, a thesis about 
how a system of beliefs ought to be structured, a thesis about the proper-
ties of a correct, or acceptable, or rightly structured system of beliefs. 
According to the foundationalist there are norms, or duties, or obligations 
with respect to belief just as there are with respect to actions. To conform 
to these duties and obligations is to be rational; to fail to measure up 
to them is to be irrational. To be rational, then, is to exercise one's epis-
temic powers properly—to exercise them in such a way as to go contrary 
to none of the norms for such exercise. 

Although for ease of exposition I am taking the relevant foundationalist 
claim as one about duties, or norms, or obligations, it could also be construed 
as a claim about excellence. So taken, the foundationalist claims that to achieve 
a certain characteristic excellence, a system of beliefs ought to be structured in 
a certain way. The claim could also be construed as about defects, as the claim 
that a system of beliefs not structured in that way is defective. 

I think we can understand foundationalism more fully if we introduce 
the idea of a Löë siiúcture.  A person's noetic structure is the set of 
propositions he believes, together with certain epistemic relations that hold 
among him and these propositions. As we have seen, some of my beliefs 
may be based upon others; it may be that there are a pair of propositions 
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A and B such that I believe B, and believe A on the basis of B. An account 
of a person's noetic structure, then, would specify which of his beliefs 
are basic and which nonbasic. Of course it is abstractly possible that none 
of his beliefs is basic; perhaps he holds just three beliefs, A, B,  and C, 
and believes each of them on the basis of the other two. We might think 
this improper or irrational, but that is not to say it could not be done. 
And it is also possible that all of his beliefs are basic; perhaps he believes 
a lot of propositions but does not believe any of them on the basis of 
any others. In the typical case, however, a noetic structure will include 
both basic and nonbasic beliefs. It may be useful to give some examples 
of beliefs that are often basic for a person. Suppose I seem to see a tree; 
I have that characteristic sort of experience that goes with perceiving a 
tree. I may then believe the proposition that I see a tree. It is possible 
that I believe that proposition on the basis of the proposition that I seem 
to see a tree; in the typical case, however, I will not believe the former 
on the basis of the latter because in the typical case I will not believe the 
latter at all. I will not be paying any attention to my experience but will 
be concentrating on the tree. Of course I can turn my attention to my 
experience, notice how things look to me, and acquire the belief that I 
seem to see something that looks like that; and if you challenge my claim 
that I see a tree, perhaps I will thus turn my attention to my experience. 
But in the typical case I will not believe that I see a tree on the basis of 
a proposition about my experience; for I believe A on the basis of B only 
if I believe B, and in the typical case where I perceive a tree I do not 
believe (or entertain) any propositions about my experience. Typically I 
take such a proposition as basic. Similarly, I believe I had breakfast this 
morning; this too is basic for me. I do not believe this proposition on 
the basis of some proposition about my experience — for example, that 
I seem to remember having had breakfast. In the typical case I will not 
have even considered that question—the question whether I seem to re-
member having had breakfast; instead I simply believe that I had break-
fast; I take it as basic. 

Second, an account of a noetic structure will include what we might 
call an index of degree of belief. I hold some of my beliefs much more 
firmly than others. I believe both that 2 + 1 = 3 and that London, En-
gland, is north of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan; but I believe the former more 
resolutely than the latter. Some beliefs I hold with maximum firmness; 
others I do in fact accept, but in a much more tentative way. 

Here we might make use of the personalist interpretation of probability the-
ory; think of an index of degree of belief as a function BS  (A) from the set of 
propositions a person S believes or disbelieves into the real numbers between 0 
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and 1. BS  (A) = n, then, records something like the degree to which S believes 
A, or the strength of his belief that A. BS(A) = 1 proclaims S's utter and aban-
doned commitment to A; BS(A) = 0 records a similar commitment to not-A; 
BS(A) = .5 means that S, like Buridan's ass, is suspended in equilibrium between 
A and not-A. We could then go on to consider whether the personalist is right 
in holding that a rational noetic structure conforms to the calculus of probability. 
I have argued elsewhere that he is not right.33  

Third, a somewhat vaguer notion: an account of S's noetic structure 
would include something like an index of depth of ingression. Some of 
my beliefs are, we might say, on the periphery of my noetic structure. I 
accept them, and may even accept them firmly, but I could give them up 
without much change elsewhere in my noetic structure. I believe there are 
some large boulders on the top of the Grand Teton. If I come to give 
up this belief (say by climbing it and not finding any), that change need 
not have extensive reverberations throughout the rest of my noetic struc-
ture; it could be accommodated with minimal alteration elsewhere. So its 
depth of ingression into my noetic structure is not great. On the other 
hand, if I were come to believe that there simply is no such thing as the 
Grand Teton, or no mountains at all, or no such thing as the state of 
Wyoming, that would have much greater reverberations. And suppose I 
were to come to think there had not been much of a past (that the world 
was created just five minutes ago, complete with all its apparent memories 
and traces of the past) or that there were not any other persons: these 
changes would have even greater reverberations; these beliefs of mine have 
great depth of ingression into my noetic structure. 

We must note that basicality, degree of belief, and depth of ingression are 
not related in any simple way. Some propositions I take as basic I believe with 
maximum firmness— that 2 + 1 = 3, for example, or that I seem to see a blue 
pen in my hand. Others I accept much less firmly. I believe I visited a certain 
university in northern England five years ago. I do not believe this proposition 
on the basis of others (for example, propositions about what my journal says or 
what my wife remembers or thinks she remembers), so this proposition is basic 
for me. But I do not believe it nearly as firmly as that 2 + 1 = 3. Thus there 
are substantial differences in the degree to which I believe propositions I take as 
basic. Furthermore, there are some propositions I believe on the basis of others, 
that I believe more firmly than some I take as basic. The belief that I visited that 
university in northern England is basic for me, but I do not believe it as firmly 
as that 212  = 441 or that "umbrageous" is spelled u-m-b-r-a-g-e-o-u-s, neither of 
which is basic for me. In the same way basicality and depth of ingression can 
vary inversely, as can the latter and degree of belief. 

Furthermore, a belief can easily change status from nonbasic to basic and 
vice versa. Now the proposition that 21 x 21 = 441 is not basic for me; I accept 
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it on the basis of the belief that I have just calculated it, and that is how it came 
out. Later, however, I may remember that 21 x 21 = 441 and forget that I calcu- 
lated it. In that case I will simply remember it and no longer believe it on the 
basis of other beliefs; it will be basic for me. The same may happen for "umbra-
geous." Having just looked it up, I believe that it is spelled that way on the basis 
of my belief that that is how the dictionary says it is spelled; later I may remember 
that it is spelled that way but no longer remember having looked it up. 

Finally, it might be thought that we can determine what a person takes as 
basic by asking a Chisholm-like30  question: perhaps something like "What is your 
reason for believing p?" or "Why do you believe p?"33  But this, I think, is incor-
rect. Suppose I seem to see a tree and believe that I do see a tree; you ask me 
what my reasons are for thinking that I see a tree. The first thing to note is that 
the question can be taken variously. I may take it as a request for my reason for 
thinking it is a tree that I see rather than, say, a large cactus. I might then respond 
by saying that it looks to me like a tree (and not like a cactus). I might also inter-
pret your query as a request for my reasons for believing I see a tree (as opposed, 
for example, to hearing or smelling one); again I might respond by citing some 
proposition about my experience. Or I might take your query as a request to give 
you a reason for believing there is a tree there. You cannot see the tree—you have 
broken your glasses or you have the hiccups and have adopted the folk remedy 
of putting a brown paper bag over your head; I know that you believe that when 
I am appeared to treely, then 99 chances out of 100 there is a tree lurking in the 
neighborhood. So I might take your question variously, and many ways of taking 
it are such that if I do take it that way, then I will respond by citing a proposition 
about my experience. 

But does it follow that I believe the proposition I see a tree (call it "T") 
on the basis of that experiential proposition? I should think not. Surely it does 
not follow that at t, the time of the query, I believed Ton the basis of the experien-
tial proposition. At t perhaps I did not even believe the experiential proposition; 
I may have been concentrating on the tree rather than on my own experience; 
and surely it is not possible that at a time t I accept a belief B on the basis of 
a belief A if at t I do not even believe A. Of course at t*, the time of my response, 
I do presumably accept the experiential proposition; does it follow that at t* I 
believe T on the basis of that experiential proposition? No. As I said, I might 
be trying to give you a reason to believe that there is a tree there, or I might be 
explaining why I believe I see as opposed to hear or smell a tree, or explaining 
why I think I see a tree as opposed to a large cactus. In these cases I might respond 
by citing an experiential proposition, but why suppose that I am believing that 
I see a tree on the basis of the experiential proposition, or indeed, on the basis 
of any other proposition? Again, suppose you ask me what my reasons are for 
believing that 2 + I = 3 or that modus ponens is a valid form of argument. I may 
very well reply, "Well, it just seems self-evident." Must we conclude that my belief 
that 2 + I = 3 is based upon a proposition about my experience? I should think 
not. Does the fact that I cite an experiential proposition when queried in this way 
show that I do not take modus ponens as basic? Surely not. So we cannot in this 
fashion determine what propositions are basic for a person, and it is not altogether 
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easy to say just when a proposition is basic for a person. But we can say at least 
this much. A necessary condition for S's believing A on the basis of B is S's be-
lieving both A and B, and a sufficient condition is S's believing A, believing B, 
believing that B is good evidence for A, and believing that he believes A on the 
basis of B. 

Now foundationalism is best construed, I think, as a thesis about 
rational noetic structures. A noetic structure is rational if it could be the 
noetic structure of a person who was completely rational. To be completely 
rational, as I am here using the term, is not to believe only what is true, 
or to believe all the logical consequences of what one believes, or to believe 
all necessary truths with equal firmness, or to be uninfluenced by emotion 
in forming belief; it is, instead, to do the right thing with respect to one's 
believings. It is to violate no epistemic duties. From this point of view, 
a rational person is one whose believings meet the appropriate standards; 
to criticize a person as irrational is to criticize her for failing to fulfill 
these duties or responsibilities, for failing to conform to the relevant norms 
or standards. To draw the ethical analogy, the irrational is the impermis-
sible; the rational is the permissible. 

Here I am taking "rationality" in terms of duly, but as we have seen, we 
could in addition or alternatively take it as the possession of an epistemic excel-
lence or the avoidance of an epistemic defect. 

A rational noetic structure, then, is one that could be the noetic struc-
ture of a wholly rational person; and foundationalism, as I say, is a thesis 
about such noetic structures. We may think of the foundationalist as begin-
ning with the observation that some of our beliefs are based upon others. 
According to the foundationalist a rational noetic structure will have a 
foundation — a set of beliefs not accepted on the basis of others; in a ra-
tional noetic structure some beliefs will be basic. Nonbasic beliefs, of course, 
will be accepted on the basis of other beliefs, which may be accepted on 
the basis of still other beliefs, and so on until the foundations are reached. 
In a rational noetic structure, therefore, every nonbasic belief is ultimately 
accepted on the basis of basic beliefs. 

Perhaps we can put the matter as follows. According to the foundationalist 
the basis relation is, first, a one-many relation; a belief A will often be based 
upon several beliefs B, ... Bn. Second, in a rational noetic structure this relation-
ship is irreflexive. It may be doubted whether anyone is so benighted as to believe 
A on the basis of A, but even if it could be done, it should not be. For in a rational 
noetic structure, if A is believed on the basis of B, then B is in an important sense 
prior to A; and no proposition is prior to itself. From this point of view the term 
"self-evident" is something of a misnomer. A self-evident proposition-2 + / = 3, 



REASON AND BELIEF IN GOD � 53 

for example — is not one for which we have good evidence, but for which the evi-
dence is itself; it is, instead, a proposition that is evident, or known, in itself, 
without evidence. That means that one does not believe it on the basis of other 
propositions. 2 + 1 = 3 is self-evident; this is not to say that it is its own evidence, 
but that no evidence is needed for it. 

Third, according to the foundationalist the basis relation is asymmetric in 
a rational noetic structure; if my belief that A is based upon my belief that B, 
then my belief that B must not be based on my belief that A. More exactly, sup-
pose N is a rational noetic structure. Then if the belief that A, in N, is based 
upon B1  ... Bn , none of the Bi  will be based upon A. So for example, if I am 
rational and my belief that the Bible is authoritative is based upon my belief that 
God is its author and whatever God says is true, then my belief that God is the 
author of the Bible will not be based upon the beliefs that the Bible is authoritative 
and says that God is its author. 

So the first main thesis of foundationalism is that the basis relation in a 
rational noetic structure is irreflexive and asymmetric. The second main thesis 
is one we have already met. In a rational noetic structure some beliefs will not 
be based on any other beliefs; some beliefs will be basic. These beliefs are the 
foundation of that noetic structure. 

Perhaps we can see a bit more of the articulation of a rational noetic struc-
ture as follows. Let us say that a belief B is an immediate basis of a belief A 
in a noetic structure N if A is based on B in N and there is no belief C such 
that Cis based on B in Nand A is based on C in N. Then in a rational noetic structure 

(6) Every nonbasic belief has an immediate basis. 

Let us say further that a belief is Oth  level in N if it is basic in N, Isr  level in 
N if it is immediately based on some belief that is 0th  level in N, and, in general, 
n + 1st  level in N if it is immediately based upon at least one belief that is nth 

level in N. In a rational noetic structure N 

(7) Every belief B in N will belong to a highest level in N; 

that is, there will be some level such that B belongs to that level and to no higher 
level. (7) guarantees that no belief is immediately based upon itself. For suppose 
B were immediately based on B. By (7) B belongs to a highest level I. But since 
B is immediately based upon B, it also belongs to a higher level 1 + 1, which 
is impossible. Similarly, (7) guarantees that the immediate-basis-of relation is asym-
metric. One more piece of terminology: say that the level of a belief B in a noetic 
structure N is the highest level of B in N. Then in a rational noetic structure N 

(8) If A is based on B in N, then the level of A is higher than the level of B. 

We might put this by saying that if A is based on B in N, then B is prior to A 
in N; this is the respect I mentioned in which the basing proposition is prior to 
the based proposition. From (8) it follows that the basis relation is asymmetric 
and irreflexive. 

In a rational noetic structure every nonbasic belief will be immediately based 
on some beliefs A 1  ... An, each of these will be immediately based on some other 
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beliefs B, ... Bn, and so on until the foundations are reached. So from any 
nonbasic belief B there is a path downward through the noetic structure to the 
foundations—typically several different paths, terminating in several different basic 
beliefs. Perhaps we can put this more precisely as follows. A path from A to B 
in N is a set of propositions A, Bn, ... B,, B such that, in N, A is immediately 
based upon Bn, Bn  is immediately based upon Bn -1 ... , B2  is immediately based 
on B1 , and B1  is immediately based on B. A path from A in N is any path in 
N from A to any other proposition. A path from A to B can be extended to a 
path from A to C if there is a path from B to C. And a path from A terminates 
at C if it can be extended to a path from A to C and there are no paths from 
C. Then in a rational noetic structure N 

(9) If A is believed on the basis of B in N, then there is a path from A 
to B in N. 

In such a noetic structure, furthermore, 

(I0) If A is nonbasic in N, then there is a path from A to some belief B 
that is basic in N; 

(11) If there is a path from A to B in N, and B is nonbasic in N, then 
the path from A to B can be extended to a path from A to C, where 
C is basic in N; 

and 

(12) Every path from a nonbasic belief A terminates in the foundations. 

According to the foundationalist, therefore, every rational noetic struc-
ture has a foundation, and all nonbasic beliefs are ultimately accepted on 
the basis of beliefs in the foundations. But a belief cannot properly be ac-
cepted on the basis of just any other belief; in a rational noetic structure, 
A will be accepted on the basis of B only if B supports A or is a member 
of a set of beliefs that together support A. It is not clear just what this 
relation—call it the "supports" relation—is; and different foundationalists 
propose different candidates. Presumably, however, it lies in the neighbor-
hood of evidence; if A supports B, then A is evidence for B, or makes 
B evident; or perhaps B is likely or probable with respect to B. This rela-
tion admits of degrees. My belief that Feike can swim is supported by my 
knowledge that nine out of ten Frisians can swim and Feike is a Frisian; it 
is supported more strongly by my knowledge that the evening paper con-
tains a picture of Feike triumphantly finishing first in the fifteen-hundred 
meter freestyle in the 1980 summer Olympics. And the foundationalist 
holds, sensibly enough, that in a rational noetic structure the strength of 
a nonbasic belief will depend upon the degree of support from founda-
tional beliefs. 

There is a great deal more to be said about this supports relationship, but 
no space to say it here. Things would be neatest for the foundationalist if the 
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supports relation could be seen as like the probability relation, as a function froi 
pairs of beliefs into the real numbers between 0 and 1. Then perhaps he coulc 
explain Locke's dictum that strength of belief ought to be proportional to strengi 
of evidence as follows: If S's noetic structure is rational, then for any nonba! 
belief A, P(A/F) a B/A); that is, the support afforded to A by the foundatio. 
of S's noetic structure is at least as strong as S's belief that A. Problems aril 
for knowledge (as opposed to rational belief), however. Suppose we agree the 
if the support from the foundations for each of a pair of propositions A ani 
B is sufficient for knowledge, then the support for their conjunction, A and 
is also sufficient for knowledge. Then the lottery paradox shows that if the su, 
ports relation conforms to the probability calculus, there will be no degree of sup 
port (less than 1) such that a proposition's being supported to that degree is suffi 
cient (so far as support goes) for knowledge. There are further perplexities here 
but the foundationalist will certainly hold that there is such a supports relatioi 
ship, and that in a rational noetic structure, strength of nonbasic belief is a fun,  
tion of support from the foundations. 

By way of summary, then, let us say that according to foundh 
tionalism: (1) in a rational noetic structure the believed-on-the-basis-
relation is asymmetric and irreflexive, (2) a rational noetic structure hs 
a foundation, and (3) in a rational noetic structure nonbasic belief is pro 
portional in strength to support from the foundations. 

C. Conditions on Proper Basicality 

Next we note a further and fundamental feature of classic varietie. 
of foundationalism: they all lay down certain conditions of proper basic-
ity. From the foundationalist point of view not just any kind of belie. 
can be found in the foundations of a rational noetic structure; a belie 
to be properly basic (that is, basic in a rational noetic structure) mur 
meet certain conditions. It must be capable of functioning foundationalli 
capable of bearing its share of the weight of the whole noetic structure 
Thus Thomas Aquinas, as we have seen, holds that a proposition is prop• 
erly basic for a person only if it is self-evident to him or "evident to the 
senses." 

Suppose we take a brief look at self-evidence. Under what condi. 
tions does a proposition have it? What kinds of propositions are sell. 
evident? Examples would include very simple arithmetical truths such 

(13) 2 + 1 = 3; 

simple truths of logic such as 

(14) No man is both married and unmarried; 

perhaps the generalizations of simple truths of logic, such as 
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(15) For any proposition p the conjunction of p with its denial is false; 

and certain propositions expressing identity and diversity; for example, 

(16) Redness is distinct from greenness, 
(17) The property of being prime is distinct from the property of 

being composite, 

and 

(18) The proposition all men are mortal is distinct from the proposi-
tion all mortals are men. 

There are others; Aquinas gives as examples: 

(19) The whole is greater than the part, 

where, presumably, he means by "part" what we mean by "proper part," 
and, more dubiously, 

(20) Man is an animal. 

Still other candidates — candidates which may be less than entirely 
uncontroversial — come from many other areas; for example, 

(21) If p is necessarily true and p entails q, then q is necessarily true, 
(22) If e' occurs before e2  and e2occurs before e3, then e' occurs 

before e3, 

and 

(23) It is wrong to cause unnecessary (and unwanted) pain just for 
the fun of it. 

What is it that characterizes these propositions? According to the 
tradition the outstanding characteristic of a self-evident proposition is that 
one simply sees it to be true upon grasping or understanding it. Under-
standing a self-evident proposition is sufficient for apprehending its truth. 
Of course this notion must be relativized to persons; what is self-evident 
to you might not be to me. Very simple arithmetical truths will be self-
evident to nearly all of us, but a truth like 17 + 18 = 35 may be self-evident 
only to some. And of course a proposition is self-evident to a person only 
if he does in fact grasp it, so a proposition will not be self-evident to those 
who do not apprehend the concepts it involves. As Aquinas says, some 
propositions are self-evident only to the learned; his example is the truth 
that immaterial substances do not occupy space. Among those propositions 
whose concepts not everyone grasps, some are such that anyone who did 
grasp them would see their truth; for example, 
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(24) A model of a first-order theory T assigns truth to the axioms 
of T. 

Others —17 + 13 = 30, for example— may be such that some but not all 
of those who apprehend them also see that they are true. 

But how shall we understand this "seeing that they are true"? Those 
who speak of self-evidence explicitly turn to this visual metaphor and ex-
pressly explain self-evidence by reference to vision. There are two impor-
tant aspects to the metaphor and two corresponding components to the 
idea of self-evidence. First, there is the epistemic component: a proposi-
tion p is self-evident to a person S only if S has immediate knowledge 
of p— that is, knows p, and does not know p on the basis of his knowl-
edge of other propositions. Consider a simple arithmetic truth such as 
2 + 1 = 3 and compare it with one like 24 x 24 = 576. I know each of these 
propositions, and I know the second but not the first on the basis of com-
putation, which is a kind of inference. So I have immediate knowledge 
of the first but not the second. 

But there is also a phenomenological component. Consider again 
our two propositions; the first but not the second has about it a kind 
of luminous aura or glow when you bring it to mind or consider it. Locke 
speaks, in this connection, of an "evident luster"; a self-evident proposi-
tion, he says, displays a kind of "clarity and brightness to the attentive 
mind." Descartes speaks instead of "clarity and distinctness"; each, I think, 
is referring to the same phenomenological feature. And this feature is con-
nected with another: upon understanding a proposition of this sort one 
feels a strong inclination to accept it; this luminous obviousness seems 
to compel or at least impel assent. Aquinas and Locke, indeed, held that 
a person, or at any rate a normal, well-formed human being, finds it im-
possible to withhold assent when considering a self-evident proposition. 
The phenomenological component of the idea of self-evidence, then, seems 
to have a double aspect: there is the luminous aura that 2 + I = 3 displays, 
and there is also an experienced tendency to accept or believe it. Perhaps, 
indeed, the luminous aura just is the experienced impulsion toward accep-
tance; perhaps these are the very same thing. In that case the phenomeno-
logical component would not have the double aspect I suggested it did 
have; in either case, however, we must recognize this phenomenological 
aspect of self-evidence. 

Aquinas therefore holds that self-evident propositions are properly 
basic. I think he means to add that propositions "evident to the senses" 
are also properly basic. By this latter term I think he means to refer to 
perceptual propositions — propositions whose truth or falsehood we can 
determine by looking or employing some other sense. He has in mind, 
I think, such propositions as 
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(25) There is a tree before me, 

(26) I am wearing shoes, 

and 

(27) That tree's leaves are yellow. 

So Aquinas holds that a proposition is properly basic if and only 
if it is either self-evident or evident to the senses. Other foundationalists 
have insisted that propositions basic in a rational noetic structure must 
be certain in some important sense. Thus it is plausible to see Descartes 
as holding that the foundations of a rational noetic structure include, not 
such propositions as (25)-(27), but more cautious claims—claims about 
one's own mental life; for example, 

(28) It seems to me that I see a tree, 

(29) I seem to see something green, 

or, as Professor Chisholm puts it, 

(30) I am appeared greenly to. 

Propositions of this latter sort seem to enjoy a kind of immunity from 
error not enjoyed by those of the former. I could be mistaken in thinking 
I see a pink rat; perhaps I am hallucinating or the victim of an illusion. 
But it is at the least very much harder to see that I could be mistaken 
in believing that I seem to see a pink rat, in believing that I am appeared 
pinkly (or pink ratly) to. Suppose we say that a proposition with respect 
to which I enjoy this sort of immunity from error is incorrigible for me; 
then perhaps Descartes means to hold that a proposition is properly basic 
for S only if it is either self-evident or incorrigible for S. 

By way of explicit definition: 

(31) p is incorrigible for S if and only if (a) it is not possible that 
S believe p and p be false, and (b) it is not possible that S believe 
—p and p be true. 

The second clause serves to exclude necessary truths; given just the first clause, 
either Goldbach's conjecture or its denial would be incorrigible, even though no 
one knows whether it is true. 

Here we have a further characteristic of foundationalism: the claim 
that not just any proposition is properly basic. Ancient and medieval foun-
dationalists tended to hold that a proposition is properly basic for a per-
son only if it is either self-evident or evident to the senses: modern 
foundationalists — Descartes, Locke, Leibniz, and the like—tended to hold 
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that a proposition is properly basic for S only if either self-evident or in-
corrigible for S. Of course this is a historical generalization and is thus 
perilous; but perhaps it is worth the risk. And now let us say that a classi-
cal foundationalist is any one who is either an ancient and medieval or 
a modern foundationalist. 

D. The Collapse of Foundationalism 

Now suppose we return to the main question: Why should not belief 
in God be among the foundations of my noetic structure? The answer, 
on the part of the classical foundationalist, was that even if this belief 
is true, it does not have the characteristics a proposition must have to 
deserve a place in the foundations. There is no room in the foundations 
for a proposition that can be rationally accepted only on the basis of other 
propositions. The only properly basic propositions are those that are self-
evident or incorrigible or evident to the senses. Since the proposition that 
God exists is none of the above, it is not properly basic for anyone; that 
is, no well-formed, rational noetic structure contains this proposition in 
its foundations. But now we must take a closer look at this fundamental 
principle of classical foundationalism: 

(32) A proposition p is properly basic for a person S if and only 
if p is either self-evident to S or incorrigible for S or evident 
to the senses for S. 

(32) contains two claims: first, a proposition is properly basic if it is self-
evident, incorrigible, or evident to the senses, and, second, a proposition 
is properly basic only if it meets this condition. The first seems true enough; 
suppose we concede it. But what is to be said for the second? Is there 
any reason to accept it? Why does the foundationalist accept it? Why does 
he think the theist ought to? 

We should note first that if this thesis, and the correlative founda-
tionalist thesis that a proposition is rationally acceptable only if it follows 
from or is probable with respect to what is properly basic — if these claims 
are true, then enormous quantities of what we all in fact believe are irra-
tional. One crucial lesson to be learned from the development of modern 
philosophy — Descartes through Hume, roughly — is just this: relative to 
propositions that are self-evident and incorrigible, most of the beliefs that 
form the stock in trade of ordinary everyday life are not probable — at 
any rate there is no reason to think they are probable. Consider all those 
propositions that entail, say, that there are enduring physical objects, or 
that there are persons distinct from myself, or that the world has existed 
for more than five minutes: none of these propositions, I think, is more 
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probable than not with respect to what is self-evident or incorrigible for 
me; at any rate no one has given good reason to think any of them is. 
And now suppose we add to the foundations propositions that are evident 
to the senses, thereby moving from modern to ancient and medieval foun-
dationalism. Then propositions entailing the existence of material objects 
will of course be probable with respect to the foundations, because in-
cluded therein. But the same cannot be said either for propositions about 
the past or for propositions entailing the existence of persons distinct from 
myself; as before, these will not be probable with respect to what is prop-
erly basic. 

And does not this show that the thesis in question is false? The con-
tention is that 

(33) A is properly basic for me only if A is self-evident or incorri-
gible or evident to the senses for me. 

But many propositions that do not meet these conditions are properly 
basic for me. I believe, for example, that I had lunch this noon. I do not 
believe this proposition on the basis of other propositions; I take it as 
basic; it is in the foundations of my noetic structure. Furthermore, I am 
entirely rational in so taking it, even though this proposition is neither 
self-evident nor evident to the senses nor incorrigible for me. Of course 
this may not convince the foundationalist; he may think that in fact I 
do not take that proposition as basic, or perhaps he will bite the bullet 
and maintain that if I really do take it as basic, then the fact is I am, 
so far forth, irrational. 

Perhaps the following will be more convincing. According to the clas-
sical foundationalist (call him F) a person S is rational in accepting (33) 
only if either (33) is properly basic (self-evident or incorrigible or evident 
to the senses) for him, or he believes (33) on the basis of propositions 
that are properly basic for him and support (33). Now presumably if F 
knows of some support for (33) from propositions that are self-evident 
or evident to the senses or incorrigible, he will be able to provide a good 
argument—deductive, inductive, probabilistic or whatever — whose prem-
ises are self-evident or evident to the senses or incorrigible and whose con-
clusion is (33). So far as I know, no foundationalist has provided such 
an argument. It therefore appears that the foundationalist does not know 
of any support for (33) from propositions that are (on his account) prop-
erly basic. So if he is to be rational in accepting (33), he must (on his 
own account) accept it as basic. But according to (33) itself, (33) is prop-
erly basic for F only if (33) is self-evident or incorrigible or evident to 
the senses for him. Clearly (33) meets none of these conditions. Hence 
it is not properly basic for F. But then F is self-referentially inconsistent 
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in accepting (33); he accepts (33) as basic, despite the fact that (33) does 
not meet the condition for proper basicality that (33) itself lays down. 

Furthermore, (33) is either false or such that in accepting it the foun-
dationalist is violating his epistemic responsibilities. For F does not know 
of any argument or evidence for (33). Hence if it is true, he will be violat-
ing his epistemic responsibilities in accepting it. So (33) is either false or 
such that F cannot rationally accept it. Still further, if the theist were to 
accept (33) at the foundationalist's urging but without argument, he would 
be adding to his noetic structure a proposition that is either false or such 
that in accepting it he violates his noetic responsibilities. But if there is 
such a thing as the ethics of belief, surely it will proscribe believing a propo-
sition one knows to be either false or such that one ought not to believe 
it. Accordingly, I ought not to accept (33) in the absence of argument 
from premises that meet the condition it lays down. The same goes for 
the foundationalist: if he cannot find such an argument for (33), he ought 
to give it up. Furthermore, he ought not to urge and I ought not to accept 
any objection to theistic belief that crucially depends upon a proposition 
that is true only if I ought not believe it. 

This argument can be made more rigorous. The classical foundationalist 
accepts 

(34) p is rationally acceptable for S only if either (1) p is self-evident or 
evident to the senses or incorrigible for S, or (2) there are paths in 
S's noetic structure from p to propositions q, ... qn  that (a) are basic 
for S, (b) are self-evident, evident to the senses, or incorrigible for S, 
and (c) support p. 

Now (34) itself is obviously not evident to the senses. Furthermore it is not incor-
rigible for F. If (34) is contingent, then it will be possible that F believe it even 
though it is false, in which case it is not incorrigible. If it is noncontingent, then 
it is either necessarily true or necessarily false. If the former, it will be possible 
that F believe it false when it is true; if the latter, then it will be possible that 
F believe it true when it is false; so in neither case is it incorrigible. Still further, 
(34) is not plausibly thought self-evident; surely it is not such that one cannot 
understand it without believing it. So (34) is not self-evident, evident to the senses, 
or incorrigible for F. If (34) is true, therefore, then if F is to be rational in accept-
ing (34), he must believe it on the basis of propositions that are self-evident, incor-
rigible, or evident to the senses, and support it. But no foundationalist has ever 
produced a successful argument for (34) from propositions that meet that condi-
tion. It is therefore unlikely that F's acceptance of (34) conforms to the necessary 
condition of rationality (34) lays down. 

Of course it could be that there are propositions P, ... Pn  such that (1) there 
is a path in S's noetic structure from (34) to the Pi, (2) the Pi  do in fact support 
(34), and (3) the Pi  meet the condition for proper basicality laid down in (33) 
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even if F cannot say what they are and even if the rest of us cannot think of 
any viable candidates. (Just as it could be that every theist accepts belief in God 
on the basis of propositions that both support that belief and are properly ba-
sic according to [331.) This seems unlikely, however, and in the absence of some 
reason to think there are propositions of that sort, the better part of valor is to 
reject (34). 

We might try amending (34) in various ways. Nearly everyone ac-
cepts as basic some propositions entailing the existence of other persons 
and some propositions about the past; not nearly everyone accepts the 
existence of God as basic. Struck by this fact, we might propose: 

(35) p is properly basic for S if and only if p is self-evident or incor-
rigible or evident to the senses for S, or is accepted as basic 
by nearly everyone. 

There are problems with (35). It is meant to legitimize my taking as basic 
such deliverances of memory as that I had lunch this noon; but not nearly 
everyone takes that proposition as basic. Most of you, I daresay, have not 
so much as given it a thought; you are much too busy thinking about 
your own lunch to think about mine. So (35) will not do the job as it 
stands. That is of no real consequence, however; for even if we had an 
appropriate statement of (35), it would suffer from the same sort of mal-
ady as does (34). Not nearly everyone takes (35) as basic; I do not, for 
example. Nor is it self-evident, incorrigible, or evident to the senses. So 
unless we can find an argument for it from propositions that meet the 
conditions it lays down, we shall, if we believe it, be believing a proposi-
tion that is probably either false or such that we ought not believe it. There-
fore we ought not believe it, at least until someone produces such an argu-
ment for it. 

Now we could continue to canvass other revisions of (33), and in 
Part III I shall look into the proper procedure for discovering and justify-
ing such criteria for proper basicality. It is evident, however, that classical 
foundationalism is bankrupt, and insofar as the evidentialist objection 
is rooted in classical foundationalism, it is poorly rooted indeed. 

Of course the evidentialist objection need not presuppose classical 
foundationalism; someone who accepted quite a different version of foun-
dationalism could no doubt urge this objection. But in order to evaluate 
it, we should have to see what criterion of proper basicality was being 
invoked. In the absence of such specification the objection remains at 
best a promissory note. So far as the present discussion goes, then, the 
next move is up to the evidentialist objector. He must specify a criterion 
for proper basicality that is free from self-referential difficulties, rules out 
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belief in God as properly basic, and is such that there is some reason to 
think it is true. 

An evidentialist objector need not be a classical foundationalist; indeed, 
he need not be a foundationalist at all. He could accept a coherence theory of 
rationality. This is a large and complicated topic; I cannot enter it here. The central 
issues, however, are two. In the first place, what is coherence? And is there any 
reason to think the theist's noetic structure does not display it? Second, suppose 
it does not; how do we determine in what direction it should be modified? Sup-
pose, for example, that a given theist's noetic structure exhibits lack of coherence 
because it contains both belief in God and also, say, rejection of the idea that 
there is such a thing as agent causation. Perhaps his noetic structure is irrational, 
or at any rate defective, by virtue of this incoherence. But how can this be con-
strued as an objection to theistic belief? Some change is called for, but why sup-
pose that what he must do is give up theistic belief? Obviously there is another 
alternative; perhaps what he should do instead is accept agent causation. 

PART III: THE REFORMED OBJECTION 
TO NATURAL THEOLOGY 

Suppose we think of natural theology as the attempt to prove or 
demonstrate the existence of God. This enterprise has a long and impres-
sive history—a history stretching back to the dawn of Christendom and 
boasting among its adherents many of the truly great thinkers of the West-
ern world. One thinks, for example, of Anselm, Aquinas, Scotus, and Ock-
ham, of Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz. Recently— since the time of Kant, 
perhaps — the tradition of natural theology has not been as overwhelming 
as it once was; yet it continues to have able defenders both within and 
without officially Catholic philosophy. 

Many Christians, however, have been less than totally impressed. In 
particular Reformed or Calvinist theologians have for the most part taken 
a dim view of this enterprise. A few Reformed thinkers — B. B. Warfield, 
for example — endorse the theistic proofs, but for the most part the Re-
formed attitude has ranged from tepid endorsement, through indifference, 
to suspicion, hostility, and outright accusations of blasphemy. And this 
stance is initially puzzling. It looks a little like the attitude some Chris-
tians adopt toward faith healing: it can't be done, but even if it could 
it shouldn't be. What exactly, or even approximately, do these sons and 
daughters of the Reformation have against proving the existence of God? 
What could they have against it? What could be less objectionable to any 
but the most obdurate atheist? 
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A. The Objection Initially Stated 

By way of answering this question, I want to consider three represen-
tative Reformed thinkers. Let us begin with the nineteenth-century Dutch 
theologian Herman Bavinck: 

A distinct natural theology, obtained apart from any revelation, merely 
through observation and study of the universe in which man lives, 
does not exist... . 

Scripture urges us to behold heaven and earth, birds and ants, 
flowers and lilies, in order that we may see and recognize God in 
them. "Lift up your eyes on high, and see who hath created these." 
Is. 40:26. Scripture does not reason in the abstract. It does not make 
God the conclusion of a syllogism, leaving it to us whether we think 
the argument holds or not. But it speaks with authority. Both theo-
logically and religiously it proceeds from God as the starting point. 

We receive the impression that belief in the existence of God 
is based entirely upon these proofs. But indeed that would be "a 
wretched faith, which, before it invokes God, must first prove his 
existence." The contrary, however, is the truth. There is not a single 
object the existence of which we hesitate to accept until definite proofs 
are furnished. Of the existence of self, of the world round about 
us, of logical and moral laws, etc., we are so deeply convinced be-
cause of the indelible impressions which all these things make upon 
our consciousness that we need no arguments or demonstration. Spon-
taneously, altogether involuntarily: without any constraint or coer-
cion, we accept that existence. Now the same is true in regard to 
the existence of God. The so-called proofs are by no means the final 
grounds of our most certain conviction that God exists. This cer-
tainty is established only by faith; that is, by the spontaneous testi-
mony which forces itself upon us from every side.36  

According to Bavinck, then, belief in the existence of God is not based 
upon proofs or arguments. By "argument" here I think he means argu-
ments in the style of natural theology—the sort given by Aquinas and 
Scotus and later by Descartes, Leibniz, Clarke, and others. And what he 
means to say, I think, is that Christians do not need such arguments. Do 
not need them for what? 

Here I think Bavinck means to hold two things. First, arguments 
or proofs are not, in general, the source of the believer's confidence in 
God. Typically the believer does not believe in God on the basis of argu-
ments; nor does he believe such truths as that God has created the world 
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on the basis of arguments. Second, argument is not needed for rational 
justification; the believer is entirely within his epistemic right in believing, 
for example, that God has created the world, even if he has no argument 
at all for that conclusion. The believer does not need natural theology 
in order to achieve rationality or epistemic propriety in believing; his belief 
in God can be perfectly rational even if he knows of no cogent argument, 
deductive or inductive, for the existence of God—indeed, even if there 
is no such argument. 

Bavinck has three further points. First he means to add, I think, 
that we cannot come to knowledge of God on the basis of argument; the 
arguments of natural theology just do not work. (And he follows this pas-
sage with a more or less traditional attempt to refute the theistic proofs, 
including an endorsement of some of Kant's fashionable confusions about 
the ontological argument.) Second, Scripture "proceeds from God as the 
starting point," and so should the believer. There is nothing by way of 
proofs or arguments for God's existence in the Bible; that is simply pre-
supposed. The same should be true of the Christian believer then; he should 
start from belief in God rather than from the premises of some argument 
whose conclusion is that God exists. What is it that makes those premises 
a better starting point anyway? And third, Bavinck points out that belief 
in God relevantly resembles belief in the existence of the self and of the 
external world — and, we might add, belief in other minds and the past. 
In none of these areas do we typically have proof or arguments, or need 
proofs or arguments. 

Suppose we turn next to John Calvin, who is as good a Calvinist 
as any. According to Calvin God has implanted in us all an innate ten-
dency, or nisus, or disposition to believe in him: 

`There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, 
an awareness of divinity.' This we take to be beyond controversy. 
To prevent anyone from taking refuge in the pretense of ignorance, 
God himself has implanted in all men a certain understanding of 
his divine majesty. Ever-renewing its memory, he repeatedly sheds 
fresh drops. Since, therefore, men one and all perceive that there 
is a God and that he is their Maker, they are condemned by their 
own testimony because they have failed to honor him and to con-
secrate their lives to his will. If ignorance of God is to be looked for 
anywhere, surely one is most likely to find an example of it among 
the more backward folk and those more remote from civilization. 
Yet there is, as the eminent pagan says, no nation so barbarous, no 
people so savage, that they have not a deep-seated conviction that 
there is a God. So deeply does the common conception occupy the 
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minds of all, so tenaciously does it inhere in the hearts of all! There-
fore, since from the beginning of the world there has been no re-
gion, no city, in short, no household, that could do without religion, 
there lies in this a tacit confession of a sense of deity inscribed in 
the hearts of all. 

Indeed, the perversity of the impious, who though they strug-
gle furiously are unable to extricate themselves from the fear of 
God, is abundant testimony that this conviction, namely, that there 
is some God, is naturally inborn in all, and is fixed deep within, 
as it were in the very marrow.... From this we conclude that it is 
not a doctrine that must first be learned in school, but one of which 
each of us is master from his mother's womb and which nature it-
self permits no one to forget.37  

Calvin's claim, then, is that God has created us in such a way that 
we have a strong tendency or inclination toward belief in him. This ten-
dency has been in part overlaid or suppressed by sin. Were it not for the 
existence of sin in the world, human beings would believe in God to the 
same degree and with the same natural spontaneity that we believe in 
the existence of other persons, an external world, or the past. This is the 
natural human condition; it is because of our presently unnatural sinful 
condition that many of us find belief in God difficult or absurd. The fact 
is, Calvin thinks, one who does not believe in God is in an epistemically 
substandard position — rather like a man who does not believe that his 
wife exists, or thinks she is like a cleverly constructed robot and has no 
thoughts, feelings, or consciousness. 

Although this disposition to believe in God is partially suppressed, 
it is nonetheless universally present. And it is triggered or actuated by 
a widely realized condition: 

Lest anyone, then, be excluded from access to happiness, he not only 
sowed in men's minds that seed of religion of which we have spoken, 
but revealed himself and daily discloses himself in the whole work-
manship of the universe. As a consequence, men cannot open their 
eyes without being compelled to see him. (51) 

Like Kant, Calvin is especially impressed in this connection, by the mar-
velous compages of the starry heavens above: 

Even the common folk and the most untutored, who have been 
taught only by the aid of the eyes, cannot be unaware of the excel-
lence of divine art, for it reveals itself in this innumerable and yet 
distinct and well-ordered variety of the heavenly host. (50) 
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And Calvin's claim is that one who accedes to this tendency and in these 
circumstances accepts the belief that God has created the world—perhaps 
upon beholding the starry heavens, or the splendid majesty of the moun-
tains, or the intricate, articulate beauty of a tiny flower—is entirely within 
his epistemic rights in so doing. It is not that such a person is justified 
or rational in so believing by virtue of having an implicit argument — some 
version of the teleological argument, say. No; he does not need any argu-
ment for justification or rationality. His belief need not be based on any 
other propositions at all; under these conditions he is perfectly rational 
in accepting belief in God in the utter absence of any argument, deductive 
or inductive. Indeed, a person in these conditions, says Calvin, knows that 
God exists. 

Elsewhere Calvin speaks of "arguments from reason" or rational 
arguments: 

The prophets and apostles do not boast either of their keenness or 
of anything that obtains credit for them as they speak; nor do they 
dwell upon rational proofs. Rather, they bring forward God's holy 
name, that by it the whole world may be brought into obedience 
to him. Now we ought to see how apparent it is not only by plausible 
opinion but by clear truth that they do not call upon God's name 
heedlessly or falsely. If we desire to provide in the best way for our 
consciences — that they may not be perpetually beset by the instabil-
ity of doubt or vacillation, and that they may not also boggle at 
the smallest quibbles — we ought to seek our conviction in a higher 
place than human reasons, judgments, or conjectures, that is, in the 
secret testimony of the Spirit. (book 1, chapter 7, p. 78) 

Here the subject for discussion is not belief in the existence of God, 
but belief that God is the author of the Scriptures; I think it is clear, how-
ever, that Calvin would say the same thing about belief in God's existence. 
The Christian does not need natural theology, either as the source of his 
confidence or to justify his belief. Furthermore, the Christian ought not 
to believe on the basis of argument; if he does, his faith is likely to be 
"unstable and wavering," the "subject of perpetual doubt." If my belief 
in God is based on argument, then if I am to be properly rational, epis-
temically responsible, I shall have to keep checking the philosophical jour-
nals to see whether, say, Anthony Flew has finally come up with a good 
objection to my favorite argument. This could be bothersome and time-
consuming; and what do I do if someone does find a flaw in my argu-
ment? Stop going to church? From Calvin's point of view believing in 
the existence of God on the basis of rational argument is like believing 
in the existence of your spouse on the basis of the analogical argument 
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for other minds—whimsical at best and unlikely to delight the person 
concerned. 

B. The Barthian Dilemma 

The twentieth-century theologian Karl Barth is particularly scathing 
in his disapproval of natural theology. That he disapproves is overwhelm-
ingly clear. His reasons for thus disapproving, however, are much less clear; 
his utterances on this topic, as on others, are fascinating but Delphic in 
everything but length. Sometimes, indeed, he is outrageous, as when he 
suggests that the mere act of believing or accepting the Christian message 
is a manifestation of human pride, self-will, contumacy, and sin. Else-
where, however, he is both more moderate and thoroughly intriguing: 

Now suppose the partner in the conversation [that is, natural theol-
ogy] discovers that faith is trying to use the well-known artifice of 
dialectic in relation to him. We are not taking him seriously because 
we withhold from him what we really want to say and represent. 
It is only in appearance that we devote ourselves to him, and there-
fore what we say to him is only an apparent and unreal statement. 
What will happen then? Well, not without justice—although mis-
construing the friendly intention which perhaps motivates us — he 
will see himself despised and deceived. He will shut himself up and 
harden himself against the faith which does not speak out frankly, 
which deserts its own standpoint for the standpoint of unbelief. What 
use to unbelief is a faith which obviously knows different? And how 
shocking for unbelief is a faith which only pretends to take up with 
unbelief a common position.... This dilemma betrays the inner con-
tradiction in every form of a "Christian" natural theology. It must 
really represent and affirm the standpoint of faith. Its true objective 
to which it really wants to lead unbelief is the knowability of the 
real God through Himself in his revelation. But as a "natural" theol-
ogy, its initial aim is to disguise this and therefore to pretend to share 
in the life-endeavour of natural man. It therefore thinks that it should 
appear to engage in the dialectic of unbelief in the expectation that 
here at least a preliminary decision in regard to faith can and must 
be reached. Therefore, as a natural theology it speaks and acts im-
properly.... We cannot experiment with unbelief, even if we think 
we know and possess all sorts of interesting and very promising pos-
sibilities and recipes for it. We must treat unbelief seriously. Only 
one thing can be treated more seriously than unbelief; and that is 
faith itself—or rather, the real God in whom faith believes. But faith 
itself — or rather, the real God in whom faith believes — must be taken 
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so seriously that there is no place at all for even an apparent trans-
position to the standpoint of unbelief, for the pedagogic and playful 
self-lowering into the sphere of its possibilities.38  

We must try to penetrate a bit deeper into these objections to natural 
theology, and suppose we start with Barth. Precisely what is the objection 
to which he is pointing? That somehow it is improper or un-Christian 
or dishonest or impious to try to prove God's existence; but how exactly? 
Barth speaks here of a dilemma that confronts the natural theologian. 
Dilemmas have horns; what are the horns of this one? The following, I 
think. In presenting a piece of natural theology, either the believer must 
adopt what Barth calls "the standpoint of unbelief" or he must pretend 
to his unbelieving interlocutor to do so. If he does the former, he deserts 
his Christian standpoint; but if he does the latter, he is dishonest, in bad 
faith, professing to believe what in fact he does not believe. But what is 
the standpoint of unbelief and what is it to adopt it? And how could 
one fall into this standpoint just by working at natural theology, just by 
making a serious attempt to prove the existence of God? 

Perhaps Barth is thinking along the following lines. In arguing about 
the existence of God, in attempting to prove it, one implicitly adopts a 
certain stance. In adopting this stance one presupposes that it is not yet 
known whether there is a God; that remains to be seen; that is what is 
up for discussion. In adopting this stance, furthermore, the natural theo-
logian implicitly concedes that what one ought to believe here depends 
on the result of the inquiry; if there are good arguments for the existence 
of God, then we — that is, we believers and unbelievers who together are 
engaged in this inquiry — ought to accept God's existence; if there are good 
arguments against the existence of God, we ought to accept its denial; 
and if the arguments on both sides are equally strong (and equally weak) 
then perhaps the right thing to do is to remain agnostic. 

In adopting this stance one concedes that the rightness or propriety 
of belief and unbelief depends upon the outcome of a certain inquiry. 
Belief in God is right and proper only if there is on balance better reason 
to believe than not to believe—only if, that is, the arguments for the ex-
istence of God are stronger than those against it. But of course an inquiry 
has a starting point, and arguments have premises. In supposing the issue 
thus dependent upon the outcome of argument, one supposes the appro-
priate premises are available. What about these premises? In adopting this 
stance the natural theologian implicitly commits himself to the view that 
there is a certain set of propositions from which the premises of theistic 
and antitheistic arguments are to be drawn — a set of propositions such 
that belief in God is rational or proper only if it stands in the right relation 
to that set. He concurs with his unbelieving interlocutor that there is a 
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set of propositions both can appeal to, a set of propositions accepted by 
all or nearly all rational persons; and the propriety or rightness of belief 
in God depends on its relation to these propositions. 

What are these propositions and where do they come from? We shall 
have to enter that question more deeply later; for the moment let us call 
them "the deliverances of reason." Then to prove or demonstrate that God 
exists is to exhibit a deductive argument whose conclusion is that God 
exists, whose premises are drawn from the deliverances of reason, and each 
of whose steps is by way of an argument whose corresponding conditional 
is among the deliverances of reason. Aquinas' first three ways would be 
attempts to demonstrate the existence of God in just this sense. A demon-
stration that God does not exist, of course, would be structurally isomor-
phic; it would meet the second and third condition just mentioned but 
have as conclusion the proposition that there is no such person as God. 
An alleged example would be the deductive argument from evil — the claim 
that the existence of evil is among the deliverances of reason and is incon-
sistent with the existence of God. 

Of course it might be that the existence of God does not thus follow 
from the deliverances of reason but is nonetheless probable or likely with 
respect to them. One could then give a probabilistic or inductive argument 
for the existence of God, thus showing that theistic belief is rational, or 
epistemically proper, in that it is more likely than not with respect to the 
deliverances of reason. Perhaps Aquinas' Fifth Way and Paley's argument 
from design can be seen as falling into this category, and perhaps the prob-
abilistic argument from evil — the claim that it is unlikely that God exists, 
given all the evil there is — can then be seen as a structurally similar argu-
ment for the conclusion that unbelief is the proper attitude. 

According to Barth, then, the natural theologian implicitly concedes 
that the propriety of belief in God is to be tested by its relationship to 
the deliverances of reason. Belief is right, or rational, or rationally accept-
able only if it stands in the proper relationship to the deliverances of reason 
—only if, for example, it is more likely than not or at any rate not unlikely 
with respect to them. 

Now to adopt the standpoint of unbelief is not, as Barth sees it, 
to reject belief in God. One who enthusiastically accepts and believes in 
the existence of God can nonetheless be in the standpoint of unbelief. 
To be in that standpoint it is sufficient to hold that belief in God is ra-
tionally permissible for a person only if he or she has a good argument 
for it. To be in the standpoint of unbelief is to hold that belief in God 
is rationally acceptable only if it is more likely than not with respect to 
the deliverances of reason. One who holds this belief, says Barth, is in 
the standpoint of unbelief; his ultimate commitment is to the deliverances 
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of reason rather than to God. Such a person "makes reason a judge over 
Christ," or at any rate over the Christian faith. And to do so, says Barth, 
is utterly improper for a Christian. 

The horns of the Barthian dilemma, then, are bad faith or dishon-
esty on the one hand and the standpoint of unbelief on the other. Either 
the natural theologian accepts the standpoint of unbelief or he does not. 
In the latter case he misleads and deceives his unbelieving interlocutor 
and thus falls into bad faith. In the former case he makes his ultimate 
commitment to the deliverances of reason, a posture that is for a Christian 
totally inappropriate, a manifestation of sinful human pride. 

And this attempt to prove the existence of God certainly cannot end 
in any other way than with the affirmation that even apart from 
God's grace, already preceding God's grace, already anticipating it, 
he is ready for God, so that God is knowable to him otherwise than 
from and through himself. Not only does it end with this. In princi-
ple, it begins with it. For in what does it consist but in the arroga-
tion, preservation and affirmation of the self-sufficiency of man and 
therefore his likeness with God? (135) 

C. Rejecting Classical Foundationalism 

Now I think the natural theologian has a sound response to Barth's 
dilemma: she can execute the maneuver known to dialectician and mata-
dor alike as "escaping between the horns." As a natural theologian she 
offers or endorses theistic arguments, but why suppose that her own belief 
in God must be based upon such argument? And if it is not, why suppose 
she must pretend that it is? Perhaps her aim is to point out to the unbe-
liever that belief in God follows from other things he already believes, 
so that he can continue in unbelief (and continue to accept these other 
beliefs) only on pain of inconsistency. We may hope this knowledge will 
lead him to give up his unbelief, but in any event she can tell him quite 
frankly that her belief in God is not based on its relation to the deliver-
ances of reason. Indeed, she can follow Calvin in claiming that belief in 
God ought not to be based on arguments from the deliverances of reason 
or anywhere else. So even if "the standpoint of unbelief' is as reprehensi-
ble as Barth says it is, his dilemma seems to evaporate. 

What is most interesting here is not Barth's claim that the natural 
theologian faces this dilemma; here he is probably wrong, or at any rate 
not clearly right. More interesting is his view that belief in God need not 
be based on argument. Barth joins Calvin and Bavinck in holding that 
the believer in God is entirely within his rights in believing as he does 
even if he does not know of any good theistic argument (deductive or 
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inductive), even if he does not believe there is any such argument, and 
even if in fact no such argument exists. Like Calvin, Kuyper, and Bavinck, 
Barth holds that belief in God is properly basic—that is, such that it is 
rational to accept it without accepting it on the basis of any other proposi-
tions or beliefs at all. In fact, they think the Christian ought not to accept 
belief in God on the basis of argument; to do so is to run the risk of 
a faith that is unstable and wavering, subject to all the wayward whim 
and fancy of the latest academic fashion. What the Reformers held was 
that a believer is entirely rational, entirely within his epistemic rights, in 
starting with belief in God, in accepting it as basic, and in taking it as 
premise for argument to other conclusions. 

In rejecting natural theology, therefore, these Reformed thinkers mean 
to say first of all that the propriety or rightness of belief in God in no 
way depends upon the success or availability of the sort of theistic argu-
ments that form the natural theologian's stock in trade. I think this is 
their central claim here, and their central insight. As these Reformed think-
ers see things, one who takes belief in God as basic is not thereby violating 
any epistemic duties or revealing a defect in his noetic structure; quite 
the reverse. The correct or proper way to believe in God, they thought, 
was not on the basis of arguments from natural theology or anywhere 
else; the correct way is to take belief in God as basic. 

I spoke earlier of classical foundationalism, a view that incorporates 
the following three theses: 

(1) In every rational noetic structure there is a set of beliefs taken 
as basic — that is, not accepted on the basis of any other beliefs, 

(2) In a rational noetic structure nonbasic belief is proportional to 
support from the foundations, 

and 

(3) In a rational noetic structure basic beliefs will be self-evident 
or incorrigible or evident to the senses. 

Now I think these three Reformed thinkers should be understood as reject-
ing classical foundationalism. They may have been inclined to accept (1); 
they show no objection to (2); but they were utterly at odds with the idea 
that the foundations of a rational noetic structure can at most include 
propositions that are self-evident or evident to the senses or incorrigible. 
In particular, they were prepared to insist that a rational noetic structure 
can include belief in God as basic. As Bavinck put it, "Scripture ... does 
not make God the conclusion of a syllogism, leaving it to us whether we 
think the argument holds or not. But it speaks with authority. Both theo-
logically and religiously it proceeds from God as the starting point" (above, 
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p. 64). And of course Bavinck means to say that we must emulate Scrip-
ture here. 

In the passages I quoted earlier, Calvin claims the believer does not 
need argument—does not need it, among other things, for epistemic re-
spectability. We may understand him as holding, I think, that a rational 
noetic structure may very well contain belief in God among its founda-
tions. Indeed, he means to go further, and in two separate directions. In 
the first place he thinks a Christian ought not believe in God on the basis 
of other propositions; a proper and well-formed Christian noetic structure 
will in fact have belief in God among its foundations. And in the second 
place Calvin claims that one who takes belief in God as basic can know 
that God exists. Calvin holds that one can rationally accept belief in God 
as basic; he also claims that one can know that God exists even if he has 
no argument, even if he does not believe on the basis of other proposi-
tions. A foundationalist is likely to hold that some properly basic beliefs 
are such that anyone who accepts them knows them. More exactly, he 
is likely to hold that among the beliefs properly basic for a person S, 
some are such that if S accepts them, S knows them. He could go on 
to say that other properly basic beliefs cannot be known if taken as basic, 
but only rationally believed; and he might think of the existence of God 
as a case in point. Calvin will have none of this; as he sees it, one needs 
no arguments to know that God exists. 

One who holds this view need not suppose that natural theology is of no 
use. In the first place, if there were good arguments for the existence of God, 
that would be a fact worth knowing in itself—just as it would be worth knowing 
(if true) that the analogical argument for other minds is successful, or that there 
are good arguments from self-evident and incorrigible propositions to the exis-
tence of other minds. Second, natural theology could be useful in helping some-
one move from unbelief to belief. The arguments are not successful from the point 
of view of classical foundationalism; probably, that is, they do not start from 
premises that are self-evident, incorrigible, or evident to the senses and then pro-
ceed by argument forms that are self-evidently valid to the conclusion that God 
exists. Nonetheless there may be (in fact there are) people who accept propositions 
and argument forms out of which a theistic argument can be constructed; for 
these people theistic arguments can be useful as a means of moving toward what 
Calvin sees as the best way to believe in God: as basic. 

PART IV: IS BELIEF IN GOD PROPERLY BASIC? 

According to the Reformed thinkers discussed in the last section the 
answer is "Yes indeed." I enthusiastically concur in this contention, and 
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in this section I shall try to clarify and develop this view and defend it 
against some objections. I shall argue first that one who holds that belief 
in God is properly basic is not thereby committed to the view that just 
about anything is; I shall argue secondly that even if belief in God is ac-
cepted as basic, it is not groundless; I shall argue thirdly that one who 
accepts belief in God as basic may nonetheless be open to arguments against 
that belief; and finally I shall argue that the view I am defending is not 
plausibly thought of as a species of fideism. 

A. The Great Pumpkin Objection 

It is tempting to raise the following sort of question. If belief in 
God is properly basic, why cannot just any belief be properly basic? Could 
we not say the same for any bizarre aberration we can think of? What 
about voodoo or astrology? What about the belief that the Great Pump-
kin returns every Halloween? Could I properly take that as basic? Suppose 
I believe that if I flap my arms with sufficient vigor, I can take off and 
fly about the room; could I defend myself against the charge of irration-
ality by claiming this belief is basic? If we say that belief in God is properly 
basic, will we not be committed to holding that just anything, or nearly 
anything, can properly be taken as basic, thus throwing wide the gates 
to irrationalism and superstition? 

Certainly not. According to the Reformed epistemologist certain 
beliefs are properly basic in certain circumstances; those same beliefs may 
not be properly basic in other circumstances. Consider the belief that I 
see a tree: this belief is properly basic in circumstances that are hard to 
describe in detail, but include my being appeared to in a certain charac-
teristic way; that same belief is not properly basic in circumstances in-
cluding, say, my knowledge that I am sitting in the living room listening 
to music with my eyes closed. What the Reformed epistemologist holds 
is that there are widely realized circumstances in which belief in God is 
properly basic; but why should that be thought to commit him to the idea 
that just about any belief is properly basic in any circumstances, or even 
to the vastly weaker claim that for any belief there are circumstances in 
which it is properly basic? Is it just that he rejects the criteria for proper 
basicality purveyed by classical foundationalism? But why should that be 
thought to commit him to such tolerance of irrationality? Consider an 
analogy. In the palmy days of positivism the positivists went about con-
fidently wielding their verifiability criterion and declaring meaningless much 
that was clearly meaningful. Now suppose someone rejected a formula-
tion of that criterion — the one to be found in the second edition of A. J. 
Ayer's Language, Truth and Logic, for example. Would that mean she 
was committed to holding that 
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(1) T' was brillig; and the slithy toves did gyre and gymble in the 
wabe, 

contrary to appearances, makes good sense? Of course not. But then the 
same goes for the Reformed epistemologist: the fact that he rejects the 
criterion of proper basicality purveyed by classical foundationalism does 
not mean that he is committed to supposing just anything is properly 
basic. 

But what then is the problem? Is it that the Reformed epistemologist 
not only rejects those criteria for proper basicality but seems in no hurry 
to produce what he takes to be a better substitute? If he has no such cri-
terion, how can he fairly reject belief in the Great Pumpkin as properly 
basic? 

This objection betrays an important misconception. How do we 
rightly arrive at or develop criteria for meaningfulness, or justified belief, 
or proper basicality? Where do they come from? Must one have such a 
criterion before one can sensibly make any judgments—positive or negative 
— about proper basicality? Surely not. Suppose I do not know of a satis-
factory substitute for the criteria proposed by classical foundationalism; 
I am nevertheless entirely within my epistemic rights in holding that cer-
tain propositions in certain conditions are not properly basic. 

Some propositions seem self-evident when in fact they are not; that 
is the lesson of some of the Russell paradoxes. Nevertheless it would be 
irrational to take as basic the denial of a proposition that seems self-evident 
to you. Similarly, suppose it seems to you that you see a tree; you would 
then be irrational in taking as basic the proposition that you do not see 
a tree or that there are no trees. In the same way, even if I do not know 
of some illuminating criterion of meaning, I can quite properly declare 
(1) (above) meaningless. 

And this raises an important question — one Roderick Chisholm has 
taught us to ask.39  What is the status of criteria for knowledge, or proper 
basicality, or justified belief? Typically these are universal statements. The 
modern foundationalist's criterion for proper basicality, for example, is 
doubly universal: 

(2) For any proposition A and person S, A is properly basic for S 
if and only if A is incorrigible for S or self-evident to S. 

But how could one know a thing like that? What are its credentials? Clearly 
enough, (2) is not self-evident or just obviously true. But if it is not, how 
does one arrive at it? What sorts of arguments would be appropriate? 
Of course a foundationalist might find (2) so appealing he simply takes 
it to be true, neither offering argument for it nor accepting it on the basis 
of other things he believes. If he does so, however, his noetic structure 
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will be self-referentially incoherent. (2) itself is neither self-evident nor 
incorrigible; hence if he accepts (2) as basic, the modern foundationalist 
violates in accepting it the condition of proper basicality he himself lays 
down. On the other hand, perhaps the foundationalist will try to produce 
some argument for it from premises that are self-evident or incorrigible: 
it is exceeding hard to see, however, what such an argument might be like. 
And until he has produced such arguments, what shall the rest of us do — 
we who do not find (2) at all obvious or compelling? How could he use 
(2) to show us that belief in God, for example, is not properly basic? Why 
should we believe (2) or pay it any attention? 

The fact is, I think, that neither (2) nor any other revealing necessary 
and sufficient condition for proper basicality follows from clearly self-
evident premises by clearly acceptable arguments. And hence the proper 
way to arrive at such a criterion is, broadly speaking, inductive. We must 
assemble examples of beliefs and conditions such that the former are ob-
viously properly basic in the latter, and examples of beliefs and conditions 
such that the former are obviously not properly basic in the latter. We 
must then frame hypotheses as to the necessary and sufficient conditions 
of proper basicality and test these hypotheses by reference to those exam-
ples. Under the right conditions, for example, it is clearly rational to be-
lieve that you see a human person before you: a being who has thoughts 
and feelings, who knows and believes things, who makes decisions and 
acts. It is clear, furthermore, that you are under no obligation to reason 
to this belief from others you hold; under those conditions that belief 
is properly basic for you. But then (2) must be mistaken; the belief in 
question, under those circumstances, is properly basic, though neither self-
evident nor incorrigible for you. Similarly, you may seem to remember 
that you had breakfast this morning, and perhaps you know of no reason 
to suppose your memory is playing you tricks. If so, you are entirely justi-
fied in taking that belief as basic. Of course it is not properly basic on 
the criteria offered by classical foundationalists, but that fact counts not 
against you but against those criteria. 

I say we must assemble examples of beliefs and conditions such that the 
former are obviously properly basic in the latter, but that is not exactly right. 
The sample set, by reference to which hypotheses as to the necessary and sufficient 
conditions of proper basicality must be tested, should contain belief-condition 
pairs <B,C> of that sort but also pairs where it is not clear whether B is justified 
in C, and pairs where it seems fairly clear but not obvious that B is justified in 
C. (Of course our sample set should display the same variety with respect to pairs 
<BC> where B is not justified in C.) 

The sample set, furthermore, should be revisable in the light of theory and 
under the pressure of argument. Thus we may come to see that a pair < BC > , 
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originally taken to be an example of a belief and circumstances such that the for-
mer is justified in the latter, is really not of that sort. Further, it may be that 
we cannot find any revealing criterion; we may have to be content with some neces-
sary conditions and some sufficient conditions. Perhaps my being appeared to 
redly, for example, is both necessary and sufficient for my being justified in taking 
it as basic that I am appeared to redly. For other sorts of beliefs, however, it may 
be extremely difficult to find a condition that is both necessary and sufficient. 
Consider memory beliefs for example; my seeming to remember that p may be 
necessary for my justifiably taking it as basic that I do remember that p, but it 
clearly is not sufficient. If, for example, I know that my memory is faulty on 
the subject matter of p, then presumably I am not justified in taking it as basic 
that I remember that p when it seems to me that I do; and it may be very hard 
to find a condition that when conjoined with it seems to me that I remember 
that p yields a condition that is both necessary and sufficient for my being justi-
fied in taking it as basic that I remember that p. 

Furthermore, it may be that the best we can do here is to give some sufficient 
conditions of prima facie justification. When I am being appeared to in a certain 
way, I am prima facie justified in believing that I perceive a tree. But this justifica-
tion is defeasible; if I am told by an authority that there are a lot of fake trees 
around, visually indistinguishable at medium range from real trees, then I am no 
longer justified in taking it as basic that I see a tree. So the circumstance of being 
appeared to in a certain way confers prima facie, not ultima facie, justification 
upon my belief that I see a tree. 

Accordingly, criteria for proper basicality must be reached from be-
low rather than above; they should not be presented ex cathedra but ar-
gued to and tested by a relevant set of examples. But there is no reason 
to assume, in advance, that everyone will agree on the examples. The Chris-
tian will of course suppose that belief in God is entirely proper and ra-
tional; if he does not accept this belief on the basis of other propositions, 
he will conclude that it is basic for him and quite properly so. Followers 
of Bertrand Russell and Madelyn Murray O'Hare may disagree; but how 
is that relevant? Must my criteria, or those of the Christian community, 
conform to their examples? Surely not. The Christian community is re-
sponsible to its set of examples, not to theirs. 

And hence criteria for proper basicality arrived at in this particularistic way 
may not be polemically useful. If you and I start from different examples—if 
my set of examples includes a pair < B,C > (where B is, say, belief in God and 
C is some condition) and your set of examples does not include <BC> —then 
we may very well arrive at different criteria for proper basicality. Furthermore 
I cannot sensibly use my criterion to try to convince you that B is in fact properly 
basic in C, for you will point out, quite properly, that my criterion is based upon 
a set of examples that, as you see it, erroneously includes <BC> as an example 
of a belief and condition such that the former is properly basic in the latter. You 
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will thus be quite within your rights in claiming that my criterion is mistaken, 
although of course you may concede that, given my set of examples, I followed 
correct procedure in arriving at it. But of course by the same token you cannot 
sensibly use your criterion to try to convince me that B is not, in fact, properly 
basic in C. If criteria for proper basicality are arrived at in this particularistic 
way, they will not be or at any rate need not be polemically useful. Following 
this sort of procedure, we may not be able to resolve our disagreement as to the 
status of <B,C>; you will continue to hold that B is not properly basic in C, 
and I will continue to hold that it is. 

Of course it does not follow that there is no truth of the matter; if our 
criteria conflict, then at least one of them is mistaken, even if we cannot by further 
discussion agree as to which it is. Similarly, either I am mistaken in holding that 
B is properly basic in C, or you are mistaken in holding that it is not. Still further, 
if I am mistaken in this matter, then if I take B as basic in C— that is, if I am 
in C and believe B without the evidential support of other beliefs—then I am 
irrational in so doing. Particularism does not imply subjectivism. 

So, the Reformed epistemologist can properly hold that belief in 
the Great Pumpkin is not properly basic, even though he holds that belief 
in God is properly basic and even if he has no full-fledged criterion of 
proper basicality. Of course he is committed to supposing that there is 
a relevant difference between belief in God and belief in the Great Pump-
kin if he holds that the former but not the latter is properly basic. But 
this should prove no great embarrassment; there are plenty of candidates. 
These candidates are to be found in the neighborhood of the conditions 
that justify and ground belief in God —conditions I shall discuss in the 
next section. Thus, for example, the Reformed epistemologist may concur 
with Calvin in holding that God has implanted in us a natural tendency 
to see his hand in the world around us; the same cannot be said for the 
Great Pumpkin, there being no Great Pumpkin and no natural tendency 
to accept beliefs about the Great Pumpkin.40  

B. The Ground of Belief in God 

My claim is that belief in God is properly basic; is does not follow, 
however, that it is groundless. Let me explain. Suppose we consider percep-
tual beliefs, memory beliefs, and beliefs ascribing mental states to other 
persons, such beliefs as: 

(3) I see a tree, 

(4) I had breakfast this morning, 

and 

(5) That person is in pain. 
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Although beliefs of this sort are typically taken as basic, it would be a 
mistake to describe them as groundless. Upon having experience of a cer-
tain sort, I believe that I am perceiving a tree. In the typical case I do 
not hold this belief on the basis of other beliefs; it is nonetheless not ground-
less. My having that characteristic sort of experience—to use Professor 
Chisholm's language, my being appeared treely to—plays a crucial role 
in the formation of that belief. It also plays a crucial role in its justifica-
tion. Let us say that a belief is justified for a person at a time if (a) he 
is violating no epistemic duties and is within his epistemic rights in accept-
ing it then and (b) his noetic structure is not defective by virtue of his 
then accepting ít.41  Then my being appeared to in this characteristic way 
(together with other circumstances) is what confers on me the right to 
hold the belief in question; this is what justifies me in accepting it. We 
could say, if we wish, that this experience is what justifies me in holding 
it; this is the ground of my justification, and, by extension, the ground 
of the belief itself. 

If I see someone displaying typical pain behavior, I take it that he 
or she is in pain. Again, I do not take the displayed behavior as evidence 
for that belief; I do not infer that belief from others I hold; I do not 
accept it on the basis of other beliefs. Still, my perceiving the pain behav-
ior plays a unique role in the formation and justification of that belief; 
as in the previous case it forms the ground of my justification for the 
belief in question. The same holds for memory beliefs. I seem to remem-
ber having breakfast this morning; that is, I have an inclination to believe 
the proposition that I had breakfast, along with a certain past-tinged ex-
perience that is familiar to all but hard to describe. Perhaps we should 
say that I am appeared to pastly; but perhaps that insufficiently distin-
guishes the experience in question from that accompanying beliefs about 
the past not grounded in my own memory. The phenomenology of memory 
is a rich and unexplored realm; here I have no time to explore it. In this 
case as in the others, however, there is a justifying circumstance present, 
a condition that forms the ground of my justification for accepting the 
memory belief in question. 

In each of these cases a belief is taken as basic, and in each case 
properly taken as basic. In each case there is some circumstance or condi-
tion that confers justification; there is a circumstance that serves as the 
ground of justification. So in each case there will be some true proposition 
of the sort 

(6) In condition C, S is justified in taking p as basic. 

Of course C will vary with p. For a perceptual judgment such as 

(7) I see a rose-colored wall before me 
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C will include my being appeared to in a certain fashion. No doubt C 
will include more. If I am appeared to in the familiar fashion but know 
that I am wearing rose-colored glasses, or that I am suffering from a dis-
ease that causes me to be thus appeared to, no matter what the color of 
the nearby objects, then I am not justified in taking (7) as basic. Similarly 
for memory. Suppose I know that my memory is unreliable; it often plays 
me tricks. In particular, when I seem to remember having breakfast, then, 
more often than not, I have not had breakfast. Under these conditions 
I am not justified in taking it as basic that I had breakfast, even though 
I seem to remember that I did. 

So being appropriately appeared to, in the perceptual case, is not 
sufficient for justification; some further condition—a condition hard to 
state in detail — is clearly necessary. The central point here, however, is 
that a belief is properly basic only in certain conditions; these conditions 
are, we might say, the ground of its justification and, by extension, the 
ground of the belief itself. In this sense basic beliefs are not, or are not 
necessarily, groundless beliefs. 

Now similar things may be said about belief in God. When the Re-
formers claim that this belief is properly basic, they do not mean to say, 
of course, that there are no justifying circumstances for it, or that it is 
in that sense groundless or gratuitous. Quite the contrary. Calvin holds 
that God "reveals and daily discloses himself in the whole workmanship 
of the universe," and the divine art "reveals itself in the innumerable and 
yet distinct and well ordered variety of the heavenly host." God has so 
created us that we have a tendency or disposition to see his hand in the 
world about us. More precisely, there is in us a disposition to believe propo-
sitions of the sort this flower was created by God or this vast and intricate 
universe was created by God when we contemplate the flower or behold 
the starry heavens or think about the vast reaches of the universe. 

Calvin recognizes, at least implicitly, that other sorts of conditions 
may trigger this disposition. Upon reading the Bible, one may be impressed 
with a deep sense that God is speaking to him. Upon having done what 
I know is cheap, or wrong, or wicked, I may feel guilty in God's sight 
and form the belief God disapproves of what I have done. Upon confes-
sion and repentance I may feel forgiven, forming the belief God forgives 
me for what I have done. A person in grave danger may turn to God, 
asking for his protection and help; and of course he or she then has the 
belief that God is indeed able to hear and help if he sees fit. When life 
is sweet and satisfying, a spontaneous sense of gratitude may well up within 
the soul; someone in this condition may thank and praise the Lord for 
his goodness, and will of course have the accompanying belief that indeed 
the Lord is to be thanked and praised. 
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There are therefore many conditions and circumstances that call forth 
belief in God: guilt, gratitude, danger, a sense of God's presence, a sense 
that he speaks, perception of various parts of the universe. A complete 
job would explore the phenomenology of all these conditions and of more 
besides. This is a large and important topic, but here I can only point 
to the existence of these conditions. 

Of course none of the beliefs I mentioned a moment ago is the sim-
ple belief that God exists. What we have instead are such beliefs as: 

(8) God is speaking to me, 

(9) God has created all this, 

(10) God disapproves of what I have done, 

(11) God forgives me, 

and 

(12) God is to be thanked and praised. 

These propositions are properly basic in the right circumstances. But it 
is quite consistent with this to suppose that the proposition there is such 
a person as God is neither properly basic nor taken as basic by those who 
believe in God. Perhaps what they take as basic are such propositions as 
(8)-(12), believing in the existence of God on the basis of propositions 
such as those. From this point of view it is not wholly accurate to say 
that it is belief in God that is properly basic; more exactly, what are prop-
erly basic are such propositions as (8)-(12), each of which self-evidently 
entails that God exists. It is not the relatively high-level and general propo-
sition God exists that is properly basic, but instead propositions detailing 
some of his attributes or actions. 

Suppose we return to the analogy between belief in God and belief 
in the existence of perceptual objects, other persons, and the past. Here 
too it is relatively specific and concrete propositions rather than their 
more general and abstract colleagues that are properly basic. Perhaps such 
items as: 

(13) There are trees, 

(14) There are other persons, 

and 

(15) The world has existed for more than five minutes 

are not in fact properly basic; it is instead such propositions as: 

(16) I see a tree, 
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(17) That person is pleased, 

(18) I had breakfast more than an hour ago 

that deserve that accolade. Of course propositions of the latter sort im-
mediately and self-evidently entail propositions of the former sort, and 
perhaps there is thus no harm in speaking of the former as properly basic, 
even though so to speak is to speak a bit loosely. 

The same must be said about belief in God. We may say, speaking 
loosely, that belief in God is properly basic; strictly speaking, however, 
it is probably not that proposition but such propositions as (8)-(12) that 
enjoy that status. But the main point, here, is this: belief in God, or (8)-
(12), are properly basic; to say so, however, is not to deny that there are 
justifying conditions for these beliefs, or conditions that confer justifica-
tion on one who accepts them as basic. They are therefore not groundless 
or gratuitous. 

C. Is Argument Irrelevant to Basic Belief in God? 

Suppose someone accepts belief in God as basic. Does it not follow 
that he will hold this belief in such a way that no argument could move 
him or cause him to give it up? Will he not hold it come what may, in 
the teeth of any evidence or argument with which he could be presented? 
Does he not thereby adopt a posture in which argument and other rational 
methods of settling disagreement are implicitly declared irrelevant? Surely 
not. Suppose someone accepts 

(19) There is such a person as God 

as basic. It does not for a moment follow that he will regard argument 
irrelevant to this belief of his; nor is he committed in advance to rejecting 
every argument against it. It could be, for example, that he accepts (19) 
as basic but also accepts as basic some propositions from which, by argu-
ments whose corresponding conditionals he accepts as basic, it follows 
that (19) is false. What happens if he is apprised of this fact, perhaps 
by being presented with an argument from those propositions to the denial 
of (19)? Presumably some change is called for. If he accepts these proposi-
tions more strongly than (19), presumably he will give the latter up. 

Similarly, suppose someone believes there is no God but also believes 
some propositions from which belief in God follows by argument forms 
he accepts. Presented with an argument from these propositions to the 
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proposition that God exists, such a person may give up his atheism and 
accept belief in God. On the other hand, his atheistic belief may be stronger 
than his belief in some of the propositions in question, or his belief in 
their conjunction. It is possible, indeed, that he knows these propositions, 
but believes some of them less firmly than he believes that there is no 
God; in that case, if you present him with a valid argument from these 
propositions to the proposition that God exists, you may cause him to 
give up a proposition he knows to be true. It is thus possible to reduce 
the extent of someone's knowledge by giving him a sound argument from 
premises he knows to be true. 

So even if I accept (19) as basic, it may still be the case that I will give 
up that belief if you offer me an argument from propositions I accept, by argu-
ment forms I accept, to the denial of (19). But I do have other options. All your 
argument really shows is that there is trouble somewhere in my noetic structure. 
A change must be made somewhere, but the argument does not show where. Perhaps 
I will give up one of the premises instead, or perhaps I will give up their conjunc-
tion. Perhaps I will give up one of the argument forms involved in the inference 
of the denial of (19) from those premises; this would be in the spirit of Hilary 
Putnam's suggestion that we give up the logical law of distribution because it 
is incompatible with quantum mechanics. Still another possibility: I may find all 
of (19), these premises, and the above-mentioned argument forms more worthy 
of belief than the contention that those argument forms lead from those premises 
to the denial of (19); if so, then perhaps I should give up that belief. 

So a person can accept belief in God as basic without accepting it 
dogmatically—that is, in such a way that he will ignore any contrary evi-
dence or argument. And now a second question: Suppose the fact is belief 
in God is properly basic. Does it follow that one who accepts it dogmati-
cally is within his epistemic rights? Does it follow that someone who is 
within his rights in accepting it as basic remains justified in this belief, 
no matter what counterargument or counterevidence arises? 

Again, surely not. The justification-conferring conditions mentioned 
above must be seen as conferring prima facie rather than ultima facie, 
or all-things-considered, justification. This justification can be overrid-
den. My being appeared to treely gives me a prima facie right to take 
as basic the proposition I see a tree. But of course this right can be over-
ridden; I might know, for example, that I suffer from the dreaded dendro-
logical disorder, whose victims are appeared to treely only when there are 
no trees present. If I do know that, then I am not within my rights in 
taking as basic the proposition I see a tree when I am appeared to treely. 
The same goes for the conditions that confer justification on belief in 
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God. Like the fourteen-year-old theist (above, p. 33), perhaps I have been 
brought up to believe in God and am initially within my rights in so doing. 
But conditions can arise in which perhaps I am no longer justified in this 
belief. Perhaps you propose to me an argument for conclusion that it is 
impossible that there be such a person as God. If this argument is convinc-
ing for me—if it starts from premises that seem self-evident to me and 
proceeds by argument forms that seem self-evidently valid — then perhaps 
I am no longer justified in accepting theistic belief. Following John Pol-
lock, we may say that a condition that overrides my prima facie justifica-
tion for p is defeating condition or defeater for p (for me). Defeaters, 
of course, are themselves prima facie defeaters, for the defeater can be 
defeated. Perhaps I spot a fallacy in the initially convincing argument; 
perhaps I discover a convincing argument for the denial of one of its prem-
ises; perhaps I learn on reliable authority that someone else has done one 
of those things. Then the defeater is defeated, and I am once again within 
my rights in accepting p. Of course a similar remark must be made about 
defeater-defeaters: they are subject to defeat by defeater-defeater-defeaters 
and so on. 

Many believers in God have been brought up to believe, but then 
encountered potential defeaters. They have read books by skeptics, been 
apprised of the atheological argument from evil, heard it said that theistic 
belief is just a matter of wish fulfillment or only a means whereby one 
socioeconomic class keeps another in bondage. These circumstances con-
stitute potential defeaters for justification in theistic belief. If the believer 
is to remain justified, something further is called for—something that prima 
facie defeats the defeaters. Various forms of theistic apologetics serve this 
function (among others). Thus the free-will defense is a defeater for the 
atheological argument from evil, which is a potential defeater for theistic 
belief. Suppose I am within my epistemic rights in accepting belief in God 
as basic; and suppose I am presented with a plausible argument — by 
Democritus, let us say — for the conclusion that the existence of God is 
logically incompatible with the existence of evil. (Let us add that I am 
strongly convinced that there is evil.) This is a potential defeater for my 
being rational in accepting theistic belief. What is required, if I am to 
continue to believe rationally, is a defeater for that defeater. Perhaps I 
discover a flaw in Democritus' argument, or perhaps I have it on reliable 
authority that Augustine, say, has discovered a flaw in the argument; then 
I am once more justified in my original belief. 

Of course if this happens, my original belief may still be basic; I do not 
now accept it on the basis of my belief that Democritus' argument is unsuccessful. 
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That fact does not, of course, constitute any evidence at all for the existence of 
God; but when I believe A on the basis of B and do so rationally, then B is part 
of my evidence for A. In this case, therefore, I would be irrational or at least in 
some way mistaken if I did believe in God on the basis of my belief that Democritus' 
argument is unsound. It could be the case, therefore, that in certain circumstances 
my rationally believing A requires that I believe B, even though rationality does 
not require and may even preclude my believing A on the basis of B. If I accept 
a belief A as basic and then encounter a defeater for A, rationality may require 
that if I continue to believe A, then I rationally believe there is a defeater for 
that defeater; but it does not require that I believe A on the basis of that belief. 
It may be that the conditions under which a belief A is properly basic for me 
include my rationally holding some other belief B. But it does not follow that 
if I am in those conditions, then A is not properly basic for me. 

What I have said in this section requires a great deal by way of supplement, 
qualification, and amplification. I do not have space here for that, but I shall 
at least suggest some hints for further study. 

First, one prima facie justification-conferring condition that does not get 
enough attention is training, or teaching, or (more broadly) testimony. If I ask you 
your name and you tell me, I have a prima facie right to believe what you say. A 
child is within his epistemic rights in believing what he is taught by his elders. An 
enormous proportion of beliefs are accepted at least partly by way of testimony: 
a much higher proportion than one might initially think. You may believe that the 
Kröller-Müller museum is in Gelderland, The Netherlands. Even if you have been 
there, you are dependent upon testimony for such information as that that mu-
seum was indeed the Kröller-Muller and that the area around the museum is in-
deed part of Gelderland. You are also dependent upon testimony for your knowl-
edge that Gelderland is part of The Netherlands; perhaps you learned this by consult-
ing a map. Indeed, even if you live in a nearby village and are the museum's chief 
caretaker, you are still dependent upon testimony for these items of information. 
And testimony, of course, is a prima facie justification-conferring circumstance. 

Second, what we have been discussing all along is what we might call weak 
justification: a condition satisfied by a person S and a belief p when S is within 
his epistemic rights in accepting p. But there are other interesting and relevant 
epistemic conditions lurking in the neighborhood. Being appeared to treely may 
confer on me, not merely the prima facie right to believe that there is a tree present, 
but the more impressive epistemic condition of being such that if the belief in 
question is true, then I know it. Call that condition strong justification. Being 
thus appeared to may perhaps also lay obligations on me; perhaps in those condi-
tions I am not merely within my rights in believing that there is a tree present; 
perhaps I have a prima facie obligation to do so. 

As I have said, testimony confers a prima facie right to believe; but in the 
typical case the epistemic condition one is in vis-à-vis p by virtue of having been 
told that p is not as favorable as the condition one enjoys vis-à-vis a proposition — 
2 + 1 = 3, say—that is apparently self-evident. There is a whole range of interest-
ing and relevant epistemic conditions here.d2 
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Third, the conditions that confer prima facie justification do not inevitably 
include belief What justifies me in believing that there is a tree present is just 
the fact that I am appeared to in a certain way; it is not necessary that I know 
or believe or consider the fact that I am being thus appeared to. What justifies 
me in believing, on a given occasion, that 2 + 1 = 3 is the fact that it then seems 
self-evident to me; there is the "clarity and brightness" (Locke) or luminous aura 
I referred to above. But to be justified it is not necessary that I believe, on that 
occasion, that my experience is of that character; I need not so much as raise 
the question. The condition's being satisfied is sufficient for prima facie justifica-
tion; my knowing or believing that it is satisfied is not necessary. 

On the other hand, what sometimes confers prima facie justification upon 
me in accepting a proposition p as basic is a condition that includes my believing 
some other proposition q— where I do not believe p on the basis of q. I learned 
as a child that there is such a country as China. When I now hear or read some-
thing like leading spokesmen for China today declared the Russian response to-
tally unacceptable, I am prima facie within my rights in believing it; and part 
of the justifying condition is that I already know or believe that there are such 
countries as China and Russia. If I did not know or believe that, I would be justi-
fied in believing, not the proposition those words do in fact express, but only 
something weaker—perhaps there are a pair of things respectively named "China" 
and "Russia," and leading spokesmen of the first declared the response of the 
second totally unacceptable. 

Finally, the relation between various justifying conditions and various epis- 

I
temic conditions can be much more subtle and complex than the above suggests. 
There may be a pair of conditions Cl and C2, each of which confers prima facie 
weak justification on p (for S), such that if S is in both conditions, then he has 
prima facie strong justification for p. On the other hand, these may be a pair 
of such prima facie weak-justification-conferring conditions (for p), such that if 
S is in both, then he is prima facie obliged not to believe p. Order may also be 
important; it may be the Cl and C2 are prima facie weak-justification-conferring 
conditions, such that if S is first in Cl and then in both Cl and C2, then p is 
prima facie strongly justified for him; but if he is first in C2 and then in both 
Cl and C2, p is only prima facie weakly justified for him. 

In this connection, consider again the conditions I mentioned above as prima 
fade conferring weak justification on belief in God. Some who believe in God 
have come to this belief by way of conversion—a deep and relatively sudden re-
structuring on one's entire noetic structure. Others have been brought up or trained 
to believe; they originally acquired theistic belief by way of teaching or testimony 
on the part of their elders and by imitation of their elders. (Like moods and dis-
eases, beliefs can be contagious.) This belief may then be sustained and reinforced 
by the conditions I mentioned above as weakly justifying belief in God. These 
conditions, furthermore, may confer a higher epistemic status upon belief in God. 
One who has been brought up to believe in God has a prima facie right to do 
so; but perhaps one who is brought up to believe and then finds himself in one 
of the circumstances mentioned above has (prima facie) strong justification for 
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believing in God. Perhaps his condition is such that (given that his belief is true 
and given the absence of contravening conditions) he knows that God exists. 

D. Fideism 

I take up one final question. In Reflections on Christian Philosophy 
Ralph Mclnerny suggests that what I have been calling Reformed episte-
mology is fideism. Is he right? Is the Reformed epistemologist perforce 
a fideist? That depends: it depends, obviously enough, on how we propose 
to use the term "fideism." According to my dictionary fideism is "exclusive 
or basic reliance upon faith alone, accompanied by a consequent dispar-
agement of reason and utilized especially in the pursuit of philosophical 
or religious truth." A fideist therefore urges reliance on faith rather than 
reason, in matters philosophical and religious; and he may go on to 
disparage and denigrate reason. We may thus distinguish at least two grades 
of fideism: moderate fideism, according to which we must rely upon faith 
rather than reason in religious matters, and extreme fideism, which dis-
parages and denigrates reason. 

Now let us ask first whether the Reformed epistemologist is obliged 
to be an extreme fideist. Of course there is more than one way of disparag-
ing reason. One way to do it is to claim that to .take a proposition on 
faith ishigher and better than accepting it on the basis of reason. Another 
way to disparage reason is to follow Kant in holding that reason left to 
itself inevitably falls into paradox and antimony on ultimate matters. Ac-
cording to Kant pure reasog.Offers us conclusive argument for supposing 
that the universe had no beginning, but also, unfortunately, conclusive 
argnr/Tents for the denial of that proposition. I do not think any of the 
alleged arguments are anywhere nearly conclusive, but if Kant were right, 
tFièü"pTeStfmäbiÿìreason w—oald not .crerOys to be paid attention to; at least 
dirfhis topic. According to the most common brand of extreme fideism, 
however, reason and faith conflict  or clash on matters of religious impor-
tance; and when they do, faith is to be preferred and reason suppressed. 
Thus according to Kierkegaard faith teaches "the absurdity that the eter-
nal is the historical." He means to say, I think, that this proposition is 
among the deliverances of faith but absurd from the point of view of rea-
son; and it should be accepted despite this absurdity. The turn-of-the-century 
Russian theologian Shestof carried extreme fideism even further; he held 
that one can attain religious truth only by rejecting the proposition that 
2 + 2 = 4 and accepting instead 2 + 2 = S. 

Now it is clear, I suppose, that the Reformed epistemologist need 
not be an extreme fideist. His views on the proper basicality of belief in 
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God surely do not commit him to thinking that faith and reason conflict. 
So suppose-We ask instead whether the Reformed epistemologist is com-
mitted to moderate fideism. And again that depends; it depends upon 
how we propose to use the terms "reason" and "faith." One possibility 
would be to follow Abraham Kuyper, who proposes to use these terms 
in such a way that one takes on faith whatever one accepts but does not 
accept on the basis of argument or inference or demonstration: 

There is thus no objection to the use of the term `faith' for that func-
tion of the soul by which it attains certainty immediately or directly, 
without the aid of discursive demonstration. This places faith over 
against demonstration, but not over against knowing.43  

On this use of these terms, anything taken as basic is taken on faith; any-
thing believed on the basis of other beliefs is taken on reason. I take 
2 + 1 = 3 as basic; accordingly, I take it on faith. When I am appropriately 
appeared to, I take as basic such propositions as I see a tree before me 
or there is a house over there; on the present construal I take these things 
on faith. I remember that I had lunch this noon, but do not accept this 
belief on the basis of other propositions; this too, then, I take on faith. 
On the other hand, what I take on the basis of reason is what I believe 
on the basis of argument or inference from other propositions. Thus I 
take 2 + 1 = 3 on faith, but 21 x 45 = 945 by reason; for I accept the latter 
on the basis of calculation, which is a form of argument. Further, suppose 
I accept supralapsarianism or premillenialism or the doctrine of the virgin 
birth on the grounds that God proposes these doctrines for our belief and 
God proposes only truths; then on Kuyper's use of these terms I accept 
these doctrines not by faith but by reason. Indeed, if with Kierkegaard 
and Shestov I hold that the eternal is the historical and that 2 + 2 = 5 
because I believe God proposes these things for my belief, then on the 
present construal I take them not on faith but on the basis of reason. 

And here we can see, I think, that Kuyper's use of these terms is 
not the relevant one for the discussion of fideism. For consider Shestov. 
Shestov is an extreme fideist because he thinks faith and reason conflict; 
and when they do, he says, it is reason that must be suppressed. To para-
phrase the poem, "When faith _andseasen.clashlet reason go to smash!" 
But he is not holding that faith teaches something-2 + 2 = 5, for example 
—that conflicts with a belief -2 + 2 = 4— that one arrives at by reasoning 
from other propositions. On the contrary, the poignancy of the clash is 
just that what faith teaches conflicts with an immediate teaching of reason 
—a proposition that is apparently self-evident. On the Kuyperian use of 

I
these terms Shestov would be surprised to learn that he is not a fideist 
after all. For what he takes faith to conflict with here is not something 
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one accepts by reason—that is, on the basis of other propositions. Indeed, 
on the Kuyperian account Shestov not only does not qualify as a fideist; 
he probably qualifies as an antifideist. Shestov probably did not recom-
mend taking 2 + 2 = 5 as basic; he probably held that God proposes this 
proposition for our belief and that we should therefore accept it. On the 
other hand, he also believed, no doubt, that 2 + 2 = 4 is apparently self-
evident. So given the Kuyperian use, Shestov would be holding that faith 
and reaso`li~ßlf~c~ her � t it is 2 + 2 = 4 that is the deliverance of faith 
and 2 + 2 = 5 the deliverance o reasonTStiit � recommends Accepting 
2 + 2 = 5, the deliverance of reason, he thus turns out to be a rationalist 
or antifideist, at least on this point. 

And this shows that Kuyper's use of these terms is not the relevant 
use. What we take on faith is not simply what we take as basic, and what 
we accept by reason is not simply what we take on the basis of other propo-
sitions. The deliverances of reason include propositions taken as basic, 
and the deliverances of faith include propositions accepted on the basis 
of others. 

The Reformed epistemologist, therefore, is a fideist only if he holds 
that some central truths of Christianity are not among the deliverances 
of reason and must instead be taken on faith. But just what are the de-
liverances of reason? What do they include? First, clearly enough, self-
evident propositions and propositions that follow from them by self-
evidently valid arguments are among the deliverances of reason. But we 
cannot stop there. Consider someone who holds that according to correct 
scientific reasoning from accurate observation the earth is at least a couple 
of billion years old; nonetheless, he adds, the fact is it is no more than 
some 6000 years old, since that is what faith teaches. Such a person is 
a fideist, even though the proposition the earth is more than 6000 years 
old is neither self-evident nor a consequence of what is self-evident. So 
the deliverances of reason include more than the self-evident and its conse-
quences. They also include basic perceptual truths (propositions "evident 
to the senses"), incorrigible propositions, certain memory propositions, 
certain propositions about other minds, and certain moral or ethical 
propositions. 

But what about the belief that there is such a person as God and 
that we are responsible to him? Is that among the deliverances of reason 
or an item of faith? For Calvin it is clearly the former. "There is within 
the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an awareness of divinity. 
... God himself has implanted in all men a certain understanding of his 
divine majesty.... men one and all perceive that there is a God and that 
he is their Maker." (Institutes I, 3, 1) According to Calvin everyone, whether 
in the faith or not, has a tendency or nisus, in certain situations, to ap- 
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prehend God's existence and to grasp something of his nature and actions. 
This natural knowledge can be and is suppressed by sin, but the fact re-
mains that a capacity to apprehend God's existence is as much part of 
our natural noetic equipment as is the capacity to apprehend perceptual 
truths, truths about the past, and truths about other minds. Belief in the 
existence of God is in the same boat as belief in other minds, the past, 
and perceptual objects; in each case God has so constructed us that in 
the right circumstances we form the belief in question. But then the belief 
that there is such a person as God is as much among the deliverances 
of reason as those other beliefs. 

From this vantage point we can see, therefore, that the Reformed 
epistemologist is not a fideist at all with respect to belief in God. He does 
not hold that there is any conflict between faith and reason here, and he 
does not even hold that we cannot attain this fundamental truth by reason; 
he holds, instead, that it is amongthedeliverances of reason. 

Of course the nontheist may disagree; he may deny that the existence 
of God is part of the deliverances of reason. A former professor of mine 
for whom I had and have enormous respect once said that theists and 
nontheists have different conceptions of reason. At the time I did not know 
what he meant, but now I think I do. On the Reformed view I have been 
urging, the deliverances of reason include the existence of God just as 
much as perceptual truths, self-evident truths, memory truths, and the 
like. It is not that theist and nontheist agree as to what reason delivers, 
the theist then going on to accept the existence of God by faith; there 
is, instead, disagreement in the first place as to what are the deliverances. 
of real„ on,.ßut then the Reformed epistemologist-  is no more a fideist with 
respect to belief in God than is, for example, Thomas Aquinas. Like the 
latter, he will no doubt hold that there are other truths of Christianity 
that are not to be found among the deliverances of reason — such truths, 
for example, as that God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself. 
But he is not a fideist by virtue of his views on our knowledge of God. 

By way of summary: I have argued that the evidentialist objection 
to theistic belief is rooted in classical foundationalism; the same can be 
said for the Thomistic conception of faith and reason. Classical founda-
tionalism is attractive and seductive; in the final analysis, however, it turns 
out to be both false and self-referentially incoherent. Furthermore, the 
Reformed objection to natural theology, unformed and inchoate as it is, 
may best be seen as a rejection of classical foundationalism. As the Re-
fo;rzl.2hinkef.eees-Kiiugs«,l jg&„ self-syi5lent. o incpji igible, or evident 
to the senses is not a necessary condition otproper basicality. He goes 
onto add that belief in God is properly basic. He is not thereby committed 
to the idea that just any or nearly any belief is proper,  basic, even if 
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he lacks a criterion for proper basicality. Nor is he committed to the view 
that argument is irrelevant to belief in God if such belief is properly basic. 
Furthermore, belief in God, like other properly basic beliefs, is not ground-
less or arbitrary; it is grounded in justification-conferring conditions. 
Finally, the Reformed view that belief in God is properly basic is not 
felicitously thought of as a version of fideism. 
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