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Abstract: Alvin Plantinga notes that if what Christians believe is true, their
beliefs are warranted. It follows, he argues, that the only decisive objection
to Christian belief is a de facto one: an argument that shows that what
Christians believe is false. We disagree. A critic could mount a direct attack
on the Christian’s claim to warrant by offering a more plausible account of
the causal mechanism giving rise to belief, one that shows that mechanism
to be unreliable. This would represent a powerful de jure argument against
Christian belief.

INTRODUCTION
Alvin Plantinga is perhaps best known for his “reformed epistemology,” a
position first expressed in his paper “Is Belief in God Properly Basic?” and
fully developed in his magnum opus, Warranted Christian Belief. While his
views are of immediate interest to philosophers of religion, they have impli-
cations for wider debates in epistemology, particularly those regarding
internalist and externalist accounts of justified believing. Indeed Plantinga
prepares the way for his conclusions by means of a series of other works—
particularly his 1993 books Warrant: the Current Debate and Warrant and
Proper Function—in which the broader issues are extensively discussed.1

1. PLANTINGA’S ARGUMENT
With regard to Christian faith, Plantinga presents his position in the form
of an argument, whose conclusion is that Christian belief can be a form of
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warranted, undefeated, basic belief. It is not merely belief in God which may
meet these standards, but what Plantinga calls “the full panoply of Christian
belief, including trinity, incarnation, atonement, resurrection.”2 Central to
this claim is his idea of warrant. A belief is warranted, roughly speaking, if
it is produced by a reliable, truth-conducive mechanism. More precisely,

a belief has warrant for a person S only if that belief is produced in S by
cognitive faculties functioning properly (subject to no dysfunction) in a cog-
nitive environment that is appropriate for S’s kind of cognitive faculties,
according to a design plan that is successfully aimed at truth.3

The Christian can provide an account of warrant, which involves several
distinctively Christian beliefs. Plantinga’s favored version is what he calls the
“extended Aquinas/Calvin (A/C) model.”4 This involves both an innate sen-
sus divinitatis (sense of divinity) and the internal instigation of the Holy Spirit
in the heart of the believer.

One might object that these mechanisms exist only if what Christians
believe is true. The existence of a warrant depends upon the truth of the
Christian faith and, in particular, the truth of something like the Aquinas/
Calvin account. But Plantinga turns this apparently banal observation to his
advantage. His argument is that if what A/C-accepting Christians believe is
true, then these mechanisms exist. And if the existence of such a mechanism
constitutes warrant, it follows that “if Christian belief is true, then it is also
warranted.”5 This conditional claim lies at the heart of Plantinga’s reformed
epistemology.

Although we are critics of Plantinga’s project, we are happy to grant this
conclusion, for a moment’s reflection will show it to be not only true, but
evidently true. Plantinga is inclined to speak of “Christian belief ” in the sin-
gular, but in fact what he is talking about is a conjunction, a set of beliefs.6

One set of these is made up of beliefs about warrant. So what does it mean
to say that if Christian belief is true, it is warranted? It is to make a claim of
the form “if (a & b & c & d & e), then (d & e),” where (a & b & c & d & e) rep-
resent the full panoply of Christian beliefs and (d & e) represent Christian
beliefs regarding warrant. This might appear to be no more illuminating
than the claim that “if the sun is shining and it is Wednesday, then it is
Wednesday.” However, Plantinga argues that even this practically trivial
conclusion has important implications.

The first implication emerges from the combination of this conditional
with a second claim: the idea that Christian beliefs are basic with regard to
warrant. They neither arise from, nor are warranted as a result of, infer-
ences from other beliefs. They arise spontaneously, given the right circum-
stances. Those circumstances may involve perceiving the majesty or delicate
beauty of nature, or experiencing guilt, receiving forgiveness, or being in a
state of grave danger. In the case of distinctively Christian beliefs, the con-
viction of their truth normally arises on the occasion of reading scripture or
hearing these beliefs proclaimed.

We read Scripture, or something presenting scriptural teaching, or we hear
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129Dawes and Jong: Defeating the Christian’s Claim to Warrant

the gospel preached, or are told of it by parents, or encounter a scriptural
teaching as the conclusion of an argument (or conceivably even as an object
of ridicule), or in some other way encounter a proclamation of the Word.
What is said simply seems right; it seems compelling; one finds oneself say-
ing, “Yes, that’s right, that’s the truth of the matter; that is indeed the word
of the Lord.”7

In this respect, the Christian’s beliefs resemble beliefs that arise sponta-
neously from sense-perception, which are similarly non-inferential.

This idea allows Plantinga to claim that merely evidential arguments
against Christian belief, such as Paul Draper’s evidential argument from
evil,8 have little force. Draper’s argument may well entail that Christian
beliefs are “evidentially challenged,” in the sense that if they were the result
of arguments, the arguments would be unsound. What Christians believe,
in other words, would be rendered improbable by facts that no one dis-
putes. But Plantinga’s point is that many beliefs that are basic with regard
to warrant have this same feature. They, too, are evidentially challenged.
Yet if they do have warrant—or even if we believe them to have warrant—
in a non-inferential manner, we don’t consider this to be a reason to reject
them. To take one of Plantinga’s examples,

my friend has a cat named Maynard; I believe that Maynard is a cat and
also (as my friend reports) that Maynard likes cooked green beans; the lat-
ter, however, is much more likely on the serious (in Draper’s sense) alter-
native hypothesis that Maynard is a Frisian, or possibly a Frenchman; so the
belief that Maynard is a cat is evidentially challenged for me.9

Since my belief that Maynard is a cat is basic with regard to warrant—it may
arise, for instance, from my having seen Maynard in conditions in which
vision is normally reliable—the fact that I have other beliefs that would ren-
der it unlikely has little force.

It follows that if a Christian holds certain beliefs that are properly basic
(i.e., basic with regard to warrant), those beliefs will play an important role
in determining the evidential force of arguments against Christianity. The
same argument may be very compelling to someone who lacks the Chris -
tian’s properly basic religious beliefs, and yet be quite unconvincing to the
Christian, whose existing “evidence base” differs from that of the non-
believer.10 As Plantinga puts it,

defeaters depend on and are relative to the rest of your noetic structure,
the rest of what you know and believe. . . . As a result of this relativity to
noetic structure, it can happened that both you and I learn a given propo-
sition p, that it constitutes a defeater for another belief q for me, but does
not do so for you.11

Let’s try to put these ideas together and express them more formally.
Plantinga suggests that a Christian who holds her beliefs to be warranted, in
this properly basic manner, can reject any apparent defeater which has the
form: “given everything else we know, the Christian faith is more probably
false than true.” To such an argument, the Christian can reply: “Yes, given q,
r, and s, the truth of which I accept, my belief that p seems improbable. Or
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given q, which I accept, r seems almost certainly true and if r, then not-p. But
I hold p in a properly basic manner, not on the basis of an inference from q
(or any other beliefs). For this reason, I reject the inference from q, r, and s
to the (probable) falsity of p, or (in the second case) I reject r. Such merely
evidential considerations are outweighed by my properly basic belief.” It fol-
lows that even if (as Draper argues) the distribution of pleasure and pain
among sentient creatures renders it highly unlikely that the Christian god
exists, this will not disturb a believer whose belief in God is properly basic.

A second implication that Plantinga draws from his conditional conclu-
sion is that since Christian belief has warrant if it is true, those who raise
objections to Christian belief are obliged to show that it is false. In making
this point, Plantinga distinguishes de facto objections to Christian belief,
which hold that what Christians believe is false, from de jure objections,
which are

arguments to the effect that Christian belief, whether or not true, is at any
rate unjustifiable, or rationally unjustified, or irrational, or not intellectu-
ally respectable, or contrary to sound morality, or without sufficient evi-
dence, or in some other way rationally unacceptable, not up to snuff from
an intellectual point of view.12

The de jure claim can be variously interpreted. If it is understood as hav-
ing to do with deontological justification, then, Plantinga argues, it seems
Christians can be deontologically justified in holding their beliefs. They should
certainly take seriously the various objections that have been offered, but

if your belief is a result of the inward instigation of the Holy Spirit, it may
seem obviously true, even after reflection on the various sorts of objections
that have been offered. Clearly, one is then violating no intellectual obliga-
tions in accepting it. No doubt there are intellectual obligations and duties
in the neighbourhood; when you note that others disagree with you, for
example, perhaps there is a duty to pay attention to them and to their
objections, a duty to think again, reflect more deeply, consult others, look
for and consider other possible defeaters. If you have done these things
and still find the belief utterly compelling, however, you are not violating
duty or obligation.13

It follows that Christians can be within their epistemic rights, as it were, in
continuing to hold their religious beliefs.

What if the de jure claim is interpreted as the claim that Christian belief
is irrational? Once again, there are different senses in which a person can
be said to be acting rationally in matters of belief. Plantinga pays particular
attention to the idea of rationality as proper function, distinguishing
between internal rationality and external rationality. Internal rationality has
to do with the “proper function of all belief-producing processes” in response
to experience, either sense-perceptual experience or the kind of “doxastic
experience” involved in the formation of memory or a priori beliefs.14 Can
Christians be acting rationally in this sense? It seems that they can, if the
beliefs they form in response to experience result from valid inferences and
are consistent with one another.

130

Fall-Winter 2012 Pages_Philo Spr/Summer 04 Pages  10/8/13  3:13 PM  Page 130



131Dawes and Jong: Defeating the Christian’s Claim to Warrant

There remains the question of external rationality, which has to do with
the proper function of the mechanisms that bring about the relevant sense-
perceptual or doxastic experience. Are the Christian’s cognitive faculties
functioning properly when they produce the kinds of experiences on the
basis of which Christians form their beliefs? This does seem a legitimate
question. But it leads us to a third kind of de jure objection.

This third kind of de jure objection claims that Christian beliefs are pro-
duced by cognitive mechanisms that are not functioning as they should, that
is to say, in a truth-conducive manner. Marxist and Freudian critiques of
religion are of this kind, and we shall come back to Plantinga’s response to
such critiques in a moment. By way of summary, what he argues is that these
critiques appear to be effective only insofar as they take for granted the fal-
sity of Christian belief.15 So once again, it is the truth or falsity of Christian
faith, rather than its rationality or justification, that it is at issue. It follows,
he continues, that

there is no viable de jure (as opposed to de facto) challenge either to theistic
or to Christian belief. There is no sensible challenge to the rationality or
rational justification or warrant of Christian belief that is not also a chal-
lenge to its truth.16

Since Christian belief has warrant, if it is true, a critic must show that
Christian faith is not true in order to show that it does not have warrant.

It is this last claim with which the present paper will take issue. There are
arguments, with greater or lesser degrees of force, that seek to demonstrate
that what Christians believe is false. The best known of these is the argu-
ment from evil, the “logical” form of which Plantinga has famously sought
to refute. But what we shall argue is that the critic of Christian belief need
not assume this burden. The only Christian beliefs that a critic need under-
mine are those regarding warrant. How could a critic do this? She could do
so by arguing (a) that there exists a different and more plausible account of
the mechanisms giving rise to Christian belief and (b) that on this alterna-
tive account the mechanisms giving rise to belief are unreliable. Such an
argument is sometimes referred to as a “debunking” argument, but to avoid
confusion with arguments that the Christian faith (as a whole) is false we
shall refer to it as a “warrant-defeating” argument.

A warrant-defeating argument, we shall argue, would constitute an
undercutting defeater for Christian faith. It would not show Christianity (as
a whole) to be false, but it would undercut the Christian’s grounds or rea-
sons for thinking it true.17 More precisely, it would give us reason to think
that in the circumstances in which they are formed Christian beliefs would
appear to be true, whether or not they are true. We are not claiming that
there exists a successful warrant-defeating argument. To show that there is
would involve a critical survey of existing theories of religion, a task that lies
well beyond the scope of this paper. We are arguing merely that the offer-
ing of such an argument would constitute a legitimate de jure objection to
Christian belief.
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In Warranted Christian Belief Plantinga dismisses warrant-based de jure
arguments with a quick survey of the Marxist and Freudian critiques. These
are, of course, easy targets: Freud is hardly taken seriously among practi-
tioners of a laboratory-based social and cognitive psychology, and Marx’s
work on the relation between ideas and their social context has been exten-
sively criticized. So we are happy to accept his arguments against such the-
ories: they are, in many cases, poorly grounded.

What about more recent theories of religion, such as those arising from
cognitive science and evolutionary theory? Plantinga notes that according to
some of these theories, religious belief arises from a mechanism that deliv-
ers many “false positives.”18 His response is that this does not show all the
beliefs to which they give rise to be false. But this, too, is a point we can
readily concede. What we are interested in is an argument that would show
Christian beliefs to be unwarranted (a form of de jure argument), and a
belief can (in general) be unwarranted even if it is true. Of course, if
Christian beliefs are unwarranted, then it will follow that a Christian who
holds to the Aquinas/Calvin account must hold at least one false belief,
namely that regarding warrant. But it remains the case that her other reli-
gious beliefs—regarding God or original sin or redemption, for instance—
could be true, even if they lack warrant.

In summary, Plantinga’s response to allegedly warrant-defeating argu-
ments is to show that they are either (in the case of Marxist and Freudian
critiques) poor arguments or (in the case of more recent theories of religion)
that they do not show that what Christians believe is false. But neither of
these responses rules out the possibility of a successful warrant-defeating
argument. It is this possibility that we wish to explore.

2. DEFEATING THE CLAIM TO WARRANT

So what would a successful warrant-defeating argument look like? In this
part of our paper, we shall set out the conditions for a successful argument
of this kind, as well as consider two responses that a follower of Plantinga
might make. Let’s start by considering the relation between warrant-defeat-
ing arguments and natural explanations of Christian belief.

In order to defeat the Christian’s claim to warrant, it is not enough to
offer a natural explanation of the formation of Christian beliefs. Not all
natural explanations are warrant-defeating explanations. If they were,
then most, if not all, of our true beliefs would lack warrant, for they, too,
arise from processes that have a natural explanation. Indeed Kelly James
Clark and Justin Barrett have suggested that natural explanations of reli-
gious belief could be consistent with Christian faith. They could, after all,
be the means by which God brings about the beliefs that he wishes human
beings to have.19 On this view, the natural mechanism giving rise to belief
are nothing less than the sensus divinitatis of the Aquinas/Calvin account.
Plantinga makes a similar point with regard to Freud’s “wish-fulfilment”
view of religion.
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133Dawes and Jong: Defeating the Christian’s Claim to Warrant

Perhaps this is how God has arranged for us to come to know him. If so,
then the particular bit of cognitive design plan governing the formation of
theistic belief is indeed aimed at true belief, even if the belief in question
arises from wish-fulfilment.20

This suggestion may seem implausible, but we cannot deny that it may be
true. As God has arranged for us to evolve eyes so that we may see, so he
may have arranged for us to evolve a mechanism giving rise to faith so that
we may believe. It is true that such a mechanism may not be reliable when
it comes to producing belief in the Christian god.21 If so, it cannot, by itself,
constitute an account of what makes Christian beliefs warranted. But it
might reliably give rise to some general beliefs about divinity.22

It follows that it is not sufficient to offer a natural explanation of the ori-
gins of Christian belief. But neither is it necessary. After all, a successful
explanation of Christian belief that held it to be a result of extraordinarily
cunning demonic influence would also be a warrant-defeating argument.
What must be demonstrated is that the mechanism that gives rise to
Christian belief, be it natural or supernatural, is an unreliable mechanism. It
may be a cognitive mechanism that is normally reliable—“successfully
aimed at truth,”23 in Plantinga’s words—but operating under conditions
that make it dysfunctional. Or it may be a cognitive mechanism that is not
successfully aimed at truth at all. 

The distinction is an important one. We normally assume that sense
perception, for instance, is veridical, but only in the right circumstances.
There are other circumstances in which our perceptions are systematically
deceived, and in these circumstances (but not otherwise) sense perception is
unreliable. Similarly, in order to undercut the Christian’s claim to warrant,
we do not need to show that the mechanism giving rise to her religious
beliefs is never reliable. It would suffice to show that it is unreliable in the cir-
cumstances in which it produces Christian beliefs. It might be unreliable only in
the circumstances in which it produces Christian beliefs, or it might be
unreliable in the circumstances in which it produces a larger class of beliefs
to which Christian beliefs belong.24

Take, for instance, one element of recent cognitive theories of religion:
the idea that the human mind includes a “hyperactive agency detection
device” (HADD), which makes us not merely inclined to detect agency but
over-inclined to do so.25 We perceive what we take to be agents when no
agents are present. Evolutionarily, such a tendency is easily explained: we
may assume that it evolved because a Type I error (a false positive) in this
domain is less costly than a Type II error (a false negative). It is better, in
other words, to mistake a rock for a bear than a bear for a rock. Plantinga
points out that the same device produces what we take to be true beliefs,
such as a belief in human agents.26 Indeed, one might want to go further and
argue that with regard to human beings and some other animals the HADD
is a reliable mechanism: it reliably detects agency. But it does not necessar-
ily follow that our HADD functions reliably in the circumstances in which it
gives rise to religious belief. It is at least conceivable that there might be a the-
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ory of religion that suggests it does not.
In fact, it is more than conceivable. Many evolutionary theories of reli-

gion hold that religious belief is a by-product of mechanisms that were
“designed” (as it were) for other purposes. Our over-sensitive disposition to
detect agency, for example, was not selected because it predisposed us to
believe in gods. It was selected because it predisposed us to believe in
human or animal agents. It would be consistent with this view to hold that
HADD is a mechanism that functions reliably in the context in which it
faced selection pressures—it gives more true positives than false positives
when it comes to the kinds of agents that might attack or eat you—but does
not function reliably when it comes to producing beliefs about gods.27 Once
again, we are not defending this view here, since it would involve a defence
of the claim that evolution could produce reliable cognitive mechanisms, a
claim Plantinga contests.28 Our point is simply that this is an argument that
could easily be made on the basis of current theories of religion.

What, however, does it mean for a cognitive mechanism to be unreli-
able, either in particular circumstances or in general? Rather than trying to
answer this question in the abstract, with a definition of reliability, we shall
identify two ways in which a cognitive mechanism could be said to be unre-
liable. We shall couple this with a general condition that a warrant-defeat-
ing explanation would have to meet.

A first kind of unreliability is that characteristic of mechanisms that are
simply indifferent with regard to the truth or falsity of the beliefs to which
they give rise. An example would be a malfunctioning temperature gauge
that displays figures at random. Such a device would function in a way that
bears no predictable relation, positive or negative, to the actual tempera-
ture. Another example would be the procedure of forming beliefs about
future events by tossing a coin. As social psychologists have shown, our
minds include belief-forming mechanisms whose functioning is orthogonal
to truth-considerations in just this way. Our beliefs can, for instance, be
influenced by such truth-irrelevant cues as the attractiveness of the person
making a claim or even, in the case of printed material, the typeface in
which the claim is presented.29

A second kind of unreliability is that of a mechanism producing beliefs
that do stand in a predictable but negative relation to the truth of the mat-
ter. The device in question would be, in other words, systematically decep-
tive. It is more likely, in the circumstances in question, to produce false
beliefs than true ones. Again, social psychologists have identified mecha-
nisms of this kind. We are, for instance, inclined to believe falsehoods in the
face of undesirable or threatening information. Perhaps the most poignant
cases are those of people confronted with terminal illness or the death of
loved ones who stubbornly deny the salient facts.30 Less dramatic are the
well-documented attempts to bolster one’s self-esteem in the light of negative
information. In all these cases, the motivation to hold accurate beliefs is reg-
ularly defeated by competing motivations, such as our desire to maintain
consistency between our beliefs and behaviors or to maintain positive beliefs
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135Dawes and Jong: Defeating the Christian’s Claim to Warrant

about ourselves.32 Indeed, there are circumstances in which beliefs can be
held more fervently after being disconfirmed.33 This phenomenon has been
studied extensively under the rubric of cognitive dissonance theory.34

So much for the two possibilities, to the details of which we shall return.
The general condition that any warrant-defeating explanation would have
to meet is a simple one. It is that the Christian must lack any independent
grounds on which her belief would be warranted. It could be, for instance,
that although there exists nothing resembling the Aquinas/Calvin mecha-
nisms giving rise to belief, there are other reliable mechanisms that do so.
It may be, for instance, that even if the mechanisms identified by cognitive
scientists predispose one to religious belief, a Christian has formed her
belief in the light of arguments that are independently convincing. Such
arguments could, by themselves, confer warrant.35 The critic’s warrant-
defeating argument will have force only if this is not the case, only if there
are no other successful explanations of the Christian’s belief that would con-
fer warrant.

Joshua Thurow has recently argued that this condition is rarely, if ever,
met. He notes that even those who hold their beliefs in a non-inferential or
“basic” manner also have other grounds for their beliefs, such as the tradi-
tional arguments for theism.36 This is surely correct. But even if we define
warrant in such a way that successful arguments for the existence of God
would confer warrant, there remain two problems. The first of these is that
the traditional arguments for theism would confer warrant only on belief in
God, that is to say, what William Rowe calls “restricted theism.”37 They would
not confer warrant on any distinctively Christian beliefs, that is to say,
Rowe’s “expanded theism.” Even if there are successful arguments for the
existence of God, it is less clear that there are successful arguments in favor
of the full panoply of distinctively Christian beliefs. Plantinga himself doubts
that there are, rejecting the arguments of this kind that have been offered
by Richard Swinburne.38

In any case, the traditional arguments for theism are vigorously con-
tested. Here, too, Plantinga has, at times, offered a pessimistic diagnosis. In
God, Freedom, and Evil he gives short shrift to both cosmological and teleo-
logical arguments, and, while defending his own version of the ontological
argument, notes that it does not “in any useful sense” prove God’s exis-
tence, since an atheist would be free to reject its first premise.39 If this diag-
nosis is accurate, Christians do not have sufficient evidential grounds for
even restricted theism. Of course, to say that the arguments for theism are
contested is not to say they are unsound. Nor is this question one on which
we wish to take sides. (While we agree on many issues, we are not confident
we would agree on this one.) Our point is merely that if Christians are mis-
taken about the evidential force of their arguments, or about the existence
of a warranting mechanism, their belief in God does not constitute knowl-
edge, even if it is true.

There are at least two responses that a follower of Plantinga might offer
to a proposed warrant-defeating argument. A defender of reformed epis -
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temology might, first of all, invoke the idea that the Christian’s belief is a
form of properly basic belief: it does not arise, nor is it warranted, as a result
of inference from other beliefs. In Warranted Christian Belief Plantinga
strongly emphasizes this idea, pouring scorn on the idea that Christian faith
could be justified as an explanatory hypothesis.

What is the best explanation for all that organized complexity in the nat-
ural world and the characteristic features of human life and all the rest of
what we see about us? Well, let’s see, perhaps there is an omniscient,
omnipotent, wholly good being, who created the world. Yes, that’s it; and
perhaps this being is one of three persons, the other two being his divine
son, and a third person proceeding from the first two (or maybe just the
first), yet there are not three gods but one; the second person became
incarnate, suffered, was crucified, and died, thus atoning for our sins and
making it possible for us to have life and have it more abundantly. Right;
that’s got to be it; that’s a dandy explanation of the facts.40

Fair enough. Plantinga’s point is, after all, that if the Aquinas/Calvin account
is true, then the Christian’s beliefs are not held as an explanatory hypothe-
sis but are basic with regard to warrant.

But does this mean that the Christian’s claim to warrant could not be
undercut by a warrant-defeating argument, one that suggests there is a
more plausible explanation of how their beliefs are formed? No, it does not.
The Aquinas/Calvin account may not be offered as an explanatory hypothe-
sis, nor is it warranted, if it is warranted, by virtue of being an explanatory
hypothesis. If it is warranted, it is warranted by being among those beliefs
that are brought about by a properly functioning cognitive mechanism,
indeed the very mechanism that it describes. It remains the case, nonethe-
less, that the Aquinas/Calvin account is an account of a causal mechanism
that is thought to bring about the Christian’s faith. It follows that the plau-
sibility of the A/C account would be undermined by a different and more
plausible account of the causal mechanism that brings about religious belief.
Such an account would undercut, in one of the ways already described, the
Christian’s claim to warrant.

The situation here is not comparable to that found in Plantinga’s exam-
ple of Maynard’s cat. Rather, its salient features can be grasped by offering
a rather different example.

I am in a lecture room at my university. I believe that I see a whiteboard
marker on the bench in front of me and a whiteboard behind me. But I am
then alerted to the fact that the Physics Department are conducting exper-
iments in selected lecture theatres using remarkably realistic holographic
images of both whiteboards and whiteboard markers, without informing
lecturers that they are part of a study. Given its size and technical facilities,
there is a good chance that my lecture theatre is currently involved in such
a study.

I do not hold my belief in the existence of the whiteboard marker as an
explanatory hypothesis. Nor, if it is warranted, is it warranted as an
explanatory hypothesis: it would be warranted by the fact that it is brought
about by a cognitive mechanism, namely sense perception, that is normally
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137Dawes and Jong: Defeating the Christian’s Claim to Warrant

reliable in such circumstances. In this sense, it is basic with regard to war-
rant. But I have now been given an alternative account of the causal mech-
anism giving rise to my belief, one that suggests that in these particular cir-
cumstances my belief lacks warrant. It would seem odd to suggest that this
new information should make no difference to my belief. At the very least,
I will want to have independent evidence that there really is a whiteboard
marker in front of me, rather than a cleverly contrived holographic image.

In making this argument, it is difficult to do more than appeal to the
reader’s intuitions. But a comment in Plantinga’s latest book suggests that
this is an intuition he shares. He takes the example of being accused of a
crime, perhaps that of slashing someone’s tires. There is evidence that I am
guilty of this crime: a normally reliable witness claims to have seen me in the
vicinity of the car at the time, I have a grudge against the person whose car
it was, and I have been seen buying a box-cutter knife at the local hardware
store.41 Nonetheless, I have a clear memory of being away on a skiing trip at
the time. Does the evidence of my guilt give me reason to abandon my belief
that I did not commit the crime? No, it does not, since I remember not com-
mitting the crime.42

So far, this is merely consistent with Plantinga’s general argument: the
Christian’s beliefs, if true, are properly basic with regard to warrant and
unaffected by such evidential considerations. But a few pages later (and,
quite literally, in fine print), Plantinga amends his example. “It isn’t auto-
matically the case,” he writes, “that the intrinsic warrant . . . overcomes the
evidence.”43 Given enough evidence, such as an accumulation of highly reli-
able witnesses claiming to have seen me commit the crime, “I may have to
conclude that the source of the apparent warrant . . . is deceiving me” and
that “my memory has let me down; perhaps I have repressed the whole
unpleasant episode.”44

The example is not precisely parallel to the kind of warrant-defeating
argument we have outlined. In Plantinga’s example it is evidence directly
against the apparently warranted belief that overcomes the presumption of
warrant. The statements of the witnesses constitute a “rebutting defeater”:
if they are true, then they are simply inconsistent with my innocence.45 In
our case it is an alternative explanation of the origins of the belief that overcomes
the presumption of warrant. This constitutes, as we suggested earlier, an
“undercutting defeater,” which indicates that the Christian would hold this
belief, whether or not it is true.

It is worth noting, however, that Plantinga’s example includes an alter-
native explanation of the origins of my belief. Perhaps my later feelings of
revulsion at what I did in a fit of anger have caused me to repress my mem-
ory of the crime and replace it with a false memory of having been else-
where skiing. It may be, of course, that I can check my own alibi, perhaps
by asking someone whom I recall meeting on the skiing trip. There may be,
in other words, other evidence available to me that would provide a new
warrant for my belief in my innocence. (Our general condition may not
apply.) But what we are arguing is that, in the absence of such evidence, a
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more plausible account of the mechanism giving rise to the belief would suf-
fice to undermine its claim to warrant.

What about the idea that merely evidential arguments carry little weight
against a Christian belief that is basic with regard to warrant? Such argu-
ments, Plantinga argues, can be outweighed by the evidential force of prop-
erly basic beliefs. And if a Christian’s properly basic beliefs are different
from those of the nonbeliever, an argument that is quite convincing for a
nonbeliever may lack evidential force for the Christian. Once again, given
Plantinga’s account of warrant this line of reasoning may have some force
when it comes to arguments against certain key Christian beliefs, such as
belief in a god who is all-powerful, all-knowing, and morally perfect. But it
has no force against a warrant-defeating argument. Christians cannot legit-
imately appeal to their beliefs regarding warrant in order to reject an argu-
ment that calls those beliefs into question.

In his most recent work, Plantinga comes close to accepting this con-
clusion.46 He gives the case of a belief:

(B) Mother Teresa was perfectly rational in behaving in [an] altruistic manner.

He then gives another belief, which has to do with what he calls “Simonian
science”: “the body of theories incompatible with Christian belief,” so called
because of Herbert Simon’s theory of altruism.47

(A) Simonian science is successful science and implies the denial of (B).

At any particular, moment I will have a body of existing beliefs, or “evidence
base” (EBme). If I add (A) to that evidence base, does it follows that I have
defeater for (B)? Well, it depends on what other beliefs I have. I may have
other beliefs that make it highly probable that Mother Teresa’s altruism was
rational. The Christian will presumably have beliefs of this kind. Plantinga
notes, however, that it will not do simply to insist that my evidence base
includes (B), for then “no member of the evidence base could ever be
defeated by a new discovery.”48 For the sake of making the decision, (B)
must be removed from my evidence base: the EB used to make the decision
must be EBme–(B).

This seems entirely correct, but it is also applicable to a warrant-defeat-
ing argument. Let’s say that I, as a Christian, have a belief:

(B1) Christian belief is warranted, i.e., produced by a reliable mechanism.

I am then faced with another belief, let’s say:
(A1) Cognitive science is successful science and shows Christian belief to lack

warrant.

Does (A1) constitute a defeater for (B1)? Well, it depends on what other
beliefs are in my evidence base. I may have, for instance, other reasons to
think my Christian belief warranted, which are independent of the claim to
warrant that is being attacked. But it will not do simply to insist that I, as a
Christian, already know my belief is warranted, for acting in this way would
not allow any existing belief to be proven false. The EB in the light of which
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my judgement is made must be EBme–(B1).
We, however, want to go further and to argue that the EB in the light

of which my judgement is made must be EBme–(B1 & C & D), where (C & D)
represent beliefs that depend for their epistemic status on the claim to war-
rant. They constitute knowledge only if they are warranted in the way
described in (B1). Could the Christian argue, for instance, that she already
believes in a god who seeks the happiness of humans and who sent his son
to die to redeem them and that, given the existence of such a god, the
allegedly warrant-defeating account is clearly false, or at least highly
improbable? Well, she could do so if those existing beliefs have a source of
warrant that is different from that which the warrant-defeating account is
attacking. But if this condition is not fulfilled, she cannot appeal to beliefs
whose warrant is under challenge in order to rebut this challenge.

To see why, let’s return to our whiteboard marker example. In that
example, the experiment being run by the Physics Department includes
holographic images not merely of whiteboard markers but of white-
boards as well. I might be tempted to argue that given the presence of a
whiteboard, it is very likely that there will also be a whiteboard marker
present, or (if you prefer) that it is unlikely that this is a mere holo-
graphic image. But of course if the proposed warrant-defeating account
is true, then my belief that there is a whiteboard present similarly lacks
warrant and cannot be appealed to in an attempt to undercut the war-
rant-defeating objection.

3. BEGGING THE QUESTION?
As we have seen, Plantinga’s general response to warrant-defeating argu-
ments is to say that they beg the question, that they assume the falsity of
Christian belief.49 On other occasions, he argues, they rely on a method-
ological naturalism, which denies the legitimacy of proposed explanations
that appeal to a supernatural agent.50 But while this may be true of some
such arguments, it is possible to put forward a warrant-defeating argument
against which such accusations would have no force.

The first point to be underlined here is one we have made already,
regarding warrant and truth. If you define warrant as Plantinga has, then
a belief may lack warrant and still be true. After all, even an unreliable
mechanism may occasionally give rise to a true belief. The temperature
gauge that gives out temperature readings at random will, given sufficient
time, at some point give the correct temperature. So even if Christian belief,
as a whole, lacks warrant, it could still be the case that, by some extraordi-
nary epistemic good luck, many of the things that Christians believe happen
to be true.51 A warrant-defeating argument is, in this sense, compatible with
the truth of at least some Christian beliefs. The only Christian beliefs with
which it is not compatible are those, such as the Aquinas/Calvin account,
that claim Christian belief is warranted. It follows that a de jure argument
against warrant is not equivalent to a de facto argument against Christian
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belief as a whole, although it is equivalent to a de facto argument against one
widely held Christian belief, namely the belief in warrant.

We mentioned earlier that the posited warrant-defeating mechanism
need not be one that is always unreliable. It could be one that in normal cir-
cumstances reliably produces true beliefs, being unreliable only in those cir-
cumstances in which it gives rise to Christian beliefs (or some larger class of
beliefs to which Christian beliefs belong). This raises the question of how we
could know such a mechanism to be unreliable, particularly if it is thought
to be dysfunctional only in the circumstances in which it gives rise to reli-
gious beliefs. Would the critic not need to have decided already that what
Christians believe is false, in order to make the claim that the normally reli-
able mechanism does not function reliably in these circumstances?

No, she would not. Recall that we discussed two kinds of unreliability.
The first consists of a mechanism that gives rise to a greater proportion of
false beliefs than true ones. If that mechanism is thought to give rise, not
merely to Christian beliefs but to religious beliefs in general, then—as we
stressed a moment ago—its general unreliability is consistent with the truth
of many of the things Christians believe. So the critic could accept that
many, even most, of the things Christians believe could be true, while still
arguing that their beliefs are unwarranted.

This does, incidentally, have one interesting implication. If the mecha-
nism that produces religious beliefs happens to produce some true beliefs
(such as the belief in a single, creator god), then all religious beliefs that are
incompatible with those true beliefs must be considered false. If it could be
shown that the majority of religious beliefs are of this kind (being, for
instance, incompatible with monotheism), this would be a prima facie reason
for regarding the mechanism giving rise to religious beliefs as unreliable.
The Christian will, of course, have her own explanation for this apparent
unreliability. She might argue, for instance, that it is not the God-given
faith-producing mechanisms that are at fault, but the fact that they are
operating in a context that has been corrupted by human sin. But in mak-
ing this claim, the Christian would, ironically, be agreeing with her critic.
She would be saying that the mechanisms giving rise to religious belief are,
in the circumstances in which they actually operate, unreliable.52

In any case, and as we pointed out earlier, there is a second way in
which a cognitive mechanism can be unreliable. It can function in a way that
is simply indifferent to the truth or falsity of the beliefs produced. Some
evolutionary adaptationist theories of religion are of this kind. They hold
that the predisposition to religious belief have been selected for because it
confers an advantage upon individuals or groups (rather than being a mere
byproduct of mechanisms that evolved for other purposes). Johnson and
Bering, for example, argue that individuals who believe in morally-con-
cerned supernatural agents are less likely to engage in socially transgressive
behaviors, and therefore reap the material and reproductive benefits of
having good reputations: that is, “god-fearing individuals would outcom-
pete non-believers.”53 In a similar way, although writing from a group selec-
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tion perspective, David Sloan Wilson argues that religious groups are espe-
cially effective are promoting and policing cooperative behaviors that bene-
fit the group as a whole.54

If such theories are correct, then the effectiveness of religious beliefs in
promoting adaptive behaviors is independent of the truth or falsity of those
beliefs. It simply doesn’t matter if they are true or false; they would be adap-
tive in either case. It follows that one might expect Christians to have the
kinds of beliefs they do, whether or not they are true. It follows that to put
forward an explanation of this kind is not to assume the falsity of religious
beliefs, since it regards their truth or falsity is a matter of indifference.
Perhaps some of the beliefs Christians hold are true, but if this is the mech-
anism by which they are produced, they lack warrant.

There remains the objection that any warrant-defeating account begs
the question by assuming naturalism. It could assume a metaphysical natu-
ralism, which denies the existence of any non-natural agent, or it could
assume a methodological naturalism, which holds that we should frame
explanations as if there were no non-natural agents (etsi Deus non daretur, if
you like).55 In his recent work, Plantinga is very critical of the methodolog-
ical naturalism of the sciences.56 Many of these criticisms seem justified: we
agree with him in rejecting a naturalism that merely rules out the possibil-
ity of divine action a priori, as it were. Indeed one of us has made very sim-
ilar remarks about a naturalism of this kind.57 We do think there is a case to
be made for a “presumption of naturalism,” based on the comparative track
record of natural and proposed theistic explanations.58 But we agree with
Plantinga that a critic of proposed theistic explanations cannot simply rule
them out of court by definition, insisting that a proposed explanation is ille-
gitimate simply because it posits a divine agent.

There is, however, no need for the critic of Christian belief to beg the
question in this way. The critic’s argument could set her warrant-defeating
account of the mechanism that gives rise to religious belief alongside the
Christian’s preferred account, such as the Aquinas/Calvin model, and show
the former to be preferable. The procedure that would be employed here
would be what is generally known as “inference to the best explanation.”
There are different ways in which such an argument can be constructed.
The warrant-defeating account could, for instance, be supported on
Bayesian, probabilistic grounds. Or if the critic is not impressed by
attempts to rank the comparative probability of hypotheses, she could
appeal to general explanatory desiderata. She could argue, for instance, that
her warrant-defeating account has greater explanatory power, is more
ontologically parsimonious, more consistent with other beliefs we already
hold, and more precise and informative. The Christian could, of course,
disagree, but (as we have seen) she could not legitimately appeal to beliefs
whose warrant is under question in order to do so. She cannot appeal to
what Plantinga calls an “Augustinian science” to counter the proposed
explanation,59 if that Augustinian science rests on the very claim to warrant
that is being attacked.
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CONCLUSION
If we are correct, there remains at least the possibility of a de jure argument
that undermines the Christian’s claims to warrant. Such an argument would
take the form of the positing of an alternative causal mechanism giving rise
to Christian beliefs, one that is either indifferent with regard to the truth
and falsity of the beliefs that it produces or more likely to produce false
beliefs than true ones. It need not be a mechanism that is always unreliable,
but it would need to be a mechanism that is unreliable in the context in
which it produces religious beliefs. If the alternative, warrant-defeating
account of the origins of religious belief could be shown to be preferable to
the Christian’s account of warrant—in ways that did not beg the question
either way—and if the Christian lacks an alternative account of warrant that
was both convincing and immune to this criticism, this would constitute a
powerful de jure objection to Christian belief.
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