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even if he lacks a general criterion of proper basicality, he is not obliged to sup-
posc that just any or ncarly any belief—belief in the Great Pumpkin, for exam-
ple—is properly basic. Like everyone should, he begins with examples; and he
may take belief in the Great Pumipkin as a paradigm of irrational basic belief.
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STEPHEN . WYKSTRA
Toward a Sensible Iividentialism: On the Notion of
“Needing Fvidence”

In recent vears, Alvin Plantinga has been attacking something he calls evidential-
ism. A number of philosophiers have sided with Plantinga, developing what | shall
call his “Calvinian view™; others have risen to the defence of evidentialism. ‘T'he
philosophical world has again been alvinized into debate.!

But what is this “cvidentialism™ under debate? Or, put another way, what is
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the issue dividing evidentialists and Calvinians? Stated intu?twcly. we shgll sce,
r belief in God needs evidence: evidentialists claim that
hat does it mean to claim {or deny) that some-
thing “needs evidence™? To explicate this, Plantinga reformulates th'c (lﬁividing
isstic in more technical terms. The issue, he says, is really whether belief in God
can be properly basic. Fvidentialism, as he then construes i't, answers “No.” This
formulation of the dividing issue and this construal of evidentialism have been
widely accepted by both sides in the current debate. .

My aim in this essav is not to resolve this issue but to relocate it, so as to
construe evidentialism more sensibly and deepen our understanding of the oppos-
ing perspectives. Section | examines the current f()rmu].ati()n, arguing .that it ma.kcs
evidentialism an extravagant position and the Cal\'imap denial of it a I)a.nallty.
Secking a more sensible evidentialism, Section 11 examines ths way in which we
take other beliefs (c.g.. that clectrons exist) to “need evidence.” T locate the sense
in which we take such belicfs to be evidence essential and propose that the real
r theistic belief is similarly evidence essential: construed as
opposing answers to this issuc, evidentialism is more scnsiblc.and Calvinianism
more interesting. Scetion I defuses one of the Calvinian’s main charges: cpr?t_
ing an insight of Thomas Reid, T give evidentialism a rationale that has plausibil-

ity for theists and non-theists alike.

the dividing issue is whethe
it docs; Calvinians deny this. But w

dividing issuc is whethe

L. THE, CURRENT EXPLICATION: PROPER BASICALITY AND
ENTRAVAGANT FEVIDENTIALISM

As Plantinga obscrves, many non-believers charge not that there is strong (.‘Vi(.JCl]CC
against theism, but that there is insufficient evidence for it. Thoughtful believers
often respond by adducing evidence for theism, but Plantinga’s way is different.
As he sees it. such crities and defenders of theism often share a common suppo-
sition: they both suppose that theistic belief needs evidence, disagreeing only about
whether it has the evidence needed. Plantinga calls this supposition “cvidential-
ism.” Against all evidentialists, believers and non-believers alike, he urges that “it
is entirely right, reasonable, rational, and proper to believe in God without any
evidence or argument at all.”™

T'o a first approximation, then, the issue dividing evidentialists and Calvinians
scems to be this: does theistic belief need evidence? 1 shall call this the
“Pre-Analvtic Formulation™ of the dividing issue, for at lcast three things cry

out for analvsis:

(O1) What sort of thing is this “cevidence” which evidentialists aver (and Cal-
vinians deny) theism needs?

(Q2) What relation to this evidence is it that cevidentialists aver (and Calvinians
deny) theistic belief needs to have?

(Q3) For the sake of what do cvidentialists aver (and Calvinians deny) that
theism needs this relation to evidenee?

SReason and Beliet in God,”™ n Faith and Rationality, p. 17
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believe in a basic way in God? 1o claim the contrary
the current construal

as does evidentialism on
scems utterly extravagant. s this really what evidentialists
mean to claim? Or is there, perhaps, some other way of explicating the dividing
issue, vielding some more sensible construal—or retrenchment—of evidentialism?

1. RELOCATING "THE ISSUE: EVIDENCE FSSENTIALITY
AND SENSIBLE, EVIDENTIALISM

In secking a more sensible evidentialism, 1 shall make two assumptions. ‘The first
is that theism is not the only belicf evidentialists think “needs evidence”™: what
cvidentialists want to say about theism they also want to say about many other
beliefs—our belief that clectrons exist, for example. The second is that, about
many of these other beliefs, virtually all of us want to say the same thing as
evidentialists—even if we are Calvinians who do not think it should be said of
theism. Almost all of us, for example, are “cvidentialists” about clectrons: we take
it that belief in clectrons in some sense “needs evidence.” To understand what
cvidentialists want to say about theistic belief, then, we might begin by trving to
clarify what we want to say about some of these other beliefs.

One thing we do not want to say: in taking, sav, clectron belief to need cevi-
dence, we do not mean that it cannot be properly basic. For as noted above, we
allow that one can properly believe in clectrons through spontancous trust in the
say-so of school teachers. But although person A might so believe by trusting the
say-so of person B, and B by similarly trusting C, we take it that this chain of
testimony s, somewhere in the community, anchored in somcthing other than
testimony. And for clectrons, we take this “something other” to be an evidential
case for clectrons. Thus, though we may not know what the scientific evidence
for clectrons is, we take it that such evidence is available to us the community of
clectron believers. The role of epistemic community s vital, for the evidence
might be inaccessible to vou or me as individuals: perhaps we both have such an
meptitude for mathematics that we haven't a hope of ever comprehending the
cquations ingredient in the case. So it is in some communitarian sense—not “in-
dividualistically"—that we take evidence to be available for our electron belief.

Not only do we take it that evidence for clectrons is available in this sense: we
also take it as essential that it be available. “Essential” in what sense? We can get
mitial bearings from a hypothetical situation. Supposc we were to discover that
no cvidential case is available for clectrons say, that the entire presumed case
for clectrons was a fraud propogated by clever con-men in Copenhagen in the
1920s. Would we, in this event, shrug our shoulders and continue unvexedly
believing in clectrons? Hardly. We would instead regard our electron belief as
being in jeopardy, in epistemic hot water, in (let us put it) big doxastic trouble.
Of course not all beliefs are like this: consider our heliefs in pereeptual objects
like dogs. "T'o be sure, some of us may think an inferential case is available for
such beliefs: maybe we endorse Descartes’ argument, for example. But we do
not take this as essential: if we discovered that some fAaw (some vicious circu-
larity, say) rendered Descartes’ case worthless, we would not consider our con-
fidence that dogs exist to be in big doxastic trouble. As convenient shorthand, let
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us put this by saving that we take clectron belief (hut not dog beliefi to be evi-
dence essential.

For more clarity about evidence essential beliefs, we must press two questions.
First, what is essential for such a belief: that an evidential case be in fact available,
or that the believer fake (and perhaps justifiably take) it to be available? Second,
for the sake of what is it essential that evidence be or be taken to bey available
for such belief? We must disentangle two very different ways of answering these
questions.

We might, following the Current Explication, assume that it is the rationality
of belief that is at stake. This would no doubt incline us to sav that what is
essentual is that the believer take evidence to be available for his belief, For con-
sider the thousands of voung people who have properly believed in electrons on
the say-so of their grade school teachers. If the rattonality of cach of these vouth's
belief depended upon a case for clectrons being in fact available, then were we to
discover that the case for clectrons is a fraud, we would have to reverse our judg-
ment, deeming cach vouth irrational. But surely such a discovery would not, in
itself, be cause to reverse our judgment; therefore, what is essential to the ration-
ality of their behef is not that the evidential case in fact be available. If some-
thing is cessential here, one s inclined to sav it is that the subject. the person
holding the belief, take (and perhaps justifiably taker such evidence to be
available. When this is cssential, let us sav that the belief is “subjectively cvi-
denee essential. ™

Now some beliefs do scem subjectively evidencee essential: some beliets are such
that, to be rattonal in holding them, one must take it that there 1s evidence avail-
able for them (while perhaps not knowing what this evidence is). But this notion
is not, 1 shall argue, the notion we are secking. For, tvpically, whether a given
belief of a person is subjectively evidence essential will depend upon that person’s
sccond-order view about whether this belief “needs evidenee™ in a different and
more fundamental sense.

To see this, it will be helptul to consider a case in which thinkers have disa-
greed about whether some belief needs evidence. 'The history of geometry provides
one example. Around 300 B.¢., Fuclid proved a large number of interesting geo-
metrical theorems from five simple postulates—postulates like “between any two
points exists one straight line.” Now Fuclid held the belicf—call it “Fuclidean
belief™—that these five postalates are true. But, i addition, he held a view—call
it “the Fuclidean meta-view™—about how the truth of such postulates should be
determined: the appropriate postulates of geometry, he thought, should be self-
evident—so simple and clear that any rational person who understands them can
see, without any proof at all, that they must be true. This view went unchallenged
for over two thousand vears. ‘1o be sure, various carly crities doubted whether one
of uclid's postulates (the fifth “parallel thesis™) was sclf-cvident. But these critics
meant to sav that the parallel thesis needs to be proven as a theorem nstead of

This notion of “subjectivel evidence essential”™ behiets is closely allied to what Robert Audi calls
“evidentially dependent™ beliefs. See his “Direet Justification, Fyidential Dependence, and Theistic
Belief,™ in Rationality, Religious Belief, and Moral Commutment. od. R, Andi and W Wainwright
(Comell University Press, 19500,
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accepted as a postulate—which shows that they accepted Fuclid's meta-view the;t
the appropriate postulates of geomcetry are self-cvident. Not until the ninctCCnf]
century was this metaview challenged, by (among others) the brilliant mathcmd-\
tician Carl Freidrich Gauss. As Gauss came to view it, Fuclid’s postulates dcﬁ.nt
a physical theory which, as such, needs evidence: its truth or falsity must be in-
ferred from delicate experimental tests—tests which, as Gauss knew, had not I)C(_‘.n
done. Fuclid’s meta-view that geometrical postulates could be known b.". thc"r
“self-cvident” quality was, Gauss allowed, a very natural one, and carlier tllllll'(gzﬁ
may have been eminently reasonable in holding it; but it was, as Gauss saw 1t
utterly false.® he

Now in sceing it this way (rightly or wrongly), what is Gauss claiming? Is lty
claiming that Fuclid’s postulates are subjectively cvidence essential—i.c.. that afny
person, to be rational in believing them, must take cevidence to be élV&lilzll).lC "r
them? Surely not. For, as noted above, Gauss allowed that many past thmkc'rs‘
were emimently reasonable (though mistaken) in holding the mctzl-\'icw‘?lmt \l‘(
can know the truth of certain postulates by their self-cvident character. Since )lf
allows this, he may surely also allow that such thinkers were reasonable in I)Cll,u-
ing the postulates without taking inferential evidence to be even available for thcnll(.]
But while regarding these thinkers as entirely rational, it is clear that he 'W(l)u-ir
also regard something as deeply defective in their believing as they do. For lf}ﬁf.
Fuclidean beliefs turn out to be true, it is only by luck: as Gauss sees it, the .sgl
evident” quality of such postulates is an epistemic illusion which, so far as P”t?”h;’;
one in touch with the truth gocs, is of no objective value whatever. We 111.1%’&
put it this way: what Gauss means to say is that his predecessors” Fuclidean I)glu
even if entirely rational (and true), are epistemically inadequate, or deeply epistem
ically defective.

What exactly s

. . . ) . . Wit enic 2](]("
cpistemic defectiveness” (or it correlative, “episten
quacy”)

? 'This is not casy to answer. But our task here is to locate this C”"ﬁg::
which is, as often in philosophy, distinct from the more arduous task of expflic'ct-
ing the concept. We can locate the concept of epistemic defectiveness by 1€ fL in
ing on specific cases—on what we would want to say of widespread helic 0
electrons or (if we are Gaussians) Fuclidean geometry if there were in fact ll)c
evidence available for these beliefs. Such cases make clear that beliefs can be
found wanting in two very different wayvs (or familics of ways). Beliefs czlln)vc
found wanting in rationality, in which case we are diagnosing, as remarked @ )»(Iicf;‘
a failure or malfunction on the part of the person forming the belief. But belict
can also be found wanting because they are formed in
we judge somehow misleading, deceptive,
a person may form beliefs in
less complete

a noetic environment Wh.lct]
or glitched. In such an cnvir()"‘“:lll]c:
a way we judge to be entirely rational, but ”‘C""vrllrc
Iv unreliable, so far as giving the person access to the way things 4r¢

VSICS
BT N . . S . . wmetry and physic
*The Gaussian episode apened fascinating issues concerning the relation of geometry “nd xperi-
which must here be set aside. For clear introductions sce Albert Einstein’s ‘(.cmnd?t‘m Century-
ence,” in Readings in the Philosophy of Science, ed. H. Feigl und M. Brodbeck (Apple

) . Philosophy
Crofts, 1953), pp. 189-94. or. more fully, Part 1l of Rudolf Camap’s Introduction to the Philo
of Science (Basic Books, 1966).
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Belicfs which are entirely rational may thus be sorely lacking in epistemic ade-
quacy; they may be deeply epistemically defective.

Gauss mecans to claim, then, that Fuclidean belief needs evidence for the sake
of epistemic adequacy and that, for this, an cvidential case must be in fact avail-
able for it. Gauss's claim, let us put it, is that Fuclidean belief is an objectively
evidence essential belief: if no evidential case is in fact available to the community
for it, then those holding it have a deeply epistemically defective belief. In claim-
ing this, Gauss is not saving that most people are in a position to see that Fuclid-
can belief needs evidence in this sense. After all, the noctic environment is here
a very “glitchy” one: the postulates might (Gauss could allow) have a halo of “sclf-
evidentness”™ so compelling (though illusory) that believing the postulates without
proof was the only rational course open to his predecessors. These are peripheral
matters; Gaus’s only claim—Hhis revolutionary claim—is that however these mat-
ters turn out, Fuclidean belief is objectively evidence essential—it needs an avail-
able case in order to be epistemically adequate, or free from deep epistemic defect.
It is in this sense that Gauss is an evidentialist about Fuchidean belief. In this
sense, too, we are evidentialists about clectron belief: we take belief in electrons
to be objectively evidence essential. Since this sense has turned out to be the
relevant one, 1 shall hereafter drop the adjective “objectively,” shortening “objec-
tively evidence essential” to “evidence essential.”

We can now, on the two working assumptions with which I began this section,
better understand what evidentialists want to sav about theistic belief. The issue
dividing evidentialists and Calvinians. | propose, is whether theistic belief is evi-
dence essential. Evidentialists answer “Yes™: their fundamental claim is that if
theistic belief is to be free of deep epistemic defectiveness, it is essential that an
evidential case for it be available to the theistic community. So construed, eviden-
tialism does not extravagantly entail that individual theists need always base their
theistic belief on their own inference from this evidence, or even that they need
to know what the evidence is. And because such evidentialism is a claim about
epistemic adequacy, it does not even entail that all theists must, to be rational in
their belief, take such evidence to be available. Since evidentialisnr so construed
avoids these extravagances., T shall call it “sensible evidentialism.”

Sensible evidentialism is not, however, so modest as to be insipid. For on the
issuc of whether theism is evidence essential, the evidentialist's “Yes” will be deeply
opposed by a Calvinian “No". Calvinians will insist that there does not need to
be an evidential case available for theistic belief in order for it to be epistemically
adequate. Indeed, T believe that it is only by so relocating the issue—by secing
the dividing issuc as concering not proper basicality but evidence essentiality—
that we get at the heart of the Calvinian position. The claim that belief in God
can be properly basic is, after all, rather mnocuous: even electron belief, as we
have seen, can be properly basic. What Calvinians really want to sav is that belief

“Irrationality, | mean to claim, is not the only kind of episteniie defectiveness. A full account of
epistemic defectiveness requires, T believe, adjudicating the current standoff between internalist and
externalist theories of knowledge. See William: Alston’s “Internalism and Externalism in Epistemol-
ogy,” Philosophical Topies 14 (1986), pp. 179-220.

I S
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quite different truths. But in Reidian cascs, inference and a basic faculty are in-
timate co-workers in producing one and the same belief. In the above casc, 1 may
tealize on reflection that my father has no motive for disscmbling to me on this
particular matter, while my mother does. But if, finding some such “good reason”
for taking one testimony over the other, | come to believe my father, 1 need not
be relying on this evidence instead of my native credulity disposition. The evi-
dence may instead resolve the ostensible parity by functioning as a discriminating
feature; this, so to speak, cuts a channel for my credulity disposition, which itself
then forecfully carries my belief toward trusting my father. So, also, when parity
problems block the flow of memory, perception, or other basic facultics: in resolv-
ing such problems by appeal to “good reasons,” our evidence discriminates, as it
were, a direction for one’s believing, while one’s basic faculty continues to provide
the force.

We must, then, distinguish two kinds of inferential cevidence—one deriva-
tional, the other discriminational. How parity problems create a need for—and
are resolved by—discriminational evidence requires far more analysis. For cxam-
ple, parity problems occur in a continuum of contexts, to very different cffects. If
the testimony of my parents conflicts only on isolated occasions, and | lack any
way to discriminate between them, 1 may simply suspend belief on those occa-
sions while continuing generally to rely on their word. But if the conflicts become
more regular and | still find no procedures for evidential discrimination, this will
(or should) put in 2 much more far-reaching crisis my propensity to trust them.
A whole territory here deserves philosophical exploration.

ven our brief forray, however, opens an important option for sensible cviden-

tialists. Some evidentialists may suppose that theistic belicf needs evidence, be-
cause they think that to God, as to clectrons, we can have no non-inferential
access at all: belief in God, they hence think, nceds derivational cvidence. For
reasons noted above, it may not be so sensible for non-theists to begin from such
an CVidcntialism, nor for theists to end with it. But there is also a second way to
be a sensible evidentialist. One might think evidence is essential because one sees
religious experience as riddled with problems of ostensible epistemic parity. An-
tony Flew thys argues that religious experiences need “credentials” because frm_n
culture to cultyre such experiences “are enormously varied, ostensibly authcnh,-’
cating innumerable beliefs many of which are in contradiction with one another.
John Locke finds similar problems within onc culture: reflecting on the “enthu-
siasts” of his own time, Locke notes that if we trust every “inner light” of osten-
sibly Christian, experience, then “contrary opinions may have the same title to b.c
inspirations, and God will be the Father of opposite and contrary lights.” For this
reason, thought Locke, “the holy men of old, who had Revelations from God,
had something else besides that internal light of assurance, to testify to them, that
1t was from God "9

Whether Fley and Locke arc right about the extent of such parity problems is

an important Question for, as noted earlier, isolated parity problems need not

"See Flew's God ang Philosophy (Harcourt Brace and World, 1966), p. 126, and Locke's Essay Con-
ceming Human Underxtanding, Book 1V, Ch. 19. For a contrasting view, sce Richard Swinbume’s
discussion of defeaters in The Existence of God (Oxford University Press, 1979), pp. 265-67.
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undermine general reliance on a basic faculty. But insofar as such parity problems
arc pervasive, there is reason to regard experiential religious beliefs as needing
cvidence of (at least) the discriminational kind. And because the function of such
evidence is to refine (not to replace) our basic dispositions, regarding such evi-
dence as essential to theistic belief is not tantamount to denying that there is a
God who has given us a Sensus Divinitatis. Non-theists can thus begin from such
cvidentialism without begging the question; theists can end with it without contra-
dicting an important part of their own traditions.

It might be thought that such evidentialism, while perhaps not contradicting
theism, is still not very harmonious with it. If theism is true, and God himself
has given humans a Sensus Divinitatis, is it not odd that our experiential religious
beliefs should need so much evidential refining? Here we might ask why our
credulity disposition needs as much evidential refinement as it does. Clearly it
would need far less if human beings never lied, flattered, spread rumors, or held
irresponsible opinions. But in our world, we painfully leamn, these glitches are
endemic. Docs human religiosity face anything like this? ‘The Jew or Christian
may here recall that the Biblical prophets reserve their strongest words not for
non-belicf but for an idolatrous mis-belicf, by which cven the religious “speak
visions from their own minds, not from the mouth of the Lord” (Jer. 23:16). In
this view our fallenness depraves (as Calvin put it) not just part but the totality of
our nature: it corrupts even our spiritualitics, distorting (not just suppressing) our
dispositions to form experiential belicfs about God. ‘The claim that theistic belief
nceds discriminational evidence s, 1 conclude, both philosophically plausible and
harmonious with Judco-Christian teaching. 1 submit it as especially sensible evi-
dentialism.



