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ABSRACT

 Alvin Plantinga argues that naturalism it is irrational for a reflective person to 

hold to the doctrine of naturalism.  If naturalism is true, some evolutionary doctrine must 

also be true and our evolutionary history must be accounted for in terms of only random 

mutation and natural selection.  The probability of our being reliable cognitive agents 

given these origins is low or, at best, inscrutable.  But it cannot reasonably be thought to 

be high.  Consequently, the naturalist cannot reasonably hold to the belief that they are 

reliable cognitive agents.  And since the reliability of their cognitive apparatus has been 

called into such grave question, naturalists are rationally bound to dismiss any belief 

accepted on the basis of trust in that apparatus.  Specifically, to the extent that the 

naturalist is rational, they will give up their belief in naturalism.   

 In this dissertation, I explicate and defend Plantinga’s attack on philosophical 

naturalism.  My thesis is that it has survived all the current attacks available in the 

literature.
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Chapter 1: The Evolutionary Argument

A.  Introduction 

Almost a decade ago in his book “Warrant and Proper Function” Alvin 

Plantinga first presented an argument intended to demonstrate that it was irrational

to affirm both the neo-Darwinist account of human evolutionary history as well as 

the doctrine of philosophical naturalism.  This argument has been updated in a 

later book, “Warranted Christian Belief,” and also received important emendations 

in a later compilation of essays, “Naturalism Defeated?”  It is the purpose of this 

dissertation to give a comprehensive and critical analysis of all relevant literature 

pertaining directly to this argument.  I take it as my thesis that the argument has 

successfully resisted all current attacks upon it in the literature and that 

consequently the theistic worldview enjoys stronger rational support than does its 

naturalistic contender.

For sake of clarity I must briefly mention exactly which evolutionary

argument of Plantinga’s I will be referring to throughout this paper, for in point of 

fact he has two.  The first is what he refers to as a “preliminary argument” and the 

second is his “main argument.”  The preliminary argument is simply intended to 

demonstrate that the existence of our rational faculties is more likely given the 

truth of theism than it is given naturalism. Consequently the very existence of our 

rational faculties constitutes evidence for theism (given some Bayesian 
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calculations) over its naturalistic rival.  The main argument, to which most of the 

literature responding to Plantinga is addressed, reaches a more drastic conclusion.

In this dissertation, I will focus exclusively on Plantinga’s main argument and the 

replies thereto.

Interestingly, Plantinga is willing to concede that the preliminary argument 

that he makes in WPF is flawed, though not fatally.  “This argument contains an 

error: it confuses the unconditional objective or logical probability of R with its 

probability conditional on our background knowledge.”
1
 In fact, Plantinga credits 

Fitelson and Sober, two of his harsher critics, for the insight.  However, he also 

maintains that the preliminary argument has been repaired in the 2000 edition of 

WPF, on pp. 229-231. 

In essence, the main argument claims that the naturalistic evolutionary 

processes widely assumed to have given rise the biological features of our species, 

and our cognitive machinery in particular, are processes one cannot reasonably 

believe likely to produce creatures with mostly true beliefs.  Hence, if one accepts 

the naturalistic account of our evolutionary origins, agnosticism with respect to the 

reliability of our belief-forming mechanisms is in order.  The most subtle portion 

of Plantinga’s argument, perhaps, comes next:  if our cognitive machinery is held 

suspect in the fashion just described, then all of those beliefs which are formed in 

and through these faculties ought to be held suspect.  For the evolutionary 

naturalist, one such belief that ought to be held suspect will be the belief in 

1 Plantinga, Alvin.  “Probability and Defeaters.”  Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 84, 2003, 291-298,

p. 291.
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evolutionary naturalism itself.  So, upon reflection at least, a belief evolutionary

naturalism defeats itself.  From this, Plantinga concludes that continued belief in 

the doctrines of evolutionary naturalism will be irrational.  The doctrine is 

somehow self-defeating. 

 The foregoing paragraph gives the bare-bones outline of an argument which 

it is the purpose of this paper to scrutinize, criticize and ultimately defend.  To do 

so will require not only a closer investigation of the argument itself but a defense 

of each step of the argument.  In particular, I take the key issues to be as follows: 

1.)  Is Plantinga correct with respect to his claim that naturalistic evolutionary

processes are unlikely to give rise to reliable cognitive machinery?  Is this 

defendable given the fact that creatures with a complex mental life exist (most 

notably, ourselves)?  In Chapter 1, I explore Plantinga’s argument for this claim.

Chapter 3 of this dissertation is devoted to defending Plantinga’s claim against 

current attacks available in the literature. 

2.)  If Plantinga were correct with respect to his claim that naturalistic 

evolutionary processes are unlikely to bestow upon us reliable cognitive 

machinery, are there reasons to think that low probability in this case is 

insufficient to generate the defeat of our faith in our rational capacities?  The low 

probability of a proposition being true can sometimes fail to generate a defeater 

for that proposition.  For example, the proposition that I drew an ace out of a card 

deck last night on the first try has a low probability.   But that fact alone does not 

prove that my belief that I had this fortunate recent draw is defeated or otherwise 
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irrational for me to continue to hold. So the crucial question at this point is 

whether Plantinga’s demonstration that the probability of our cognitive 

mechanisms being reliable given evolutionary naturalism is low bears similarity to 

those cases in which low probability fails to generate a defeater for a belief.

Arguments against Plantinga on this point will be discussed in Chapter 4 

“Probabilities and Defeat.” 

3.)  If Plantinga’s critics fail to make the case just described, there still will remain 

the question as to whether any positive argument exists for the conclusion that the 

case of the reflective evolutionary naturalist is one in which low (or at least 

inscrutable) probability does generate a defeater for a belief.  Plantinga claims that 

the plight of the reflective evolutionary naturalist bears strong analogy to 

paradigm instances in which recognition or acceptance of such probability claims 

with respect to a belief defeat the belief in question.  The argument for the strength 

of this analogy is present in my next section along with the explication of 

Plantinga’s overall argument.  The extent to which Plantinga’s argument hinges on 

this analogy is large enough that some, notably Erik Wielenberg,
2
 have taken the

argument as a whole to be an argument from analogy and this seems to me to be 

true.  Hence, I will spend Chapter 5 “Defeat and the Crucial Analogy” defending 

Plantinga’s analogy. 

4.) Plantinga’s argument has been thought of as an argument for global skepticism.

So far as the evolutionary naturalist is concerned, the conclusion of Plantinga’s 

2Wielenberg, Erik J. “How to be an Alethically Rational Naturalist.” Synthese. 131, 2002, pp. 81-98.
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argument might be even more disconcerting than Cartesian or Phyronnian

skeptical arguments.  For if we are to doubt the deliverances of our mental

faculties to the extent that Plantinga suggests it could be the case that such 

propositions as “I exist” or “Modus ponens is a valid form of argument” might 

suffer defeat.  At least one respondent to Plantinga’s argument, David Reiter, has 

rejected the argument simply because they see this as a reductio.  Others, such as 

McHugh Reed and Nathan, have offered a more subtle form of this same 

objection.  All of these will be examined in the course of this dissertation. 

But global skeptical arguments have historically been met with forceful 

counterattacks and responses.  Can the evolutionary naturalist appeal to one of 

these replies to global skepticism generally in order to make Plantinga’s argument

look, if not unsound, at least uninteresting?  If not, what is unique to Plantinga’s 

argument such that the evolutionary naturalist has a new skeptical issue with 

which to deal?  This issue and the literature pertaining thereto will be explored in 

Chapter 6. 

5.) On a related note, how is the theist, as opposed to the naturalist, spared this 

new source of epistemic grief?  If an argument structurally similar to Plantinga’s 

can be advanced against the theist, it could at least be argued in a tu quoque

fashion that the doctrine of evolutionary naturalism has not been shown more

vulnerable to skeptical attack than the epistemic position of their theist opponents.

This would not be an ideal response to Plantinga’s argument, but it would give a 

measure of comfort to the evolutionary naturalist.  Whether or not any such 
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structurally similar skeptical argument threatens certain theistic beliefs will be 

taken up in Chapter 7, “Tu Quoques on Theism.”

These are the key issues with respect to Plantinga’s argument as I see them.

Other issues of peripheral importance will be discussed, but the overwhelming 

majority of the literature and arguments contained therein can be directly related to 

one of these five areas of concern.  All but two or three articles currently available 

in the literature (those of Lemos, Otte, Bielby and perhaps Alston) constitute 

attacks on Plantinga’s argument offered on the behalf of the evolutionary

naturalist.  Again, it is the thesis of this dissertation that those attacks have thus far 

met with no success. 
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B.  The Evolutionary Argument against Naturalism

1.  The Argument Explicated

“Boiled down to essentials, a nervous system enables the organism

to succeed in the four F’s: feeding, fleeing, fighting, and reproducing.  The 

principle chore of nervous systems is to get the body parts where they 

should be in order that the organism may survive…. Improvements in 

sensorimotor control confer an evolutionary advantage: a fancier style of 

representing is advantageous so long as it is geared to the organism’s way 

of life and enhances the organism’s chances of survival (italics in original).

Truth, whatever that is, definitely takes the hindmost.”  -Patricia 

Churchland
3

“With me the horrid doubt always arises whether the convictions of 

man’s mind, which has been developed from the mind of lower animals, are 

of any value or at all trustworthy.  Would any one trust in the convictions of 

a monkey’s mind, if there are any convictions in such a mind?” –Charles

Darwin
4

The goal of Plantinga’s Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism 

(henceforth, EAAN) is to take the popular doubts and concerns voiced in the 

quotes above, turn them into a positive argument, and then use them as 

ammunition against naturalist philosophy.  So Plantinga’s first move is to give a 

formal presentation of what he calls “Darwin’s Doubt.”  Let N stand for the thesis 

of naturalism.  Whatever this entails, it should certainly entail that there is no God.

E will stand for the claim that contemporary evolutionary theory is true.  The 

3 Quoted in all of Plantinga’s articles on the EAAN.

Plantinga, Alvin. “An Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism.” Logos, Vol. 12, 1991, pp. 27-48.

Plantinga, Alvin.  “Introduction:  The Evolutionary Argument against Naturalism.” Naturalism Defeated?:

Essays on Plantinga’s Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism.  Ed. James Beilby. Cornell University,

2002, pp. 1-13.  Plantinga, Alvin.  “Naturalism Defeated.” Unpublished. at

http://www.homestead.com/philofreligion/files/alspaper.htm but the original quote can be found in 

Churchland, Patricia.  “Epistemology in the Age of Neuroscience.” Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 84, Oct.

1987.
4 Again, quoted in al of Plantinga’s articles on the EAAN (see ft. 3). This quote allegedly from Darwin,

Francis (ed.) The Life and Letters of Charles Darwin.  Letter to William Graham, July 3, 1887, London,

John Murray, 1887.
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conjunction of N & E will therefore entail that whatever advantageous mutations 

occurred in the course of evolutionary history, they are genuinely random.  There 

was no supernatural being interfering with historical evolutionary processes

gearing them towards a particular favored outcome, say, the eventual rise of 

creatures capable of forming true philosophical beliefs or engaging in personally

meaningful worship experiences, etc. It should be pointed out that although 

Plantinga is hostile towards the conjunction of N & E, he holds that E by itself is 

no threat to traditional theistic beliefs.
5

Plantinga proposes that “Darwin’s Doubt” can be cashed out in terms of a 

probability assessment.  Let R stand for the claim that our cognitive faculties are 

reliable:  that is, when we form beliefs our cognitive faculties are such that those 

beliefs are likely to be true.  Our faculties are just such as to give rise to mostly 

true beliefs.  So what is the likelihood of R given the truth evolutionary 

naturalism?  That is, what is the P(R/N&E)?  The first step in correctly assessing 

this probability is acknowledging at least one seeming truth in the statement of 

Patricia Churchland cited above.  Naturalistic evolutionary processes select for 

behavior.  No belief or type of belief will be sustained in the course of such 

processes (except perhaps by sheer luck) unless that belief is likely to cause the 

organism in question to engage in activities such as the “four F’s” or avoid 

situations which make it difficult to engage in these four activities (such as landing 

oneself inside the mouth of a tiger).  Crucially, the processes of natural selection 

5 See also Plantinga, Alvin.  “When Faith and Reason Clash: Evolution and the Bible.”  Christian Scholar’s

Review, Vol. 21, No.1, Sept. 1991, pp. 8-33.
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are blind to any feature of an organism except insofar as that feature affects the 

creature’s behavior.   So the next step to be taken in giving formal expression to 

“Darwin’s Doubt” will be to examine the ways in which beliefs or the physical 

machinery with which they might be necessarily connected might make

themselves subjects of naturalistic evolutionary selective forces.   This is, in 

essence, to examine the various ways in which beliefs and behaviors might be 

related.

Or more specifically, we need to examine the ways in which the naturalist

might reasonably hold beliefs and physical behaviors to be related.  Keith Yandell

has pointed out that there are positions in logical space here (such as idealism) that 

Plantinga does not explore in the course of the EAAN.  This is, of course, because 

any doctrine of naturalism worth the name rejects such doctrines.  More curiously 

though, Plantinga will overlook the possibility of eliminativism with respect to the 

mental.  The clearest account of his reason for doing so can be found in his reply 

to William Alston in ND.
6
  Plantinga explains that if a naturalist were an 

eliminativist, then strictly speaking, this person would not believe that naturalists 

exist.  Naturalists are by definition persons who have a belief in the doctrine 

naturalism and on the eliminativist view no such beliefs exist.  Hence, no 

naturalists exist.  In WPF, Plantinga claims his list of possible naturalist positions 

with respect to belief-behavior interaction is “exclusive and exhaustive.”  Better to 

say that it is an exclusive and exhaustive list of reasonable naturalist positions.

6 See ND, p. 274. 
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By this I mean to say that they are naturalist in the sense that they admit that 

naturalists exist and are, unlike options such as panpsychism, seemingly 

compatible with naturalism. 

Before pursuing this subject further, one point must be made with respect to 

Plantinga’s a priori assumptions.  It has been claimed
7
 that Plantinga mistakenly 

thinks that natural selection has the opportunity act on all possible variants of 

traits.  The traits referred to here are those in the set of possible beliefs had by 

certain organisms somewhere in the course of evolutionary history.  But in fact 

natural selection can only work on available variants within a breeding

population.
8
  According to the objection, we have no way of telling apriori which

beliefs and cognitive faculties were actually in the hunt for being selected.

Therefore, we cannot tell if the false but adaptive beliefs to which Plantinga refers 

were part of this evolutionary contest.  It is objected that the EAAN assumes the 

contrary.

Plantinga has replied to this objection.  The EAAN does not assume that 

evolution acts upon all conceivable variants within a breeding population.  Rather 

it assumes that the epistemic possibility of cognitive faculties that produce mostly 

false beliefs getting into the selective race is “not much lower” that the epistemic 

possibility of those promoting true ones.
9
  It would be rather foolish to think 

7 Fitelson, Branden and Sober, Elliott.  “Plantinga’s Probability Arguments Against Evolutionary

Naturalism.”  Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 79, 1998, pp. 115-129, 121-122.
8 Ibid., pp. 121-122.
9 Plantinga, Alvin. “Probability and Defeaters,” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, 84 (2003), pp. 291-298,

p. 293.
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evolution works upon all conceivable variants given that one conceivable state of 

affairs could involve advanced space aliens giving genetic help to the 

Australopithecines.

What Plantinga wishes to forestall here is any effort on the part of Fitelson

and Sober to stall the EAAN.  Clearly we do not know what variants were among 

the breeding populations that eventually gave rise to our species.  Fitelson and 

Sober want to claim that the only way to make up for this deficit is for the EAAN 

to assume that every possible variant has an equal likelihood of getting into the 

race and then appeal to the principle of ignorance.  Plantinga points out that it is 

perfectly natural to assume that both types of mechanisms had a roughly even

chance of entering the selective contest, since any time at which a true belief is 

available to an agent there is also a false one available.  But, he adds, if any 

objector contends that it is inappropriate to appeal to such epistemic probabilities, 

then they would likely regard the probability in question (of reliable faculties

getting an entry into the selective race) as inscrutable.  The EAAN is supposed to 

work off of that assumption just as well. 

These are a priori assumptions regarding what beliefs and belief-forming 

mechanisms are likely to arise within a breeding population.  From here, we turn 

to the question of what the odds are that selective pressures will weed out those 

variants possessing cognitive machinery not successfully aimed at producing

mostly true beliefs. 
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The first possible naturalist position with respect to the relationship 

between belief and behavior is epiphenomenalism:  beliefs neither cause behavior

nor are they caused by behavior.  The consequence of this view is that our beliefs 

might be wildly incorrect while our behavior is nonetheless adaptive. Given 

essentially no relationship between belief and behavior, natural selective forces 

might work to shape the latter while having no impact on the former.  Therefore, 

there is no reason to think that such forces will promote any type of belief as 

opposed to another, let alone promotion of true beliefs over false ones.  My current 

belief that I am sitting in front of a computer typing will have no more 

evolutionarily advantageous a result than the belief that I am currently wrestling 

an alligator. Now this claim has been disputed, as we will eventually see, by one 

William Ramsey.  But for now, it seems safe to say that the probability of R given 

N, E and epiphenomenalism is low. 

A second position available to the naturalist with respect to belief-behavior 

interaction asserts that beliefs may cause behavior, but only in virtue of syntax (i.e. 

electro-chemical properties) rather than semantics (content). It is admittedly 

strange that “syntax” and “semantics,” terms denoting properties of sentences and 

words respectively, have been employed in such a fashion.  But the literature 

follows suit here so I will not revise with respect to this admittedly curious 

verbiage. Unlike the previous case, then, beliefs would not be entirely invisible to 

the hand of natural selection.  For some aspect of beliefs, namely the electro-

chemical processes with which beliefs are somehow associated, are causes of 
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behaviors.  And natural selection can weed out any organisms lacking these

electro-chemical properties whenever such properties fail to promote survival 

enhancing behavior.  However, the content of such beliefs (“semantics”) would 

still be invisible to the hand of natural selection insofar as it has no behavioral 

influence.  It would not matter with respect to an organism’s likelihood to survive

what belief content was generated by the electronics and chemicals in question.

The difficulty here is that the content of a belief is precisely that item which 

may be true or false: electro-chemical events, by contrast, do not take truth values.

So if our argument with respect to the likelihood of an organism’s having mostly

true beliefs given N & E & epiphenomenalism is correct, we should be equally 

skeptical given this “syntax causation only” scenario.   There is again little 

likelihood that true beliefs would be selected for due to the fact that the elements 

of belief of which truth and falsity can be rightly predicated would be completely

invisible to the hand of natural selection.  The probability of our having true 

beliefs thanks to having reliable belief-producing equipment given N, E and 

behavior generated by syntax only is low.  Again, there are philosopher’s who 

have demurred on this point, for example Evan Fales, but for the present it seems 

that Plantinga has made a case for there being at best a low likelihood of R on this 

scenario.

Before moving further, it is worth noting that the foregoing two probability 

estimates should be sufficient to motivate concern on the part of the naturalist no 

matter what other possibilities with respect to belief-behavior interaction we might 
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explore.  We will, of course, examine all of the naturalist’s options for sake of 

being comprehensive.  But Plantinga points out
10

 that epiphenomenalism is the 

“received view” amongst naturalist evolutionary biologists and the “syntax 

causation only” view enjoys a comparable amount of enthusiasm amongst

naturalist philosophers of mind.  This is due to the fact that it is extremely hard on 

the naturalist’s view to explain how beliefs or belief content can enter the chain of 

causation that eventually gives rise to behavior.  Plantinga’s point here can be 

given a Bayesian expression.  Take whatever view of belief-behavior interaction 

the naturalist might wish to accept.  Since we have thus far considered only the 

views under which belief does not cause behavior, let’s refer to this as ~C where C 

stands for the claim that belief does cause behavior.  The relevant question will not 

merely be “what is P (R/ N & E & ~C)?” Rather, P (R/N&E) has to be a weighted 

average.
11

  P (R/N&E) equals P (R/N & E & ~C) * P (~C/ N & E) plus P (R/N & 

E & C) * P (C/ N & E).  So long as P (~C/ N & E) is quite high, P (R/N & E &

~C) is low, and as a consequence P (C/ N & E) is kept low, this weighted average 

will be dragged down.  And that, of course, is precisely what Plantinga is after.

In his earlier explications of the EAAN, Plantinga seemed content to let this 

be all he had to say about naturalism and the possibility of content affecting 

behavior so as to be visible to the forces of natural selection.  But since so many of 

his opponents appeared inclined to dismiss these as genuine possibilities, 

10 See Plantinga’s reply to William Alston (ND), his presentation of the EAAN in ND and his reply to

Ramsey and Fales (ND). 
11 ND, p. 8-9. 
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Plantinga has more recently felt impressed upon to argue at greater length that the 

naturalist, if reasonable, must admit that on their view these are not only 

possibilities, but likelihoods or worse yet the only conceivable scenario for them 

to endorse.
12

His reasoning is as follows.  Nearly any materialist will endorse the claim 

that beliefs exist.  But if materialism is true, these beliefs must somehow be 

material things, most likely neural structures or patterns.  But it is difficult at best 

to explain how beliefs could be explained in terms of these neural structures or 

patterns.  Beliefs have two things that these seemingly do not.  First, they have

content: the content of a belief is typically understood to be something that fills a 

“that clause.”  For example, Joe has a belief that the Beatles have split up.

Secondly, beliefs have intentionality; they are about something.  Joe’s belief is a 

belief about the Beatles.  So how could a neural structure ever have content or 

intentionality?  If it could do so, the situation of the naturalist would be admittedly 

improved.  But the epiphenomenalist has not explained how this could occur.

Therefore, such aspects of beliefs remain out of contact with behaviors and hence, 

there is no reason to think that the forces that select for any particular behavior

will select for any particular belief content. 

Even if it could, how could such content become a causal link such that it 

could influence our behavior and hence be visible to natural selective forces?

Next, the pitfalls of semantic epiphenomenalism loom.  To use an example from

12 This discussion proceeds his reply to objectors in “Naturalism Defeated?” on p. 211 ff.
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Plantinga, the voice of a soprano could break a glass no matter what the content of 

the lyric she sings, although admittedly singing a lyric with a strong “e” syllable in 

it will likely get job done more efficiently. The fact remains that physical pitches, 

volumes and frequencies will end up doing all the work.  It seems as plausible to 

contend that a true lyric will more likely produce the effect as it is to contend that 

a commercially popular lyric would be more likely to do so.  So then, it seems that 

a neural structure could have it electro-chemical impact upon its neighboring 

tissues and so on until an observable human behavior occurs.  But there is as of yet 

no reason for thinking that this belief content must be true any more than the 

soprano must sing a true sentence in a lyric in order to get glass to break. 

Therefore, even if the EAAN would not succeed on the assumption that 

belief content causes behavior, the naturalist is in a crux.  For it seems that the 

naturalist cannot look upon the likelihood of belief content causing behavior with

any rational degree of confidence if for no other reason than that there seems to be 

at present no promising way of conceiving of such a relationship obtaining.  So the 

likelihood of beliefs causing behavior ought to be placed by the naturalist at no 

higher than .5.  Of course, there is still the option of leaving this probability 

inscrutable.  But the EAAN is supposed to work on either assumption.

But for now, let us turn to examine the P (R/N&E) under the assumption 

that there exists a causal relationship between belief and behavior.  Although he 

offers few words with respect to a third possibility, Plantinga pauses to entertain 

the idea that the content of a belief might cause behavior but be maladaptive.  If 

16



this were the case, creatures would be better off without having these beliefs.

Cases such as this might be difficult to imagine.  But suppose for instance that the 

entry of beliefs into the causal chain giving rise to behavior caused a lapse in 

speed of behavioral response.  Creatures that are slow to act suffer an evolutionary 

disadvantage, perhaps even one that cannot adequately be compensated.  So 

natural selective forces would operate so as to eliminate beliefs in general (and 

thus true beliefs in particular).  So R will be improbable given N, E and 

maladaptive causation of behavior by belief. 

The only hope, it seems, for natural selection to promote true beliefs in 

general is for the content of the belief to causally affect behavior and to do so in a 

manner advantageous to the creature possessing these beliefs.  Now the issue is 

whether belief content that is causally efficacious in an advantageous respect is 

likely to be true.  Might not such a belief be false?  Plantinga is quick to remind us 

that belief alone does not produce behavior; belief, even belief of the true sort, 

would only generate a behavior when conjoined with some desire.  Suppose tiger-

avoidance behavior is selectively advantageous (as seems altogether likely) for 

some pre-historic hominid “Paul.”  Plantinga comments: 

“Perhaps Paul very much likes the idea of being eaten, but when he sees a 

tiger, always runs off looking for a better prospect, because he thinks it 

unlikely that the tiger he sees will eat him.  This will get his body parts in 

the right place so far as survival is concerned, without involving much by 

way of true belief….Or perhaps he thinks the tiger is a large, friendly, 

cuddly pussycat and wants to pet it;  but he also believes that the best way 

to pet it is to run away from it….or perhaps he thinks the tiger is a regularly 

recurring illusion, and, hoping to keep his weight down, has formed the 

resolution to run a mile at top speed whenever presented with such an 
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illusion; or perhaps he thinks he is about to take part in a sixteen-hundred-

meter race, wants to win, and believes the appearance of the tiger is the 

starting signal;  or perhaps ….Clearly there are any number of belief-cum-

desire systems that equally fit a given bit of behavior.”
13

It seems clear that with respect to one action, there are many belief-desire 

combinations that might generate that one adaptive behavior.  But there could

exist in creatures with largely adaptive behavior propensities a network of mostly 

false belief contents that nonetheless generate the adaptive behavior in question

Wouldn’t Paul’s incapacity to correctly understand the nature of a tiger be 

part and parcel to misunderstanding other items and won’t constant

misunderstanding of this sort be disadvantageous overall?  Plantinga thinks not.

He asks us to imagine a creature whose beliefs always include some definite 

description of the subject (and perhaps even predicate!) thereof.  For example, 

every object it sees is believed to be a witch or spirit in disguise.  Or perhaps all 

the creature in question can do is believe the object in question to be animate, as 

many cultures do for natural objects in general.  A mental life infected with these 

understandings of objects would contain few true beliefs.  Yet the behaviors

generated could be identical to those actions one would expect from the creature 

that understands the nature of the objects correctly.  Plantinga concludes that the 

probability of R given N, E and the beneficial causal role of belief content in 

generating behavior is low. He is sometimes a little unclear on this point; 

sometimes Plantinga comes across as though he wishes to bank the EAAN on the

13 Plantinga, WPF, 225-226.
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claim that this belief-behavior scenario is simply not that likely given naturalism.

At other points, however, he is clear that his opinion is that the EAAN does not 

need this assumption.  The probability in question would nonetheless be low even 

if this belief-behavior scenario were assumed.
14

This portion of Plantinga’s argument, admittedly, strikes me as the most 

vulnerable.  That is not to say that I reject his conclusions with respect to the P 

(R/N & E & advantageous influences of belief on behavior).  But rather, that there 

are a couple of plausible challenges to his point.   First, do we seem to be using 

definite descriptions in the manner he has described?  It is not clear that we often 

do this sort of thing, let alone with recourse to concepts such as “witch-hood” or 

such.  Second, Plantinga points out that it is possible for creatures whose beliefs 

affect their behavior to have beliefs of this sort.  But this does not demonstrate that 

such a network of beliefs is likely.  So how does any of this demonstrate that the P 

(R/ N & E & advantageous influence of beliefs upon behavior) is low?

I will have to save the extended conversation with respect to these issues 

for the next chapter.  But I will offer a few preliminary points.  First, we have 

already discussed the fact that P (R/ N & E) has to be a weighted average and that 

pride of place in terms of likelihood given naturalism goes to those doctrines 

positing that belief content does not generate behavior.  This weighted average 

would then still turn out to be low even if the likelihood of R on one of the four 

views we have looked at is somewhat high.  Hence, simply noting a deficiency in 

14 “Naturalism Defeated,” p. 261.
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Plantinga’s argument at this particular point is insufficient to derail the argument.

Second, on the assumption that definite descriptions are used at least in many 

points our forming of beliefs and that for any adaptive behavior far more false 

definite description giving rise to a certain advantageous belief can be imagined

than true definite descriptions, it seems to make little sense to place the probability 

of R on this scenario any higher than .5.  And the weighted averaged spoken of

earlier will still turn out to be quite small. 

Now for the naturalist, these seem to exhaust all of the possibilities.  So 

what are we to make of the P (R/N&E) at this point?  Plantinga admits that some 

of the probability estimates are of necessity going to be vague and not well-

grounded.  Perhaps the right attitude to take with respect to this issue is one of 

agnosticism.  Plantinga is prepared to concede at least that much to the naturalist.

But as of yet, we have not seen any reasonable way that the evolutionary naturalist 

can claim that P (R/N&E) is high.  We have not yet seen any way in which such a 

probability could turn out greater than, say, .5.  If much is conceded, then we can 

draw at least one conclusion from the foregoing considerations.  Namely, that the 

P (R/N&E) is either low or inscrutable, but not reasonably claimed to be high.

 Plantinga’s contention is that the EAAN will be successful in either of two 

ways.  If the naturalist concedes that P (R/N&E) is low, the argument runs more 

smoothly.  But if the naturalist balks and throws their hands up in despair of ever 

finding a good estimate of this probability, then they will in point of fact admit 

that the probability is inscrutable.  Plantinga hold that their situation will still be 
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one in which they come to possess a defeater for their belief in the truth of R.  But

Plantinga thinks the argument will succeed either way.
15

  Essential to the EAAN at 

this stage, however, is keeping the naturalist from reflectively and reasonably 

maintaining that this probability is high.  If Plantinga is successful in this 

endeavor, he may legitimately move to the second stage of the argument. 

 Sometimes the low probability (or even the inscrutable likelihood) of one 

of our beliefs being true given other beliefs we hold can generate defeat of the 

belief in question.  Other times defeat is not so generated. But low probability of 

some of our beliefs given the truth of others does not by itself constitute defeat.

For starters to assume this is to rule out the principle of total evidence.
16

  Others 

have made this objection and Plantinga himself refers to it as the “perspiration 

objection.” It can be precisely stated as follows: 

The Perspiration Objection:  the fact that a proposition p has a low 

probability when conditionalized upon some belief of an agent does not by 

itself suffice to defeat the agent’s belief in p.

For example, the probability that the function of perspiration is to cool our bodies 

is low given evolutionary naturalism, but this does not defeat our belief that this is 

in fact the function of perspiration (hence the awkward name of this objection).

This works no better than the argument that my belief that I am now typing suffers 

defeat because its probability given my belief that I had oatmeal for breakfast this 

morning is low. 

15 See Plantinga’s reply to William Alston (ND), p. 272.
16 A point first raised in the literature by Fitelson and Sober, p. 121 ff. 
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Now Plantinga admits that N & E are not immediately or directly defeaters 

for R.  Low or inscrutable probability is not sufficient for defeat.
17

  For example, 

(J) You own a Japanese car. 

(ON) You own an old Nissan. 

The probability of ON given J is low, but surely ON is not defeated thereby.  And 

yet in other instances it is clear that low or inscrutable probabilities do generate

defeat.  Each of Plantinga’s examples (as we will soon see) seem to buttress this 

intuition.  So what exactly is the difference between those cases in which such 

probabilities do generate defeat and cases in which they do not? This is a question 

that we will raise again at a later point. But it seems to me that at this point the 

EAAN can proceed if it can simply be demonstrated that the evolutionary 

naturalist is in a position analogous to those in which all parties to the debate agree 

that defeat occurs.  For it seems clear that at least sometimes low probabilities of 

one of our beliefs being true given other things we believe can generate a defeater. 

So does belief in N & E plus the belief that P (R/N&E) is low or inscrutable 

in particular constitute a defeater for R?  Fitelson and Sober claim that a move for 

the affirmative answer must inevitably overlook the rule of total evidence. For 

people typically have other reasons for belief in R than careful consideration of 

their origins.  Plantinga agrees; in fact, belief in R should be taken as basic.  But 

this does not insulate the belief from defeat.  For example, the belief “I now see 

sheep” might be basic but it can suffer defeat.

17 Plantinga, “Naturalism Defeated” (unpublished). 
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So such a belief seemingly can be the subject of defeat.  But does the belief 

suffer defeat at the hands of the EAAN? The argument concludes that this is so.

But Plantinga does not argue that it does so from the assumption that for any

propositions A and B, if P (B/A) is inscrutable, then A is a defeater for B.

Plantinga explicitly denies either believing in or employing such an assumption in 

the course of the EAAN.  However, the EAAN does need to claim that there are 

some cases in which the combination of a low probability of B given A and belief 

in A constitutes a defeater and that the case of the reflective evolutionary naturalist 

is just one of those cases.

What would clearly be wrong (says Plantinga and I think most anyone 

would concur) is to think that low probabilities or even inscrutable probabilities 

are never a rational guide to belief.  Plantinga thinks that Fitelson and Sober might

even be assuming that low probabilities never function this way.
18

  Trivially, for 

example, ignorance of the P (B/A) can be a defeater for some belief:  for example,

it clearly defeats the belief that the P (B/A) is exactly .23. More importantly defeat 

arising merely from reflections upon probabilities seems to precisely those forms 

of defeat employed in Plantinga’s analogies, which we will investigate shortly.

The point here is worth stressing again:  the reason that Plantinga thinks that the 

case of the reflective naturalist is just one of those cases in which a defeater is in

18Plantinga, Alvin. “Probability and Defeaters.” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 84, 2003, 291-298,

p. 293 ff.

.
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fact generated is because of the strong analogy it bears to cases in which defeat 

clearly occurs. 

Now there is a two-fold distinction in what authors have detected as 

Plantinga’s appeal to analogy.  Here I will devote my attention to the first 

seemingly clear use of analogy by Plantinga.  So far the argument we have 

examined is supposed to have convinced the reader that the P (R/N&E) is either 

low or inscrutable but not reasonably considered to be high.  Assuming that a 

person is apprised of this probability calculation and that they believe the 

conjunction of N & E to be true, what should their informed attitude towards R 

be?  Plantinga introduces an analogy intended to assist in figuring this out.  After 

all, “interspecific chauvinism” might though off our attempts at making a 

reasonable judgment here:  that is, we might be inclined to claim that although 

evolutionary naturalism is a poor generator of cognitive faculties, it must have 

gotten this project right at least once.  For notice how cognitively adept folks like 

me are!  Plantinga complains that this sort of logic is clearly epistemically circular.

The question at issue is “What should we think regarding the question of whether

R is true when specified to ourselves?”  The correct answer here cannot be 

“Whatever our cognitive faculties already assume with respect to this question.”

For this already assumes that the deliverances of such faculties are trustworthy in 

the first place, and this in turn assumes that the faculties themselves are rightly 

regarded to be reliable. 
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Now the temptation, given the foregoing insight on the difficulty of self-

assessment with respect to R, is to write off the questions we have raised as either 

answerable only in the aforementioned chauvinistic fashion or as simply being 

unreasonable to ask or perhaps being mysteries beyond our comprehension.  But

this is far too hasty of a move.  After, Plantinga asserts at one point, can an agent 

not reasonably come to the conclusion that they are losing their minds?  Wouldn’t 

balking at this point in effect be to adopt the overly strong position that R is 

beyond defeat no matter what other propositions relevant to R’s obtaining or 

failing to obtain are held to be true by the agent in question? If we are willing to 

accept that an agent can reasonably come to doubt their rational faculties 

generally, then we should also accept that there is some intellectually respectable 

way to do so.  Plantinga suggests such a way to do so. 

In order to assess the likelihood of R with respect to oneself, given a 

commitment to evolutionary naturalism, one should imagine a race of hypothetical 

creatures whose rational faculties have developed only by means of evolutionary 

naturalistic processes.  Rather than treat ourselves and our race in a special 

unjustifiably privileged fashion in the light of skeptical concerns raised thus far, 

we ought to regard the likelihood of R with respect to ourselves in the fashion that 

we would regard likelihood of R with respect to this population of creatures.  Such 

an approach will consequently render toothless any attempts to be careless in 

assessing the probability with respect to ourselves.  Therefore, the evolutionary 

naturalist is faced with two possible reasonable attitudes towards the rational 
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faculties of this hypothetical population and, as a consequence, towards their own.

If one believes that the P (R/ N & E) is inscrutable, one should be agnostic in both 

cases.  If one holds that P (R/ N & E) is low, one should be skeptical with respect 

to both cases.  Again, the EAAN is intended to work either way…but of course 

there is more left to the argument.  What we have offered so far is merely an 

argument in the form of a dilemma. 

A few housekeeping points before moving on.  If this is the approach 

(assessing ourselves just as we would some hypothetical population) which we opt 

for, we must bear in mind two points at all times.  First, probabilities are very 

sensitive to what information is conditionalized upon.   Even if it is agreed that R 

is not reasonably held to be true with respect to this hypothetical population given 

N & E, it might still be the case that there are other aspects of our evolutionary 

history about which we know such that if these were also aspects of the 

evolutionary history of the hypothetical creatures in question we might rightly 

regard the likelihood of R with respect to this hypothetical population to be high.

So are there any other such facts which we should weight into such a 

consideration?  This brings us to a second important issue with respect to this 

stage in Plantinga’s argument.  If it is allowed that we should perhaps assess the

likelihood of R with respect to this hypothetical population by conditionalizing

upon more than N & E, there are certainly going to need to be strict limits on what

cannot be conditionalized upon.  For example, it would seem to be cheating (and 

defeat the entire purpose of looking for a non-chauvinistic approach) if we 
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conditionalized upon R itself!  So the second question here is “What may 

reasonably be conditionalized upon and what may not be?” 

Some help with respect to this question comes from Richard Otte.  Otte 

admits that there is no general answer to this question of what is permissible upon 

which to conditionalize, but submits that there are at least a number of plausible 

principles that should governed any such endeavor.  Not surprisingly, these 

considerations will also weigh in favor of the EAAN.  There are four such 

principles:

1.) Where the existence of some x is in question, you should only probabilize

on information relevant to bring about or suppressing x.  In the case of the 

EAAN, N and E cover this ground exhaustively.

2.) When matters of internal rationality are being evaluated, we should only 

probabilize on information accessible to us. 

3.) We should not probabilize on information that would beg the question in 

favor of x. 

4.) We should avail ourselves of all information relevant to x in the sense 

described by 1 above.

Now Plantinga seems to agree with Otte on this point although these two 

authors differ on other issues pertinent to the EAAN.  So is there any proposition

the naturalist might claim to know which meets all four of these criterions and

succeeds is raising the likelihood of R with respect to our hypothetical population?

It will be difficult to find any such proposition.  Plantinga has not affirmed in 
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writing that such a proposition will never be found; but he is rightly adamant that 

the pious hope that some such true proposition exists and might come to be known

is sufficient to wiggle out of the grip of defeat here.
19

  Consequently, the two 

questions which we have raised as “housekeeping points” can be set aside 

although we will raise these general issues again in later chapters of this 

dissertation.

So let us take it to be the case that the only rational attitude that the naturalist 

can take with respect to the proposition that the hypothetical population possesses 

reliable cognitive machinery is either agnosticism or outright skepticism.

Plantinga moves from here into some analogies intended to illustrate than 

whenever one comes to belief that the source of their beliefs are unreliable (the 

probability of reliability be low or inscrutable), they obtain a defeater for beliefs 

generated by said source.  Again, these are intended to be paradigm cases in which 

probability assessments regarding the trustworthiness of a source of a belief 

generate defeat for any belief based only upon the source in question. 

Plantinga notes several other situations in which defeat of some belief 

occurs and which allegedly bear striking resemblance to the situation of the 

reflective naturalist.  For example, 

1.) One may trust their perceptions while in a widget factory and consequently

believe the widgets produced them to be red.  But if a reliable source, or at 

least a source you deem honest, informs you that the owner of the factory

19Plantinga, Alvin. “Probability and Defeaters.” Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 84, 2003, 291-298.

p. 294-295.
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sometimes uses special lights to make the widgets appear a color other than 

what they are.  You then come to believe that the odds of your perceptual

faculties yielding trustworthy appraisals of the color of the widgets to be 

inscrutable.  If this is the case, then you have a reason to not trust your 

faculty of perception while in the factory and consequently you have a 

defeater for these deliverances thereof.

2.) Suppose you come to think that you have been created by a deceiving 

Cartesian demon that takes pleasure in luring you into false beliefs.  In 

such a case, you might believe the demon to be indulging in this pleasure 

or you might remain agnostic.  But it seems that you have a defeater for 

any belief you hold; that is, you have a reason to abstain from holding the

belief in question.
20

The extent to which Plantinga’s argument bears resemblance to a Cartesian 

argument for global skepticism will be explored in chapter 7.  The relevant

dissimilarity to observe with respect to the case of the naturalist and the theist who 

are approached with Cartesian-style arguments is that the naturalist actually

believes in the existence of something that plays a role analogous to that of the 

Cartesian demon.  The theist need only entertain the possibility of some such thing 

existing.  Hence, the epistemic situation for the theist seems less dire than for the 

naturalist.
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3.)  A subject comes to believe that their faith in God is the result of only

Freudian Wish Fulfillment (perhaps having read Freud in an injudicious 

frame of mind).  Further, they hold that the probability of beliefs generated 

by Wish Fulfillment being true is low or inscrutable.  Consequently, they 

have a defeater for their belief in God. 

Michael Czadsky Sudduth, in an article somewhat related to the EAAN,
21

complains that if Plantinga allows that basic beliefs can be defeated, then 

Plantinga ought to allow that belief in God can be defeated.  In short, he sees an 

inconsistency in Plantinga’s employing this particular analogy.  Plantinga holds 

that there are no situations in which a believer will obtain a defeater for their 

theistic belief and Sudduth sees this as inconsistent.  I do not.  The case discussed 

here sheds light on Plantinga’s view.  Situations in which theistic belief is defeated 

are conceivable, but perhaps an all good God would never allow a situation such

as this to occur unless theistic belief already had some other trustworthy source (or 

at least a source the agent in question ought to have regarded as trustworthy), say 

the sensus divititatus or internal testimony of the Holy Spirit.  Consequently, I see 

no inconsistency in Plantinga’s comments up to this point this point.

4.) A subject believes that they have ingested a hallucinatory chemical XX.

Such a chemical is believed to render the deliverances of the five senses 

21 Sudduth, Michael Czapkay.  “The Internalist Character and Evidentialist Implications of Plantingian

Defeaters.”  International Journal for Philosophy of Religion. Vol. 45, 1999, pp. 167-187.
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unreliable in 90% of cases.  Consequently, the subject when reflecting on 

this fact obtains a defeater for the belief that their sense data is reliable. 

Generally speaking then, when one comes to abandon belief that a certain source 

of beliefs is veridical, one obtains a defeater for any beliefs based upon that 

source. “In general, if you have considered the question whether a given source of 

information or belief is reliable and have an undefeated defeater for the belief that 

it is, then you have defeater for any belief such that you think it originates (solely) 

from that source.” 
22

  The problem, of course, is that our cognitive faculties are the 

source of everything that we believe.  Therefore, if one believes in the doctrine of 

evolutionary naturalism, all of their beliefs face the threat of defeat in light of the

EAAN.

For the present, I will leave the general notion of “defeat” as undefined

although I will take it up later in this chapter.  It is a notion not beyond intuitive 

grasp.  Generally speaking a person has a defeater for a belief p just in case the 

person has a good reason (propositional or non-propositional) for refraining from 

belief in p.  To have a defeater for a belief does not necessarily make that belief 

irrational nor does it make the agent who holds the belief irrational.  For example, 

if one comes to believe that a certain factory, the aforementioned widget factory

for example, produces only white widgets, then the seeming perception of red 

widgets coming off the assembly line would provide a non-propositional defeater 

for their original belief regarding the color of the factory’s widgets.  They have a 

22 In Plantinga’s own words, from his reply to Van Cleve in “Naturalism Defeater?”, p. 241.
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good reason not to continue to hold the belief.  However, when informed by a 

trusted source that the widgets are being irradiated by a red light, they rational 

faith in their belief that only white widgets are produced in the factory could very 

well be restored.  Their new faith in the proposition “There are red lights 

irradiating these widgets” defeats the non-propositional defeat generated by their 

sense data.  But none of this obviates the fact that defeat is a serious epistemic 

issue:  to continue in a certain belief in the face of an undefeated defeater seems to 

constitute irrationality of some sort or another.  So for clarity’s sake the issues of 

defeat and rationality will be examined in the next section of this chapter. 

One thing to make clear, however, is a distinction raised by John Pollock 

that is especially helpful for understanding Plantinga’s argument correctly. Pollock 

distinguishes between undercutting and rebutting defeaters.  Undercutting 

defeaters are such that when an agent comes into possession of them the agent 

cannot reasonably continue to hold a certain belief.  For example, if I believe a 

factory produces only white widgets based upon the overhearing the conversation 

of a friend, but later learn that this friend is colorblind, I lose all my reasons for 

thinking that the factory produces only white widgets.  My reasons for believing 

this have been undercut.  My new belief (that my source was unreliable in this 

case) makes continued belief in the claim that the factory produces only white 

widgets irrational.  Rebutting defeaters are different and in a sense stronger.  If I 

see a red widget come off the assembly line and form a belief in light of this, then 

I have a rebutting defeater for the claim that the factory in question produces only 

32



white widgets.  The defeater not only does the work that an undercutting defeater 

would, namely taking away my grounds for believing all the widgets to be white, 

but actually supports the contrary claim. In either case, defeaters serve to make 

continuing in a certain belief unreasonable.

Plantinga has thus far made the case that the reflective naturalist has an 

undercutting defeater for both their belief in R and consequently for all of their 

other beliefs.  I have nowhere read that Plantinga claims to have provided a 

rebutting defeater for naturalism.  It seems to me that he wishes merely to through 

the sources of naturalist beliefs into question.  And that is the nature of an 

undercutting defeater.  Perhaps the case can be made that if the P (R/N&E) is low, 

then the P (~R/N&E) must be high and hence a rebutting defeater can be argued

for.  But this is to commit Plantinga to too much; far more than he seems to intend.

He merely claims that P (R/N&E) is low or inscrutable.  This disjunctive claim 

drives the EAAN.  We should be careful not to overcommit him here. 

Fitelson and Sober complain that the lessons Plantinga intends to extract 

from the foregoing analogies are unlicensed.  The variable R names the 

proposition that “the great bulk of our beliefs are reliable.”  This is, they complain, 

is not sufficiently specific.  Better to divide our rational faculties or beliefs in to 

camps R1, R2, R3, etc. However, when we do this the probability of each of these 

might be high while the probability of the conjunction of them is low on N & E. 

They insist that evolutionary naturalism could do a good job predicting that each 
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of the conjuncts have high probabilities.
23

  So even if we assess our cognitive 

faculties in the same manner as we would a those of a hypothetical population 

with similar origins and we hold the probability of R with respect to both 

ourselves and them to be either low or inscrutable, this does not mean that any 

particular belief is defeated, let alone each and every one of them.  Consequently,

there is no reason to think that some particular conjunction of only two of them,

say N&E, faces defeat. 

So does the EAAN show that the naturalist has a defeater for all of their 

beliefs?  Fitelson and Sober claim that even if the argument where successful, it 

would not demonstrate this strong of a conclusion.  “Even if E & N defeats the 

claim that ‘at least 90% of our beliefs are true,’ it does not follow that E & N also 

defeats the more modest claim that ‘at least 50% of our beliefs are true’.

Plantinga, they muse, must show that E & N not only defeats R, but also defeats 

the claim that ‘at least a non-negligible minority of our beliefs are true.’”
24

Plantinga claims that the reasoning of Fitelson and Sober here turns on the 

following false premise:  If I don’t have a defeater for the proposition that 50% of 

my beliefs are true, then 50% of your beliefs are such that you do not have 

defeater for them.  The fact that this is a false claim can be illustrated.  Suppose 

you believe all the 200 tickets given away to children at an elementary school are 

winners because the persons running the lottery are kindhearted towards children.

You later find that only 50% will in (from a reputable source).  The claim that 

23 Fitelson and Sober, p. 117
24 Cited by Plantinga, “Probability and Defeaters,”  on p. 295 in the original.
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50% of your original beliefs are true has not been defeated.  But it would be 

irrational for you to hold any of the beliefs regarding the individual tickets that 

you originally held i.e. that ticket 14 is a winner.  You also then have a defeater for 

any belief you have that rested upon such previous beliefs e.g. that child 14 will be 

very happy with their new prize by late this afternoon.

The feature of the EAAN to keep in focus is that it attempts to deprive the 

naturalist of reflective, reasonable trust in any of the deliverances of their 

cognitive faculties in light of the fact that reliable faculties and true beliefs are not 

necessary for the sake of having survival-prone behavior.  It is hard enough to 

make the claim that beliefs of any sort are necessary for having selectively 

advantageous behavior.  So there is as of yet no reason for privileging any subset

of beliefs as being beyond the threats raised by the EAAN any more than the claim 

that only certain a minority of numbers in a certain phonebook are correct 

bequeaths undefeated status to some particular number (say Jon Kvanvig’s) as 

being correct.  In short, the original analogies still hold and consequently the

reflective evolutionary naturalist has a defeater for all (or rather we should say 

each and every) of their beliefs. 

Plantinga forges ahead by pointing out that if all of the reflective 

naturalist’s beliefs have defeaters, then N & E also has a defeater.  For this is of 

course one such belief.  Therefore, the person holding N & E ought rationally not 

to hold such a view.  For the view, upon reflection, provides its own reason for not 
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believing it to be true.  In this sense, N & E is epistemically self-defeating.  It 

gives the person holding such a view a reason not to do so.

Defeaters may themselves be defeated.  Plantinga notes that the 

evolutionary naturalist may try to point out a bit of rationally acquired evidence 

that would allow the self-reflective naturalist a more optimistic assessment of their 

faculties.  However, Plantinga complains that after an argument has been given 

against the reliability of a certain source of information, it would be question 

begging to assume the reliability of those faculties employed in acquiring the new 

evidence in question.  So this defeater cannot be defeated.  Once in place, it is 

bound to stay put.  As one philosopher has stated, “There is no way to stop the rot 

once it gets started.”  When one’s rational faculties themselves have been called 

into serious question, complete skepticism is hard to avoid. So if the EAAN can 

demonstrate that evolutionary naturalism provides a defeater for R, evolutionary

naturalism has an undefeatable defeater. 

When the only way to obtain defeater-defeater is assume the truth of a 

claim that was already the subject of defeat originally, Plantinga introduces a 

special term “Humean defeat.”
25

  Plantinga characterizes this Humean Defeat.

But now comes the rejoinder:  as soon as our devotee of N & E comes to 

doubt R, he should also come to doubt his defeater for R; for that defeater, 

after all depends upon his beliefs, which are a product of his cognitive 

faculties…So then his original condition of believing R and assuming N & 

E reasserts itself:  at which point he again has a defeater for R and N & E.

But then he notes that that defeater is also a defeater of the defeater of R 

and N&E; hence…So goes the paralyzing dialectic.  After a few trips 

25 Plantinga, Alvin.  “An Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism,” Logos, p. 44.
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around this loop, we may be excused for throwing up our hands in despair 

or disgust and joining Hume in a game of backgammon.  The point 

remains, therefore:  one who accepts N & E (and is apprised of the present 

argument) has a defeater for N & E that cannot be defeated by an 

undefeated defeater.  And isn’t it irrational to accept a belief for which you 

know you couldn’t have an undefeated defeater? 

Any defeater for R will be a defeater of this type, and if defeat of this type 

is at all with respect to a certain claim then that claim seems to be above hope of

rescue.  But Plantinga has in the course of the past several years adjusted and 

precisified his account of such defeaters and we will examine them in here in 

brief.  Significantly, he retracts two points made originally in WPF (as quoted

above) with respect to Humean defeat and the EAAN.
26

  First, Humean defeat 

does not consist in diachronically plodding around an endless loop.  However, it 

also does not consist in having some ultimately undefeated defeater.  It seems 

clear that an infinite series of defeaters cannot genuinely occur because defeat only

occurs in the context of belief by an agent and no agent can have an infinite 

number of beliefs one defeating another ad infinitum.  The important point,

overlooked in WPF, is that when one has a Humean defeater it is known that the 

original defeater shows up at every successive stage in such a possible infinite 

string of beliefs.  The general form there of is as follows where Q defeats 

everything a person believes and Q(p) denotes that some proposition p is defeated 

upon recognition of this defeat relationship:

Level 0:  Q

26 See unpublished “Naturalism Defeated” and his reply to Richard Otte in “Naturalism Defeated?,” p 269 

ff.
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Level 1:  Q and Q (Q), hence Q defeated 

Level 2: Q and Q (level 1 defeat) 

 . 

 . 

 . 

Level n:  Q and Q (n-1), so level n-1 is defeated for any level n 

 . 

 . 

 . 

Again, the important thing is that the original Q shows up at every level and 

consequently one never loses the original defeater.

Philosophers such as Talbot, Van Cleve and David Silver have raised

challenges as to whether there is any harm in introducing an epistemically circular 

argument for R in the light of the EAAN.  Epistemically circular arguments are 

not circular in the more popular sense that the conclusion appears amongst the 

argument's premises.  Rather arguments are epistemically circular when, in order 

to rationally believe a premise, one has to have already assumed (or at least held 

above question) the trustworthiness of a certain source of information and the 

trustworthiness of the source is precisely what the conclusion of the argument

asserts.

Plantinga grants that epistemic circularity may be harmless in some

contexts.  But that this is not the case in the present context.  How does one tell the 

difference between the cases in which epistemically circular arguments might be 

intellectually respectable and those in which they are not?  Plantinga, drawing on 

Thomas Reid, suggests that the difference lies in whether or not the proposition for 
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which the epistemically circular argument is presented has ever been called into 

question itself.  For example, my cognitive faculties seem to work reliably and 

these faculties seemingly inform me that I have not ingested the cognitively 

corrosive agent XX.  I conclude, with a bit of epistemic circularity at work, that I 

have not in fact ingested this material. Arguably, this makes sense.  But if I am

presented with an argument demonstrating that I did in fact ingest this chemical

agent and if I come to believe this argument is plausible, matters are different.  It 

is not reasonable to hold that an epistemically circular argument can restore R to 

its original epistemic status.  Nor will such arguments alleviate rational concerns 

here.  Analogously, if considerations raised in the EAAN generate serious doubts 

for the evolutionary naturalist as to whether R is true with respect to them, then 

epistemically circular arguments will not avail.  In particular, they will not avail 

against a Humean defeater. 

So, let us put the argument in a formal fashion so as to recap all that has 

been said thus far. 

P1.   If one rationally reflects upon the EAAN, they will conclude that 

P(R/N&E) either inscrutable or low (but not reasonably considered high). 

P2.  To reflectively assess the likelihood of R holding with respect to 

ourselves, we should assess our epistemic position in a disinterested fashion 

as we would our hypothetical population for which N & E is true. 

P3.  If we assess our own position in such a manner we will conclude that 

the likelihood that our cognitive faculties generate mostly true beliefs (R) is 

inscrutable or low. 
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P4.  If we conclude that the likelihood of our cognitive faculties being truth 

conducive is inscrutable or low, we have an undercutting defeater for the 

deliverances thereof.  (This Plantinga argued for by analogy) 

P5.  If we have a defeater for the deliverances of a belief producing faculty, 

then it is irrational to believe/trust the deliverances of such a faculty unless 

a non-question begging defeater-defeater can be found. 

P6.  There is no possibility of a non-question begging defeater-defeater in 

the case in which R itself has been defeated.

C1.  Therefore, if we have an undefeated defeater for the deliverances of 

our belief producing faculties, then it is irrational to believe/trust the 

deliverances of such faculties.  (P5 and P6) 

P7.  Where (N & E) is believed true, it is a deliverance of R. 

C2.  Therefore, if a believer in N & E rationally reflects upon the EAAN 

then they have an undefeated defeater for N & E. 

Plantinga takes C2 to demonstrate that in some sense evolutionary naturalism is 

irrational.  Of course he is careful to point out that defeat only occurs in the 

context of belief in a defeater and such beliefs are likely to obtain only when the

naturalist has rightly reflected on the foregoing argument.  In fact, in “Naturalism 

Defeated” (unpublished) Plantinga urges that defeaters only occur when one is 

apprised of the defeat in question.  For example, Frege’s set of beliefs with respect 

to the completeness of set theory were not defeated and not irrational for him to 

believe until Bertrand Russell explicitly pointed out paradoxes. 

Therefore, the reflective naturalist must in order to remain rational with 

respect to their beliefs either abandon belief in N, belief in E or both.  If one gives 

up N, one gives up naturalism.  If one gives up both N & E, one gives up 
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naturalism.  Of course, one could give up E, but if naturalism is true, then in all 

likelihood so is evolutionary theory. So N cannot be reasonably maintained.

One point is worth clearing up here. Fitelson and Sober mistakenly charge 

Plantinga with the claim that N entails E, for example they quote Plantinga

quoting Phillip Johnson to the effect that for the naturalist evolution is the “only 

game in town.”  Plantinga responds in a footnote of his reply to Fitelson and Sober

to the effect that he intended no such thing.
27

  It is simply the case that without 

evolutionary theory, the naturalist worldview seems remarkably untenable.  So 

rejecting E but maintaining N is not a very plausible response to the EAAN. 

This does raise a few thorny issues that we will have to take up later.  The 

reasoning employed in the foregoing paragraph strikes me as sound.  However,

there are two important points here.  First, is it possible to defeat a conjunction 

without defeating any part specifically?  Anthony Peressini points out that this is 

often the case in science; at least, science as understood in the philosophies of 

such persons as Pierre Duhem and Quine.
28

  Secondly, is the defeat of N & E just

such a case?  Thirdly, William Alston raises the question of whether N & E 

defeated R in the first place.  Given the low or inscrutable probability of R/ N & E, 

can we not claim instead that N & E defeats R?  That is, should we revise the 

EAAN so that instead of imagining hypothetical populations in which N & E 

27 Plantinga, Alvin.  “Probability and Defeaters.”  Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 84, 2003, 291-298,

p. 298, ft. 7.
28 A response similar to Peressini’s is also offered by James Bielby.  See, Beilby, James. “Alvin Plantinga’s 

Pox on Metaphysical Naturalism.”  Philosophia Christi, Vol. 5, No. 1, 2003, pp. 131-142.  Here Beilby

retracts his former support for the EAAN. 
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account for that populations’ origins and then making a judgment as to whether it 

might reasonably be asserted that R holds for them, why not imagine a 

hypothetical population in which R obtains for that population and then make a 

judgment as to whether the conjunction of N & E is likely to hold with respect to 

them?

Now the latter of these suggestions strikes me as an unlikely response from 

the camps of naturalism.  In fact, Plantinga has taken this point on the chin and

claimed that it does nothing to affect the original argument.
29

  But Plantinga is not 

willing to concede that Alston’s new approach to the EAAN excludes the original 

formulation thereof.  Different arguments can be made for the same conclusions,

that much seems certain.  And if N & E defeats R, then continued faith in R on the 

part of the evolutionary naturalist is still irrational and this simply gets at the same 

conclusion as the original EAAN via a different route.  Peressini’s thoughts on the 

subject are a bit more challenging.  But given the probability of E given N, the 

case seems to initially weigh favor of rejecting either rejecting both N and E or 

rejecting the one whose truth is strongly implied by the other.  Still, the conclusion 

that belief in evolutionary naturalism taken as a whole is irrational. 

So what should the naturalist do?  Clearly, if a belief defeats itself, then any 

notion of “defeat” worth the term will imply that such a belief needs to be 

jettisoned from an agents' general noetic structure if rationality is to be maintained.

But this ejection cannot occur in virtue of arguing to the falsity of some belief; at 

29 “Naturalism Defeated?” p. 271. 
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least not when R has been called into question.  For any argument for the falsity of 

some belief will implicitly assume that one can trust come of their rational 

faculties and their faculty for rational argumentation in particular.  Plantinga

admits this.  The only rational option for the reflective naturalist at this point, he 

urges, is to simply give up the belief in naturalism.  One cannot legitimately argue

their way out of such a belief.  Salvation here, Plantinga contends, must be “by 

grace and not by works.”
30

Although this concludes our initial discussion of the EAAN, this 

introduction would be far from complete unless issues regarding the potential 

threat that such an argument raises to theistic worldviews were at least 

superficially explored.  The issues raised here will be explored in greater detail in 

the penultimate chapter of this dissertation.  But for now, let’s take stock of what 

is at risk should at least one argument analogous to the EAAN but with theism

(whether theism in general or Christian theism in particular) as its target turns out 

to be successful. There have been an exceeding large number of attempts to 

formulate such a tu quoque:  far too many to explore in any detail here. But here I 

wish only to make clear the initial case for the claim that such efforts do not look 

promising.

To demonstrate the superiority of the Christian theistic worldview, 

Plantinga contrasts the plight of evolutionary naturalists with that of those 

30 Plantinga, WPF, p. 237. 
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believing themselves to have been created in the image of God. He quotes with 

approval from St. Thomas Aquinas: 

Since human beings are said to be in the image of God in virtue of their 

having a nature that includes and intellect, such a nature is most in the image of 

God in virtue of being most able to imitate God (ST Ia q. 93 a. 4) 

Only in rational creatures is there found a likeness of God which counts as 

an image….As far as a likeness of the divine nature is concerned, rational

creatures seem somehow to attain a representation of (that) type in virtue of 

imitating God not only in this, that he is and lives, but especially in this, that he 

understands (ST Ia q. 93 a. 6) 

Presumably then, the Christian theist is in a position in which the skeptical 

concerns to which the naturalist is doomed will never arise.  The source of our 

cognitive faculties, though Plantinga will not admit that they guarantee our 

cognitive reliability, at least does not entail any problem with respect to the 

likelihood that our faculties are reliable. Again, the existence of the God in which 

Plantinga believes in no way entails the reliability of our cognitive faculties, but 

Plantinga asserts that the existence of such a God would make it likely that our 

faculties are functioning reliably.  Here Plantinga is merely asserting a weaker 

form of a claim assumed true by even such skeptics as Rene Descartes. 

So what essentially is the difference between the theist and the naturalist 

with respect to this point?  The key difference is the fact that the naturalist has a 

defeater for their belief in R where the theist presumably does not.  Now the theist, 

Plantinga seems prepared to concede,
31

 might have a defeater if they do not 

believe that the Deity in question cares much for promoting the acquisition of true

31 He allows for this possibility in both the unpublished “Naturalism Defeated,” p. 40 in the landscape

printed version.
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beliefs or avoidance of false ones in his creatures.  For example, if one believes 

that a God who cares little for whether his creatures have true scientific believes as 

opposed to merely useful ones, a strong argument of the same form as Plantinga’s 

EAAN might be constructed to the conclusion that we ought to distrust our 

scientific reasoning abilities.  Or perhaps one believes that their God only cares 

that his creatures be capable of grasping certain moral truths and of knowing 

enough about how to manipulate the environment around them such as to take care 

of their fellow creatures (and has little concern for the veracity of any number of 

their other beliefs).  Then, admittedly, one could upon reflection on an argument 

structurally similar to the EAAN come to doubt a great number of ones beliefs. 

But these are big “ifs.”  What if the theist in question sees no need to think 

any differently on the matter than did Aquinas? In this case, there is no obvious

reason as to why any belief of theirs would suffer defeat from reflection on an 

argument similar to the EAAN.  The case of the naturalist is different.  Upon 

reflection on every belief they have such that it is relevant to the issue of whether 

their faculties are reliable (and meets the criteria Otte suggested earlier so as to 

avoid “cheat” probabilizing) skepticism or agnosticism prevail with respect to 

whether R holds for them. 

So the first point to bear in mind is that there is no apparent reason that the 

theist must accept beliefs such that they acquire defeaters for R.  But a second 

point is closely related.  Even if the theist muses that God had little interest in 

making sure that His creatures had true scientific beliefs or true beliefs with 
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respect to other issues, it does not follow that the theist has a defeater for R 

generally.  It will pay at this point to recall the objection of Fitelson and Sober to 

the effect that Plantinga’s EAAN has at best defeated merely the claim that each 

and every aspect of our cognitive machinery was reliable.  Plantinga’s response to 

Fitelson and Sober asserted that if one can cast doubt on the reliability of a source

of information generally, then one cannot continue to have faith in some portion of 

information (if the information is based solely on that one source) which is a 

deliverance of that source.  And evolutionary naturalism, it has been argued, is just 

the sort of doctrine that calls into account the reliability of each and every one of 

our cognitive faculties.  The point I wish to stress is that even if the theist grants 

that there is some variant of the EAAN that casts doubt upon the reliability of their 

cognitive faculties in one area (say, scientific reasoning) it does not follow that 

they are in the same boat as a naturalist who has a defeater for the reliability of 

any one of their cognitive faculties.  Fitelson and Sober’s point will not help the 

naturalist.  But it will save the theist from a charge of irrationality.  And this will 

be the case whether it is argued that the theist (particularly the theist who is less 

confident that God would make them good all-around cognitive agents) faces a 

defeater for some particular area of their cognitive functioning which they believe 

God would have a vested interest in making reliable or whether they are faced 

with the even more testy claim that they have a defeater for theism itself. 

To conclude, in this chapter I have explicated the EAAN as originally 

presented by Plantinga and have updated it in light of the comments made by 
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Plantinga in later writings.  To explore every nook and cranny of the argument 

will take a considerable amount of time.  It is simply the thesis of this dissertation 

that the argument has survived all current attacks upon it available in the literature.

It is not the purpose of this dissertation to exhaust all possible replies to the 

argument; an argument that covers ground from such a broad variety of 

philosophical topics would be hard to handle in such an exhaustive fashion.  And

the EAAN employs insights from epistemology, the philosophy of mind, the 

philosophy or religion, probability theory, etc.  The attacks upon the argument 

discussed thus far have been discussed for two main reasons.  First they seem to 

me to illustrate general problems with popular styles of responses to the EAAN.

Second, there are seemingly straightforward responses to them that put in focus

certain key assumptions that underwrite the argument.  As a last consideration, the 

EAAN does not seem to be a recipe for skepticism in general.  It is not clear that 

any tu quoque argument will handle the two criteria of adequacy I mentioned in 

above.  It is my contention that attacks of a tu quoque sort which have been 

offered thus far falter on at least one of these two points, most seemingly on the

first.  Hence, the naturalist has a defeater for their worldview of a particularly 

undesirable Humean sort that the theist does not.  No current attempts to remove 

this defeater have succeeded.
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2.  Defeaters Explored

Two years after the publication of WPF Alvin Plantinga defended the

argument contained in the final chapter thereof in an unpublished paper entitled 

“Naturalism Defeated.”  The primary purpose of this paper was to rehearse the 

argument for sake of the reader and address objections thereto.  Most of the 

objections, Plantinga points out, concern the concept of defeat.  This topic, though 

important to the field of epistemology, has received little analysis, the work of 

John Pollock being the notable exception.  Therefore, Plantinga spends a great 

deal of the paper investigating this idea and formulating his own principles of 

defeat.  In this section of my dissertation, I will attempt to supplement the 

proceeding one in which I presented the EAAN with a discussion of the nature of 

defeaters ala Plantinga.  It is hoped that this discussion will strengthen the 

argument against objections that will be raised in subsequent chapters.  Of 

particular importance are changes in Plantinga’s doctrines of regarding defeat over 

the past several years.  It will be pointed out that his ideas on defeat have taken a 

turn recently and that these changes have occurred in the light of criticisms raised 

against the EAAN.  It will be argued in this section that such emendations do not 

harm the EAAN.  Issues that have clouded discussions of defeat actually have

little bearing on the success of the EAAN. 

Suffice to say, it seems that the analysis of defeat by John Pollock, widely 

recognized as the person who has made the most headway in investigating this 

topic, is both incomplete and false according to Plantinga.  According to Pollock, 
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If P is a reason for S to believe B, R is a defeater for this reason iff R is logically 

consistent with P and (P & R) is not a reason for S to believe B.  This seems false 

for, among other reasons, the fact that defeaters can come in the form of 

experiences rather than beliefs.  Secondly, and more importantly for Plantinga, this 

view only allows that reasons for a belief may be defeated.  Why cannot the 

original proposition P be defeated directly?  In the EAAN Plantinga does not 

simply suggest that the reasons that the naturalist has for holding their distinct 

doctrine have been defeated; rather naturalism itself suffers defeat.

In his analysis of defeaters, Plantinga sets an outline in the form of a list of 

questions to be answered. First, what, fundamentally, are defeaters?  Plantinga

confesses that many qualifications and refinements will have to be made on his 

definition, but offers the following:

(D)  D is a defeater of B for S iff S’s noetic structure N includes B and is 

such that any human being (1) whose cognitive faculties are functioning 

properly in the relevant respects, (2) whose noetic structure is N, and (3) 

who comes to believe D but nothing else independent of or stronger than D 

would withhold belief in B (or believe it less strongly).

I will be treating (D) as Plantinga’s primary notion of defeat.  However,

Plantinga has become apprised in recent times that this definition only captures 

one relevant notion of defeat:  proper function rationality defeat.  The problem 

with this definition of defeat is that it does not seem to adequately support the 

EAAN.  For what person, functioning properly, would ever come to be skeptical 

of with respect to the issue of whether R holds for them?  I will not deal with this 

question just yet, but rather save it for the end of this section.  What will be said 
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there will have little effect, it seems to me, on the other insights Plantinga offers 

with respect to the nature of defeat. So let’s forge ahead for the present time… 

If you acquire a defeater for B, but continue to believe B, what exactly is 

your problem?  The intuitively appealing answer is “some type of irrationality.”

Plantinga cashes out this “typehood” in terms of the contrast between this person 

and the properly functioning rational person, in a fashion simpler to his account of 

warrant.  They are not to be confused however.  It seems that beliefs can be 

warranted but defeated, unwarranted and defeated, unwarranted and undefeated, 

etc.

Can a defeater do more than defeat a reason for belief B, perhaps defeating 

B itself?  Plantinga takes this to be the more natural approach.  Memory and 

elementary a priori beliefs provide key examples of things for which we have 

ordinary form no reasons but they may nonetheless be subjects of defeat.  Also, 

some beliefs are defeated simply when one realizes they lack any reason for the 

belief.  For example, it would be irrational for me to believe that my prescription 

bottle contains a certain type of pills if I believed that all of the labels had been 

recently mixed and matched by a mischievous five-year-old.  Notice, the EAAN is 

supposed to work even if one comes to the realization that they lack any reason for 

thinking R is true specified to them.  So defeaters may be reasons, but they might

also be other kinds of cognitive states of an agent, including states of doubt or 

agnosticism.
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Do defeaters defeat beliefs directly or only relative to a set of background 

beliefs?  Contra Pollock, Plantinga holds that defeat is always defeat relative to a 

background noetic structure.  So D might defeat P but not defeat (P & Q).  Further, 

it is necessary that an agent be aware of the relationship of their beliefs to the 

alleged defeater before any charge of defeat or irrationality can be rightly made of 

them.  Frege was not irrational to hold his completeness theorem previous to 

receiving Russell’s devastating letter. However, Plantinga’s position does commit

him to the claim if an agent does not modify their noetic structure when they

perceive such a problem then they are irrational:  it is left to wonder as to 

Plantinga’s judgment concerning the status of the remainder of Frege’s life in 

which he desperately tried to save this logical theories in the face of Russell’s 

paradox.

How are defeaters themselves defeated?  Plantinga follows Pollock in the 

widely accepted distinction between undercutting and rebutting defeaters which 

we mentioned in the previous section of this dissertation but makes further 

attempts to distinguish here between intrinsic “defeater-defeaters” and 

neutralizing “defeater-defeaters.”  The first are cases in which the original 

defeaters is removed from your noetic structure, the second is a case in which

something new is added to the noetic structure (call it p) such that the conjunction 

of (B & p) suffers no defeat. Of course, naturalists have attempted to offer both

types in response to the EAAN.  These can be seen in attempts to derail the 
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original EAAN (which would constitute an intrinsic defeater for the defeater of R) 

and attempts to probabilize R upon something in conjunction with N & E. 

Can anything really be its own defeater? Plantinga responds, “Well, why 

not?”
32

  The example he uses is very close to the heart of the EAAN:  if a skeptic 

holds that ~R, then they have reason to doubt ~R.  That is, if they hold the belief 

that their cognitive faculties are be completely unreliable, then clearly the first 

deliverance of such faculties that ought to be suspected is the belief that their 

faculties are completely unreliable.  So belief in ~R defeats itself; the belief 

provides its own grounds for not accepting it.  Perhaps this is too close to the 

EAAN to convince someone that a proposition or belief can be its own defeater.

But there seem to me to be other examples.  Recall, for example, freshmen who 

are crushed to learn that their beloved proposition “There is no truth” undermines

itself.  Or consider students enamored with theories of omnipotence to the extent 

that they claim that God could cause them to falsely believe in their own 

existence.  Given examples such as these I cannot imagine that Planting’s tongue-

in-cheek question will receive anything in the way of a convincing reply. 

This concludes our general discussion of defeat…but now we must take up 

a point raised earlier with respect to Plantinga’s admittedly incomplete definition 

of defeat (D).  Accordingly,

(D) D is a defeater of B for S iff S’s noetic structure N includes B and is 

such that any human being (1) whose cognitive faculties are 

functioning properly in the relevant respects, (2) whose noetic structure 

32 “Naturalism Defeated,” p. 35 of my text. 
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is N, and (3) who comes to believe D but nothing else independent of 

or stronger than D would withhold belief in B (or believe it less 

strongly).

This is intended to capture both the nature of rebutting defeaters and undercutting 

defeaters.  For example, if a person comes to believe that they are looking at a 

sheep decoy rather than a real sheep, the properly functioning individual will cease 

to believe the item in question to be a real sheep unless they come to hold 

independent evidence of some other sort (for example if the supposed sheep decoy 

begins to move about and eat grass in plain view!).  By contrast, if a person comes 

to believe that the local townsfolk like to play tricks on persons like himself by 

setting up sheep decoys in fields, the properly functioning individual will also 

cease to believe that certain objects in their view are sheep, but for different 

reasons.  In this case, the belief has been undercut.  However, again, the person 

might rationally come to believe that certain objects are in fact sheep if he sees 

them move about, eat or otherwise acquires new pertinent information.

In “The Illusion of Defeat,” William Talbott intends to demonstrate that 

Plantinga has misappropriated the notion of an undercutting defeater.  Specifically, 

Plantinga has employed in the course of the EAAN a notion of undercutting defeat 

such that rationality in the context of this type of defeat requires and undesirable 

kind of “cognitive inflexibility.”  That is to say, if Plantinga were correct in his use 

of this type of defeater, persons in the context of this type of defeat (for R) would 

be faced with no rational way out of their conundrum by appeal to new evidence.

Talbot introduces several analogies that seem difficult in the sense that they 
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seemingly introduce situations in which continued belief in R is rational although 

the belief in R faces defeat similar to that generated by the EAAN.  Talbott’s 

solution, which Plantinga rejects, is that such analogies demonstrate the propriety 

of employing what he calls pragmatically circular arguments to restore belief in R 

in such cases.  An argument is pragmatically circular if one assumes that the 

beliefs one seemingly must maintain in order to behave in a reasonable fashion are 

true on the basis of the fact that it seems irrational to act as though any contrary

belief were true. 

Talbott first analyzes Plantinga’s examples of when defeat with respect to a 

belief occurs.  The following pattern seems to emerge:
33

Step 1:  P (x/y) << ½ 

Step 2:  y 

Step 3:  I believe z on the basis of x 

Step 4:  I have no other basis for believing z 

Step 5:  Steps 1-4 are not themselves subject to defeat. 

Step 6:  Therefore, my belief in z is irrational. 

Of course, Plantinga might rightly respond that this cashes out his argument

incorrectly.  The EAAN is supposed to work even if the probabilities involved are 

inscrutable…they do not necessarily need to be deemed far less than ½.  But 

Talbott seems to have the general idea in hand, so I will not quibble here. 

However, there is a trend amongst authors to cash out the argument in a 

demonstrably incorrect fashion.  When this occurs I will note it.  The reader may 

contrast these accounts with my own account given on p. 41 ff. 

33 Talbott, W. J. “The Illusion of Defeat.” Naturalism Defeated?: Essays on Plantinga’s Evolutionary

Argument Against Naturalism.  Ed. James Beilby. Cornell University, 2002, pp. 153-164, p. 155.
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Now a few points of, perhaps, some importance are necessary.  First, 

Talbott believes that step 1 needs to be augmented to that y includes all items of

belief relevant to the probability of x. Second, Talbott points out that Plantinga 

“can” allow that evolution and natural selection have promoted the reliability of 

two important features of our cognition:  perception and memory.  Again, Talbott 

thinks that he is putting the EAAN in its strongest possible form.  For ideally it 

would only be required that the argument defend the claim that by lights of N & E 

our abstract reasoning faculties are likely to be unreliable.  And evolutionary 

naturalistic doctrine would be a deliverance of just these faculties.  The second of 

these moves Plantinga explicitly rejects as unwarranted.  It is not a principle of 

philosophy that one can defend global skepticism only if one can defend a local

skeptical claim without recourse to a more general global skeptical argument.  I 

am convinced of Plantinga’s reply on this point.  Such a principle of argument

seems false.  For example, Rene Descartes could have attempted to undermine my

justification for the claim that a recent bump to the head caused me bodily pain.

To do so, he could appeal to a global skeptical argument intended to demonstrate 

that I have no justification for the claim that my head exists at all;  after all, I could 

not tell the difference between a world in which my physical head exists and one 

in which an evil demon deceives me into thinking such a head exists.  A local 

skeptic such as Hume could have offered a different argument to the same

conclusion but would rather point out as a premise that constant conjunction of 

hits and hurts are insufficient evidence to posit a causal relation between the two.
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The local skeptic would not be forced to defend as strong a form of skepticism.

But no right-thinking philosopher would claim that in order to undermine the 

causal claim in question that Descartes must be required to do so without recourse 

to his global skeptical argument.  Yet Talbott raises this criterion of adequacy 

against Plantinga’s EAAN and he has no independent argument defend it.  Indeed, 

what I have suggested here is that no plausible argument of this sort is possible. 

But I will not revise Talbott’s argument in the course of this presentation so 

as to weed out this false assumption on Talbott’s part. For it only seems that this 

issue is distinct from the question of whether faith in our abstract faculties can be 

restored via Talbott’s alleged propriety of pragmatically circular reasoning.  We

can concern ourselves here specifically with whether such circular reasoning is 

legitimate given a defeater for R, and more importantly what emendations will 

eventually need to be made to Plantinga’s notion of defeat given the elements of 

Talbott’s argument which seemingly succeed. 

To return to the above argument, where R (AF) stands for the proposition 

that our abstract reasoning faculties C the claim that our cognitive faculties have 

some agree upon trait (that the contents of our mental states are accessible to 

ourselves, for instance) we may instantiate the forgoing account of undercutting 

defeat in the following fashion. 

Step 1:  P (R (AF)/ N & E & C)  << ½  This is granted by Talbott for arguments’ 

sake.

Step 2:  N & E & C

Step 3:  I believe E based on AF 

Step 4:  I have no other basis for believing E 
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Step 5:  Steps 1-4 are not themselves subject to defeat 

Step 6:  My belief E is irrational
34

Before forging ahead, it is worth pointing out an oversight on the part of Talbott.

Plantinga’s argument is not aimed at undermining E; it is aimed at undermining N.

However, it is fair to say that Plantinga’s construal of the defeat in question here 

could be turned on any number of abstract and scientific ideas in which the 

naturalist believes, so it seems reasonable to overlook yet another problem (a 

slight one) in Talbott’s argument for the time being. 

Talbott asserts that there is a disanalogy with respect to this application of 

Steps 1-6 and an application in which, say, belief in a proposition based upon 

one’s sense of wish fulfillment experiences defeat:  that is where G fills the spot of 

z and R (WF) the place of x.  In our present case the conjunction of N & E & C 

defeats itself.  For after all, these are the purported sources of AF.  By contrast, G 

did not fill the role of z and y in the wish fulfillment example.

Talbott’s main thesis, then, is that where different items fill the roles of y 

and z in our generic account of defeat, undercutting defeat indeed occurs.

However, when the same (or perhaps some portion of one) proposition appears in 

both places, defeat does not take place.  He claims that one may rationally 

disregard this type of Humean defeat on grounds that might be admittedly 

pragmatically circular.  Consequently, Plantinga’s arguments work in the wish 

fulfillment examples, but not in the case of the alleged defeat of E (or N, rather).

34 Ibid. p. 157.
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 So why believe this is so?    Talbott provides analogies to defend his claim.

Defeat on the basis of probability estimates must only occur in the light of 

probabilities based on total evidence available (including, he claims, the 

pragmatically circular “evidence”).  Plantinga excludes any other evidence as 

relevant to the correct and rational assessment of the probability of R on the basis 

of the fact that such “evidence” would already presuppose the reliability of our 

cognitive capacities.  Talbott does not challenge Plantinga on this point.  Rather, 

he argues that such evidence may rightly be employed in raising the probability of 

R nonetheless.  In fact, he alleges that any attempt by Plantinga to restrict use of 

such pragmatically circular evidence can be rejected on grounds of being overly 

strict.
35

  Talbott's examples are intended to underwrite this conclusion by depicting 

situations in which an agent might rationally continue to believe a proposition 

even when it is defeated in the pattern of Plantinga’s EAAN.

 In the first, a person takes a drug (H) highly likely to render them 

permanently hallucinogenic.  Should he doubt the deliverances of his perceptual

faculties or take the fact that they seem to be working well as evidence that he fell 

into the lucky class of those whom the drug does not affect?  Second, consider the 

first case amended such that the person ingesting H later gets a call from his 

doctor telling him that he is among those in the population with a genetic H-

blocker.  Of course the question arises as to whether the phone call is real or 

hallucinated.  But should not this phone call be admitted as evidence for R?

35 Ibid., p. 159.
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 The third story makes perhaps the most significant amendments.  Suppose 

after ingesting H, the subject in question experiences strange visions.  Further, 

these experiences are committed to memory.  A concerned friend administers the 

antidote for H and within a while our subject perceives that the strange

experiences have dissipated and experiences similar to those in his pre-H stage 

have returned.  Of course the new experiences might by hallucinatory as well, but 

should not these recollected experiences count, as a whole, towards R? 

Talbott is careful in cases 4 and 5 to remedy the disanalogies with respect 

to his cases and Plantinga’s.  For starters, if Plantinga is correct, there would be no 

trustworthy doctors or friends, on the reflective naturalist’s view, by which to 

measure how connected we are with reality.  For their faculties are as likely to be 

unreliable as ours.  So in case 4, H enters the food chain and affects all fetuses.

But one fetus has a lucky mutation making it immune to H.  This mutation is 

transformed by medical persons into an antidote for all of humanity.  At the end of 

the day, what should this mutant conclude with respect to P (R)?  Talbott believes

that the total evidence delivered by sense perception (provided the agent in 

question is aware of all I have mentioned thus far) favors a high probability for R 

and that this should be taken into account. 

Now the question Plantinga faces here is a sticky one.  For we wish to say 

that the thing an agent ought to do in these cases where their belief in R is defeated 

is to restore their faith in R somehow. If they do not, then it seems that we should 

say that they are functioning improperly.  And since Plantinga has defined the
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term “defeater” in terms of proper function it seems plausible that a properly 

functioning person would sooner count circular evidence as admissible (as its 

sometimes might be) rather than do away with the faith that their brain works well.

Plantinga thinks that his account of defeaters in terms of proper function is 

sensible, but admittedly incomplete. Our minds function properly for a variety of 

ends; survival, day-to-day living, reflection, belief formation, etc.  And certainly 

retaining belief in R would, for Talbott’s agents, qualify as functioning properly.

Similarly, if after reading David Hume on induction I come to regard my inductive

reasoning capacities to be incapable of giving me any evidence about the world 

around me I will still be rational (and functioning properly) should I run away 

from grizzly bears.  But does this mean that Hume has failed to defeat the claim 

that our inductive faculties are reliable?  It seems that it should not. 

So Plantinga attempts to clarify what is going on in these sorts of cases.
36

Some of the processes in which our mental faculties engage are “purely alethic” or 

“purely epistemic.”  Their purpose is simply the production of true beliefs.  If one 

reads Hume and acquires a defeater for their belief that their inductive faculties are 

reliable, this will constitute a “purely alethic defeater.”  A person who takes a 

hallucinatory drug such as the one Talbott discusses obtains a defeater of this type 

as well.  In essence,

(D) D is a purely alethic defeater of B for S at t iff S’s noetic structure N at 

t includes B and S comes to believe D at t, and any person S* (1) 

whose cognitive faculties are functioning properly in the relevant 

36 Plantinga, “Naturalism Defeated?” p. 209 ff.
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respects, (2) and who is such that the bit of the design plan governing

the sustaining of B in her noetic structure is successfully aimed at truth 

(i.e., at the maximization of true belief and minimization of false 

belief) and nothing more, (3) whose noetic structure is N and includes 

B, and (4) who comes to believe D but nothing else independent of or 

stronger than D would withhold belief in B (or believe it less strongly). 

When a person studies Hume, their minds operate not in the interest of 

physical survival or some such thing but precisely because they (probably a 

philosopher) are simply investigating whether it is true or false that inductive logic 

supports any claim.  They do not, for example, read Hume so that they can better 

console themselves should they find themselves plummeting from an airplane 

without a parachute!

Now we typically employ such purely alethic processes in moments of 

reflection.  And on those occasions, the naturalist can obtain a defeater for R just 

as they could obtain a defeater for their faith in their inductive reasoning skills.

They might not be able to force themselves to give up either claim, but in 

reflective moments proper function will require the modifying of his noetic 

structure.

The strength of Plantinga’s reply here is that it runs parallel to the 

comments of David Hume on the same topic.  Hume was aware that no person

could force themselves to give up the beliefs skeptical arguments seemed to 

require them to give up.  Furthermore, it would it be irrational to give up these

beliefs.  But the skeptical arguments are not thereby undermined.  Therefore, it 

seems that any reply to Plantinga which attacks his appeal to “purely alethic” 
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defeat must be strong enough to demolish the arguments of Hume with regards to 

skepticism and that is an unenviable task in the extreme.  Furthermore, if one 

grants Plantinga the defeat concept but attempts to make a case that such defeat is 

uninteresting, they will have to account for why Hume’s arguments receive such 

universal applause.

But this does seem to raise a host of problems for Plantinga.  First, let’s 

recount the seemingly fair objections raised by Plantinga such that it motivated a 

rejection of Pollock’s account of a defeater.  Recall Pollock’s definition; If P is a 

reason for S to believe B, R is a defeater for this reason iff R is logically consistent 

with P and (P & R) is not a reason for S to believe B.

Plantinga’s objection 1:  this account does not allow experience and 

memory to generate defeaters. 

Now in fairness to Pollock, it might be said that Plantinga is reading “is a reason 

for” too narrowly.  If that is so, Pollock’s definition might require some precising, 

but may nonetheless be correct.  But more important, it seems, is Plantinga’s 

second objection. 

Plantinga’s objection 2:  this account only allows for reasons for certain 

beliefs to be defeated rather than, say, beliefs themselves. 

But again, something seems wrong.  A closer look at Pollock’s definition reveals 

this; the general structure of this is a conditional sentence, not a biconditional.

The main connective is a conditional, rather than an “iff.”  Therefore, there is 

nothing in Pollock’s account that rules out beliefs being defeated.  The definition 

62



simply tells us when reasons are defeated, not that they are the only things that can 

be defeated.

However, as I mentioned earlier, this creates a problem with respect to the 

EAAN.  In the EAAN, R itself is defeated for the naturalist.  It is not simply the 

case that the naturalist loses their reasons for believing in R.  After all, what could 

possibly be a rational reason for holding R in the first place?  It seems clear that

such a thing needs to be held as basic or some such thing.  For any argument

comprising reasons for believing in R would be hopelessly circular.  And this 

point seems to hold even if we allow Pollock a looser notion of “reasons” as 

suggested earlier.  For what person makes inferences to R on the basis of 

perceptual experiences or memories?  This seems as strange as for an agent to 

make the converse inference; from their perceptions and memories to the claim 

that R holds for them.  Normally we just don’t make these inferences and perhaps 

shouldn’t.  So, in summary, Plantinga’s argument does seem to need something

more than what Pollock offers. 

But Plantinga’s account has its own difficulties.  First, he has to concede in 

light of Talbott’s insights that proper function demands that we continue to believe 

that R holds for us despite the EAAN.  Simply put, if any defeat of R occurs, it 

cannot be of the sort he originally described as (D).  It will have to be something 

like purely epistemic defeat.  But purely epistemic defeat is a deliverance of the 

proper functioning of those cognitive faculties aimed only at maximizing true 

belief and minimizing false belief.  Since, as Plantinga pointed out earlier, defeat 
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has to be defined in terms of rationality simpliciter a curious question arises.  If a 

person has a purely alethic defeater as Plantinga describes for their belief B, what 

would lead us to think continued belief in B is irrational?  Consider an analogy.

Plantinga is willing to concede that even the sympathetic reader of Hume 

rationally continues to believe that the future will be much like the past.  They 

have a defeater only in their reflective moments, he claims.  Perhaps there is 

something strange involved in thinking Hume’s arguments sound but tenaciously 

holding on to the belief that the past will be like the future, particularly in one’s 

reflective moments.  But who would charge the person that does so with 

irrationality?  There is more to rationality than avoiding these purely epistemic 

defeaters, or so it seems.  There seems to be more to rationality than simply the 

proper functioning of only one specific portion of our brains. 

Plantinga might complain that a person in the situation I have just described 

needs to jettison at least one belief from their noetic structure.  He is thinking 

specifically of getting rid of the belief that Hume’s arguments are sound.  But it is 

hard to think of any justification that the agent in question could have for doing

this.  After all, one reason for all the discussion surrounding Hume’s work is that it 

is hard to tell what exactly is wrong with his arguments.  But let me grant the point 

now for sake of argument.  By analogy then, what should the person who has a 

belief in R do with the EAAN?  If Hume’s argument could rationally be 

dispatched without any specific fault being found in it all for the sake of 

preserving the belief that the future will be like the past, the correct analogy to 
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Plantinga’s case is one in which an agent throws out the EAAN without specifying 

where it went wrong.

I think that we can conclude here will a specification of the general problem 

Plantinga is encountering.  His exposition of the EAAN requires that R be 

defeated for the naturalist before N & E gets a defeater.  But he also has the 

following shadows following him.

1. He has described defeat in terms of rationality. 

2. He has defined rationality (counterfactually) in 

terms of proper functioning agents.

3. He has admitted that properly functioning agents 

would not abandon R even in the face of the 

EAAN.

And with respect to point 3, even in reflective moments Plantinga has to allow that 

the naturalist cannot rationally abandon R but must rather hold to it in the ironic 

way that Hume continued to believe the future will be like the past.
37

  But again, 

who ever accused Hume of irrationality on this ground? 

Plantinga’s most curious move is made in the light of this problem.

“That’s the situation the naturalist will be in:  he won’t be able to help 

believing or at least assuming R; but (if he reflects on the matter) he will 

also think, sadly enough, that what he can’t help believing is unlikely to be 

true.  He will have a purely alethic defeater for R, but at those reflective 

moments when he thinks about his cognitive situation he will also have a 

proper-function rationality defeater for R—let’s call it a Humean rationality 

defeater.”
38

37 Plantinga, “Naturalism Defeated?,” p. 210-211.
38 Ibid. p. 211.
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Now things really seem to be unraveling.  The prospects for a proper-function 

defeater looked like nothing given points 1-3 above.  So Plantinga appeals to 

purely alethic defeat in order to get a backdoor to proper-function defeat; and that 

only in the naturalist’s reflective moments.  And he apparently needs this because 

only proper function defeat seems to have to do with rationality.  I fear that 

something has gone dreadfully wrong.  I think that the naturalist would be in their 

rights to insist that if 1-3 entail that no defeater for R is possible then 1-3 

conjoined all this talk of purely epistemic defeat cannot generate a defeater for R. 

Secondly before moving on, although Plantinga complains that Pollock’s 

account does not allow perceptual experiences or apparent memories to serve as 

defeaters, he seems to have a similar difficulty.  For on his account these 

experiences can be subjects of defeat (as the EAAN requires) but there is no room

for them to serve as defeaters themselves.  It seems clear that a successful account 

of defeat should allow for perceptions and experiences to serve as either defeatees 

or defeaters depending upon the epistemic situation an agent.

So does this leave the EAAN up the creek?  Plantinga seems to think so.  I 

think not.  Plantinga has credited one respondent, namely Timothy “O’Conner, for 
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seeing that the EAAN cannot work without a theory of warrant and rationality.
39

He is also happy that O’Conner adopted a proper function theory with respect to 

each.  In what follows, I take issue with Plantinga on these points. 

For one thing, there are a great many arguments in epistemology in which 

key terms remain without a precise definition.  For example, we have not had as of 

yet a successful definition of “knowledge.”  In large part, we have Gettier to thank 

for that.  But this has not stifled conversations regarding when knowledge does or 

does not obtain.  It did not stop positivism from becoming a popular and 

persuasive school of thought.  Nor has this fact stifled conversations on the scope 

and limits of human knowledge.  It certainly has not stopped conversations 

regarding the thought of Kant and Hume.  So there is no convincing argument 

from the claim that a key term can not yet be accurately formalized to the claim 

that all arguments employing the term are negligible.  In fact, there is much in the 

way of reasons to reject this.

But clearly there are times at which a lack of clarity on a key concept

seriously undermines arguments or positions couched in terms of it.  Socrates 

seemed to rely on that point quite often; there is little sense, for example, in 

discussing whether the prosecution of one’s father could be pious unless one had a 

reasonably clear notion of what piety amounted to.  So how can one accurately tell 

the difference between cases in which this lack of clarity generates a problem and 

those in which the lack of clarity is not of great importance?  I suggest the 

39 Ibid. p. 235.
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adequacy of one particular method; appeal to paradigm cases in which the concept

in question applies.  For example, if someone suggests that horses are incapable of 

having knowledge, one might point out that a 1 year old sometimes knows where

to find his favorite toy when it is out of sight.  Then, one can argue to the horse 

having knowledge by way of analogy.  All this has been possible in the absence of 

a formal account of knowledge.  Likewise, even without a definition of courage, 

Socrates could ask an interlocutor whether the term applied to a situation that he 

describes.

So what prevents Plantinga from working in the same fashion with respect 

to the EAAN?  Plantinga gives several examples in defeat of a belief occurs.

Significantly, some of these are cases in which belief that R holds with respect to 

one’s self occurs.  I see nothing that prohibits Plantinga from then making an 

analogy to the case of the reflective naturalist.  For this maneuver has been so well 

respected throughout the history of philosophical thought. 

Of course, this does raise one worry. It is equally respectable to hold it 

against a formalization of a concept that it gets the wrong answer in the paradigm 

cases; when it tells us that a concept does or does not apply when intuitively the 

opposite seems true.  And this seems to be the real problem for Plantinga.  Talbott 

seems rightly to have noticed that Plantinga’s account of warrant makes it the case 

that persons who think that they are BIV’s or that they have taken hallucinogens 

such as he describes do not have defeaters for the belief that R holds for them.
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That seems to be the wrong answer.  But as such, it seems to threaten Plantinga’s 

proper function account of defeat rather than the EAAN. 

But back to Talbott’s complaints…Talbott complained that agents who 

took hallucinogens like those Plantinga described would not in fact have an 

undefeatable defeater for their belief that R holds for them.  It seems to me then

that Talbott’s idea is to admit that defeat in the paradigm cases occurs and 

subsequently to argue that rational belief in R can be reestablished on the grounds 

of pragmatically circular evidence.  I think that Plantinga is correct to complain 

that this cannot be reasonably done…but if Plantinga gives Talbott the proper 

function account of rationality to work with, I see no way for Plantinga to keep 

Talbott from claiming that this is the reasonable way for the naturalist to go. 

In conclusion then, the EAAN seems to be incompatible with any account 

of warrant that I currently know of. But I have argued that this is of no 

consequence.  So long as the naturalist is prepared to acknowledge that their 

situation bears strong analogy to cases in which defeat for R occurs for an agent,

the EAAN can proceed.  To demand that all philosophical arguments give 

successful accounts of their key terms in order to succeed is a criterion of 

adequacy that has little to sell itself upon.  And Plantinga’s argument bears strong 

similarity to those cases where it is universally acknowledged that these 

deficiencies are negligible.  Contra Plantinga, the EAAN depends upon no theory

of defeat. 
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Chapter 2:  Initial Concerns about Knowledge Laid to Rest. 

The concept of defeat, which we dealt with in detail in the proceeding 

section, is widely considered to be the most crucial element of the EAAN.  For the 

EAAN could not succeed unless at least some assumptions about defeat were 

legitimate i.e. can basic beliefs be defeated?  Can probabilities generate defeaters?

Can anything defeat itself? Surprisingly, however, many authors have charged 

Plantinga’s argument with mishandling far more basic concepts.  By “basic” here I 

mean to denote concepts already dealt with at length in philosophical literature; 

concepts such as justification, truth and belief.  Topics such as defeaters, internal 

vs. external rationality, evolutionary epistemology and the like, though important, 

have received less philosophical scrutiny historically.  It is often alleged that 

Plantinga’s argument is only successful given controversial and perhaps false 

assumptions regarding the very nature of justification, truth or belief. 

Now I have no intent to explore every major theory with respect to these 

subjects for purpose of showing Plantinga’s premises and inferences to be 

consistent with them all.  Rather, in keeping with the thesis of this dissertation, I 

will briefly investigate the objections raised at this level and answer them.  A first 

reading of Plantinga’s argument does not give the impression that anything is 

wrong on this deeper level and I argue here that there is no good reason given in 

the literature for abandoning this impression.  But if any of these replies had been 

successful, the implications for Plantinga’s EAAN would be dark.  For they would
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demonstrate that at best the conjunction of N & E & some further assumption is 

epistemically self-defeating rather than evolutionary naturalism itself. 
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A.  Presumptions with respect to the nature of justification 

According to Plantinga’s EAAN, upon reflection the naturalist will realize 

that given their beliefs as to the origin of their cognitive faculties, they have no 

good reason for trusting the deliverances of those faculties.  Consequently they 

will lose the justification they had for the belief that any of their beliefs are true.

Seemingly Plantinga’s argument works from a moderate and intuitively plausible 

claim:  if you have only one source of information on a subject and come be either 

skeptical or agnostic as to whether that source is trustworthy, you cannot rationally 

and reflectively continue to believe the information you have received on the

subject in question.  Some authors contend that there are more subtle assumptions 

than this regarding the nature of justification (or lack thereof) had by agents and 

conditions under which it can be lost.  The authors to which I refer take it that 

some such assumptions are either false or controversial or both.  Here I examine

and reply to such charges, specifically those made by Fitelson and Sober and those 

made by Christopher Hookway.

In his article “Naturalized Epistemology and Epistemic Evaluation” 

Christopher Hookway introduces an argument intended to demonstrate that the 

naturalized epistemology of W. V. O. Quine can somehow undercut Plantinga’s

EAAN.  In general, he claims that although Quine and his adherents may be 

unable to convince their opponents of the truth of their naturalized epistemology, 

such adherents are in a position to justifiably assert some of its more controversial 

claims.  Reasons for this will be reasons the critics of such a naturalized approach 
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to epistemology will not accept but are nonetheless sufficient grounds for the 

naturalized epistemologist to rationally maintain their views on epistemology.  It is 

in light of the fact that this naturalized epistemology is defendable in such a 

manner, Hookway further argues, that the Quinean’s position with respect to the 

likelihood of his own cognitive faculties being reliable is immune from any 

criticism including Plantinga’s; naturalized epistemologists can justifiably ignore 

such issues as the ones Plantinga raises altogether, or so it is alleged.  Quine offers 

a reply to Hookway in the same journal.  I will explore the offerings of both 

writers.  My thesis here is that Hookway has not given a sufficient demonstration

of Quine’s alleged immunity and that Quine’s own reply to Hookway seems to 

demonstrate that Quine’s epistemology is not so immune.  Consequently, the 

EAAN survives an attack that is based upon the assumption that naturalized 

epistemology is wrong with respect to some of its commitments on issues of 

epistemic justification. 

Hookway offers an overview Quine’s naturalized epistemology and its 

difficulties.  Such an approach wishes to reduce epistemology to the science of 

psychology leaving behind such distinctly philosophical concerns as 

“justification,” “warrant,” or demonstrating the truth-tropic nature of induction or 

scientific reasoning.  The initial problem is that this seems to leave behind any 

notion of responsibility with respect to how we ought to form our beliefs and 

reflect upon our acquisition thereof.  The normative concerns entirely give way to 

merely descriptive accounts.  Hookway notes three problems citing Plantinga as 
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one person who presses the first two of these problems.  First, naturalized 

epistemology cannot even adequately describe epistemic norms in its own 

language.  Second, it cannot explain why these norms are correct.  Third, if 

epistemic evaluation rests upon some sort of means/end relationship, it might be 

difficult to give any account of what the propriety of certain means to ends 

amounts to in Quine’s epistemology.
40

Given that Quine cannot persuade his critics that there are good answers to 

these charges, can he at least satisfy himself that he ought not to reevaluate his 

position?  Hookway takes it has his thesis that this is so.  Naturalized 

epistemology, he thinks needs an intellectually respectable way to dismiss, ignore 

or otherwise get rid of traditional questions in epistemology
41

  Consequently, with

respect to the EAAN, “…,we have to consider not only whether a naturalist 

account of ‘warrant’ is available, but also whether this evaluative concept is 

actually required.  If Quine’s practice could show that the lack of this concept did 

not prevent him carrying out his inquiries in an ordered and responsible way, then 

he may be able to ignore the objection (and subsequently the EAAN).”  Italics 

mine.

So what Christopher Hookway proposes is that when it comes to issues of 

global legitimization (e.g. broad skeptical questions), epistemic appraisal (e.g. 

justification) and principles formed to guide epistemic appraisal (e.g. inductive 

40 Hookway, Christopher.  “Naturalized Epistemology and Epistemic Evaluation.” Inquiry. Vol. 37, No. 4, 

Dec, 1994, pp. 465-85, p. 468.
41 Ibid., p. 470.
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logic) Quine has a viable means of answering the general challenge made against 

naturalistic epistemology:

Challenge:  If we are called upon to defend an evaluative procedure E, we 

cannot consistently rely upon factual information or other norms or 

evaluations that would become dubitable were our defense to fail.
42

For example, one may not defend induction with an inductive argument or 

reliability of senses with an appeal to sense data.  Quine may offer one of two 

defenses.  Number one:  deny that our evaluative procedures ever need a defense.

Science may explain why we have them or use them, but it cannot do what is 

actually unnecessary i.e. justify them. Or Quine may take option Number two:

deny that the challenging of these procedures ever actually has a role in our 

cognitive life at all.  Hookway claims that Quine writes as though he favors the 

first option, but suggests that the second is better.  A “challenging” of these 

procedures does not take place and therefore, Hookway will argue, in the absence 

of a challenge these beliefs remain justified.  The “challenging” in question, I take 

it, refers to a serious possibility of abandoning the epistemic processes we 

normally use to form our beliefs in light of skeptical, critical reflection upon these 

processes.

Hookway turns to a brief but helpful discussion of Quine’s descriptive 

account of our actual cognitive activities.  We tend to choose the simplest theory 

that accounts for the data of experience.  Therefore, accounting for experience is

the main epistemic goal (and admittedly a good myth will suffice to do this) and 

42 Ibid., p. 472.
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simplicity some sort of non-normative virtue.  Further, we revise our theories to 

accommodate new data in the manner that is most conservative.  This is the nature 

of our passive and seemingly intuitive judgments: the one’s which we supposedly 

never really challenge.  Now it seems plausible that natural selection would select 

for agents acting upon the simplest and most conservative of their judgments.

Simplicity allows for neurological parsimony and conservativeness for reducing 

cognitive labor.  So these, it might consistently be said, explain and describe the 

origin and nature of our scientific endeavors.  But the challenge for us remains, 

“Why think that these virtues of our judgments or theories are secure true beliefs?”

Hookway suggests that Quine’s defense is to place the burden of proof on those

who claim otherwise:  we should trust our intuitive simplicity judgments in 

particular until there is good reason to doubt them.  It is “only if we are suspicious 

of ‘passivity’ rather that welcoming of it, that there is a problem.  So long as we 

accept the ‘shallowness of epistemic reflection’ and insist that the only normative 

issues that arise are local rather than global ones, there need be no normative

issues arising naturally out of our practice which a naturalized epistemologist 

cannot address.”
43

Now we turn to points bearing on Plantinga’s argument.  First, based on the 

foregoing points regarding naturalized epistemology Hookway has to this point 

argued that the naturalist will ignore questions of global epistemic import and 

justifiably so.  Plantinga’s argument is, of course, a skeptical argument of some 

43 Ibid., p. 479.
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global sort.  The second of the moves in question involves explaining an 

interesting quote from Quine:

There is some encouragement in Darwin.  If people’s innate spacing of 

qualities is a gene-linked trait, then the spacing that has made for the most 

successful inductions will have tended to predominate through natural 

selection.  Creatures inveterately wrong in their inductions have a pathetic 

tendency to die before reproducing their kind.
44

Hookway claims that Quine here is referring to induction at the local level and is 

not trying to present a bulwark against global inductive skepticism.  So at a local 

level, say a monkey trying to evade tigers, monkey’s with eyes capable of spotting 

a certain spacing of visual qualities in their environment, correctly identifying it as 

dangerous and scurrying away will be more likely to survive and reproduce.

Hookway adds further that qualities that are helpful in this respect might also 

assist the scientific enterprise: inductions such as this might lead to greater 

predictive success. 

Hookway pauses here, in a footnote,
45

 to discuss a problem.  Predictive 

success, the anti-realist with respect to science might claim, is no guarantee of 

truth.  Hookway replies that the critic in question might be ignoring the fact that 

Quine general thinks of truth as a mere disquotational device.  Therefore,

Hookway asserts, the checkpoint for the truth of a theory is its predictive success.

“One relevant complication should be mentioned here. The anti-naturalist 

may object that predictive success is no guarantee of truth.  Theories may

be useful for predictive purposes even if they are not true.  One wonders 

what notion of truth the critic is making use of, and recalls that Quine 

44 Ibid., p. 480.
45 Ibid., p. 481, ft. 29 located in text p. 485.
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generally construes truth as a device of disquotation and emphasizes that 

prediction is the checkpoint of theory.”

Now I must be completely honest and admit that I am unclear as to why Hookway

holds that this constitutes a reply to the objection or exactly how any such reply is 

supposed to work.  I hope that Quine’s reply, part of which I will quote later, helps 

shed light on this peculiar dialectic.

So, to recap, Hookway has made a few moves in order to relieve the 

naturalized epistemology of science of a few burdens.  First, deny that global 

skeptical concerns ever play a “challenging” role in our reasoning.  Then assert 

that scientific reasoning remains justified until proven otherwise.  From here, 

generate a story on the origins of our cognitive processes such as opting for simple 

theories, reasoning inductively etc.  Finally, in a footnote, attach this account to a 

theory of truth.  Quite an ambitious article, I think. 

Now obviously all of this moves just a bit to fast.  But here is what I take to 

be the “bare bones” of Hookway’s reasoning 

1.  Naturalized epistemologists dismiss the global skeptical challenges, replies to 

which constitute a significant amount of the work of traditional epistemology.

2.  So long as their descriptive account of the nature and origins of their processes

give rise to an account connecting these with the truth of their beliefs, they are 

justified in keeping them; the burden of proof is on those who challenge this view.

3.  Plantinga’s argument introduces global skeptical concerns typical of traditional 

epistemology.
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4.  Therefore, the naturalist’s descriptive account regarding the reliability of their 

cognitive processes is justifiably held by the naturalist even in light of Plantinga’s 

arguments.

This exhausts most of Hookway’s comments on Plantinga’s arguments.   I 

argue that Hookway’s “Quinean” reply to Plantinga fails for three main reasons.

First, he misunderstands Quine.  Second, Quine genuinely has nothing to say in 

light of the EAAN.  Thirdly, Hookway misunderstands Plantinga’s argument.

Let’s begin with Hookway’s commentary on Quine’s naturalized epistemology. In 

point of fact, Quine denies that prediction is the checkpoint of truth for a theory, 

though it may decisively refute a theory. 

“…the happy circumstance that nature has apparently persisted pretty well 

in her old ways right down to the present day, accounts for the continuing 

success by and large of induction.  Our genes account for our still 

continuing to rely on it.  But all this is compatible with a major change right 

now, in the course of nature, so I see no entitlement.  Such a change would 

be contrary to our firmest scientific laws, but to argue thus is to argue 

inductively, begging the question…Where evidence can be decisive is 

rather on the negative side: refutation of an observation categorical by an 

observed counter-instance.”
46

 Quine is explicit about this in his reply to Hookway, so the appeal to 

“disquotational theories of truth” (however that was intended to help) seems moot.

The value of prediction on Quine’s view is that it sometimes allows us to falsify

conjunctions of claims, but no more than this.  The consequence of this for 

Hookway’s defense of Quine against Plantinga seems clear.  Success in prediction 

46 See Quine’s reply to Hookway, p. 503.
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does not imply truth of beliefs.  And therefore, it does nothing to justify them.

Furthermore, Quine begins his reply with one short resounding paragraph:

Christopher Hookway cites as an issue of epistemic evaluation the question 

why we are entitled to rely on induction.  I suppose my position is that we 

are not entitled to, though up to a point we are bound to.
47

Hookway has mistakenly discovered in Quine a new defense of the claim that our

faith in our general cognitive processes is justified; but such a thing, Quine claims, 

does not exist. 

Now this does raise a thorny question as to just what Quine had in mind in 

offering his Darwinian account of the origins of our scientific faculties.  I for one 

cannot tell if he ever intended naturalized epistemology to generate a “defense” of 

science; in fact, I suspect he never came down clearly on the issue of whether this

is possible.  But let’s take the points upon which Quine seems clear.  He begins

with a seemingly uncontroversial idea of perception (some arrangement of colors 

appears to us in a visual field) and then makes a claim regarding some general 

inductive skills of agents. What is the nature of this leap and most importantly 

what does any of this have to do with having beliefs?  For a monkey to see an 

arrangement of visible qualities within its visual field is not the same as to have a 

belief.  For most of our visual perceptions there is no time to form any 

corresponding beliefs. This is further complicated by the fact that Quine and 

Hookway both seem here to assume that perception causes both beliefs and 

behavior.  So what exactly is going on here? 

47 Quine’s reply to Hookway, p. 502.
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My conclusion is that the fault for these confusions lies chiefly with Quine.

Hookway is not the first to see an attempt at a genuine defense of our general 

cognitive faculties in Quine.  Plantinga notes it as well.
48

  And Quine disavows all 

of this explicitly.  But the concluding paragraph of Quine’s reply, I think, gives a 

little insight as to what could have gotten all of this confusion rolling. 

“Hookway finds ‘Two Dogmas’ instrumentalist.  I think this is fair, and that 

it applies to my later work as well.  But realism peeps through at the 

checkpoints, and then takes over altogether when we adopt a sternly 

naturalistic stance and recognize ‘real’ as itself a term within our scientific 

theory.”
49

My interpretation of all of this is that Quine intends for the terms “real” and “true” 

to be legitimately employed so long as one does not use them in any absolute 

sense.  The term “real” interprets as something like “real according to the 

prevailing scientific worldview.”  The same holds, I take it, for the term “true.”

But I sincerely think Quine chaffs at the idea of employing the word for any more

than this. 

But if this is right, we might wonder what Quine himself would have to say 

in reply to Plantinga.  Clearly Quine has no interest in justifying inductive 

practices or any of our other basic cognitive procedures.  But the question here is 

whether Plantinga ever claimed in the course of the EAAN that we needed to do 

so?  I think at this point we may safely return to our discussion of Hookway; for

this is a point that will resurface and I suspect that if Quine has thought about the 

EAAN he probably took it the same way Hookway did.

48 In WPF, p. 219 for example.
49 Op. Cite., p. 504.

81



So let us now focus on Hookway’s alleged misunderstanding of the EAAN.

What Hookway says suggests that R (or faith in one’s scientific reasoning 

capacities in particular) can be held rationally unless the “burden of proof” against 

R has been fully met.  He argues that this will insulate our faith in our cognitive 

faculties from attack from the EAAN.  But when did Plantinga ever deny this?

Plantinga never claimed that we should begin with skepticism regarding R like the 

Cartesians and other skeptics to which Hookway earlier refers.  In fact, quite the 

opposite: Plantinga agrees that the burden of proof is on the skeptic.  But the 

evolutionary naturalist will, upon reflection, have to admit that the skeptic can 

supply the needed argument against the claim that our cognitive faculties are 

reliable.  This argument will consist only of what the evolutionary naturalist is 

prepared to admit as true.  And the argument will constitute a defeater, for the 

naturalist, of R.

To emphasize this point and make clear exactly how Hookway is 

committing the mistake that I ascribe to him, I would call the readers attention to 

the “Challenge” in the indented paragraph above; it draws our attention to the

requirements for evaluating a procedure of making judgments.

Challenge:  If we are called upon to defend an evaluative procedure E, we 

cannot consistently rely upon factual information or other norms or 

evaluations that would become dubitable were our defense to fail.
50

50 Op. Cite., p. 472.
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 In other words, employ a certain “method of doubt” with respect to these 

and then try to work your way out of it without committing any circular judgments 

or other such fallacies. The way to answer this challenge is to find some 

independent justification for the procedures in question.  But this is not Plantinga’s 

challenge and consequently the traditional moves to answer it are off target; a 

mistake made by many who respond to the EAAN.

Hookway’s mistake here lies in the tendency to lump Plantinga’s argument

with other global skeptical arguments and use naturalized epistemology to write 

them all off.  As we saw earlier, naturalized epistemology of Quine’s sort was 

never intended to answer those arguments in the first place; rather it ignores them.

But more importantly, what we have seen in the previous paragraph is that even if 

it had succeeded in responding to those more traditional arguments, it does not 

follow that Plantinga’s argument against naturalism would be answered.  In 

chapter 6 of this dissertation, however, I intend to take up this subject again.  Here 

I simply wish to point out that there is no reason to think that answering traditional 

skeptical arguments will imply that Plantinga’s argument against the naturalist 

fails simply because it too is a global skeptical argument.  But in chapter 6, I 

defend the stronger claim that even if it is admitted that traditional global skeptical 

arguments have been beaten, the EAAN would not be the slightest bit affected. 

To further buttress the point made above, it would pay to examine the 

comments of Hookway in his section concluding the discussion of Plantinga’s 

argument.
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“It seems that both Quine and his critics are rational to stick to their guns.

If Quine can show that it is possible to live and inquire coherently without 

addressing these issues, his critics need not conclude that they are required 

to do so.  If someone believes (before becoming involved in 

epistemological issues) that a range of claims may have epistemic merit

which do not fit into the naturalistic view of the world, then he or she is 

likely to confront evaluative issues which cannot be addressed within a 

naturalized epistemology.  If (like Quine) one lacks this initial belief, then a 

naturalized epistemology may meet all one’s needs.  To refute Quine’s

position, one would need to show that this standpoint is internally 

incoherent, and it is unclear that this has been done.”
51

Here Hookway clearly gives away his misunderstanding of the EAAN.  Having

decided that Plantinga raises evaluative issues outside those the naturalized 

epistemologist will address, namely issues of the traditional and global sort, 

Hookway informs us that naturalism, with respect to epistemology at least, is safe 

until it is shown to be somehow incoherent.  This, astonishingly, overlooks the fact 

that that is exactly what Plantinga spent is entire argument doing. 

In conclusion then, why does the naturalized epistemologist need to pay 

just as much attention to the EAAN as anyone else?  Naturalized epistemology

advises us to ignore global skeptical concerns altogether and address only local

one’s arising within the context of scientific inquiry itself.  But what the EAAN 

demonstrates is that a global skeptical concern can arise in the context of scientific 

inquiry if that inquiry assumes both the truth of naturalism and evolutionary 

theory.  Quine overlooks this possibility.  And neither Quine nor Hookway can 

claim that reflective examination on the likelihood of our cognitive faculties being 

reliable is outside the domain of scientific inquiry; plenty of research is being done 

51 Ibid., p. 482.
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on those types of subjects.  Quine, incidentally, offers nothing in reply to 

Plantinga’s thought specifically.  Furthermore, he seems also to not have noticed 

that it was Hookway’s chief task to rescue Quine from Plantinga’s arguments.  It 

seems to me that this rescue has altogether failed. 

Fitelson and Sober believe that Plantinga has made quite a different mistake

with respect to assumptions on the nature of justification of beliefs.  In the EAAN, 

Alvin Plantinga derives a defeater for N & E, in part, from the fact that the 

probability of R given N & E is low or inscrutable.  But there are known to be 

difficulties with deriving defeat from merely low probability alone as Plantinga 

himself is willing to concede.
52

  The issue that I wish to address here is whether or 

not the manner in which Plantinga develops this charge of defeat merits suspicion 

due to a reliance on principles adequately criticized in the literature by reference to 

the lottery paradox.  My thesis is that there is no apparent argument from 

principles rightly learned from the case of the lottery paradox to the defeat of the 

EAAN.

Both the charges made by Fitelson and Sober and the replies made by 

Plantinga are imprecise.  Fitelson and Sober suggest that Plantinga obtains a 

defeater from a low probability assignment in a fashion that suggests that “What 

Plantinga is coming up against here is a close relative of the phenomenon that 

Kyburg’s lottery paradox made vivid” and thus conclude that “This connection 

52 See his reply to Swinburne, Swinburne, Richard and Plantinga, Alvin.  “Swinburne and Plantinga on

Internal Rationality.” Sept. 2001, Vol. 37. No. 3. P. 357-358.
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with the lottery paradox suggests that the task of repairing the main argument is 

formidable.”
53

  It seems left to the reader to discern the nature of “close-

cousinhood” in question and the “phenomenon” in question.  But the majority of 

Fitelson and Sober’s comments are spent pointing out (rightly) that high 

probability of a belief’s being true given one’s background information is not a 

necessary criterion of rational belief.  Plantinga, in response, claims that the 

EAAN never asserts the contrary.
54

  But then curiously moves on to the claim that

rational beliefs based in no evidence (e.g. basic ones) can be subjects of defeat 

even if that defeater holds only in a persons reflective moments.  It seems to me 

worth the time to examine what exactly is or is not the relationship between 

Plantinga’s argument and the lottery paradox. 

Kyburg first introduced the lottery paradox in 1961.  We are asked to 

imagine a lottery containing a large number of tickets (say, ten thousand) from 

which a winner will be selected at random.  Suppose we take the time to form 

judgments about the prospects for each ticket.  As each ticket is sold we use our 

inductive/ probabilistic reasoning skills to form these judgments.  Consequently, 

for each ticket we observe to be sold a belief is formed in us that “This ticket is a 

loser.”  At the end of the day, having observed the sale of each ticket individually 

and made ten thousand judgments we will notice that the conjunction of all of our 

beliefs thus formed will be incoherent.

53 Fitelson, Branden and Sober, Elliott.  “Plantinga’s Probability Arguments Against Evolutionary

Naturalism.”  Pacific Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 79, 1998, pp. 115-129, p. 126.
54 Plantinga, 2003, p. 297.
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T1 is a loser. 

T2 is a loser. 

T3 is a loser. 

 . 

 . 

 . 

T10, 000 is a loser. 

One of the tickets 1-10,000 is a winner. 

The odds of the conjunction of all of our beliefs being true are 0.  This is a 

probabilistically incoherent set of beliefs; similarly, if one accepts some of the 

claims of the EAAN one might conclude that the set of beliefs N & E & R are 

probabilistically incoherent.  Yet it does not seem to be the case that we are 

rationally obligated at this point to jettison any one particular belief in the case of 

the lottery paradox.  Why are we required to do so in the case of believing the 

conjunction of N & E & R? 

So what lesson ought we to derive from all of this?  The clearest lesson is 

that membership in a set of coherent beliefs is not necessary for the justification of 

any particular belief.  This should come as a shock to those inclined to accept a 

coherence theory of justification.  But what does any of this have to do with the

EAAN?  There is no place in Plantinga’s argument that explicitly insists that 

coherence amongst one’s set of beliefs is necessary for the justification of any 

given member of that set. 

Fitelson and Sober attempt an answer to the question as to why any of this 

is relevant to the EAAN.
55

  First, they point out that the low probability of X/Y is 

55 Fitelson and Sober, p. 126.
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not sufficient by itself to defeat X.  Further, they hold that Plantinga has in some 

self-contradictory fashion adopted some principle of this sort.  Simply put, they 

see Plantinga as setting a double standard.

From here, Fitelson and Sober claim that what Plantinga is wrestling with is 

a “close relative” of the lottery paradox.  And even worse than assuming that 

probabilistic coherence amongst beliefs is necessary for each belief individually to 

be justified, Plantinga has gone one step further and made his argument turn on the 

claim that each belief must be highly likely to be true given the truth of the others 

if it is to remain justified.  But this cannot be true if even probabilistic coherence 

of one belief with all others stands as a requirement for justification of belief.

Now Plantinga has stated that he does not believe his argument needs any 

general principle regulating defeat from which to work.
56

  So it would be odd if he 

were assuming one such as Fitelson and Sober attribute to him.  Where, in this 

reconstruction, is the argument from analogy Plantinga emphasizes? Where have

Fitelson and Sober misunderstood the argument?

In fact, this is not an issue that Plantinga has overlooked.  In “Naturalism 

Defeated,” Plantinga discusses a genuinely close cousin of the lottery paradox, by 

this I refer to the “preface paradox.”
57

  The preface paradox features a writer who 

believes that each statement written in his book is true, at least when each 

statement is considered individually.  However, in the preface of the book he is 

(humbly and rightly) willing to confess that he does not believe the book to be 

56 See ND, p. 239-240, reply to Van Cleve.
57 In my landscape copy this discussion is found in “Naturalism Defeated,” p. 31.
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lacking for at least one false sentence.  Taken together, such commitments are 

inconsistent.  Plantinga, in his article, speaks of this problem in the contexts of the 

question as to whether a defeater can defeat a conjunction without defeating either 

conjunct:  his unequivocal answer is yes.  So on his view, and most everyone 

else’s excepting the hard-core coherentist, conjunctions may be candidates for 

defeat where the individual conjuncts are not.

Given this express written position, it is hard to see how Fitelson and Sober 

would consider Plantinga’s position so open to an easy and undeveloped attack as 

the one they have offered and which we have seen to fall short of its purpose.

However, Plantinga also takes the time to close off another avenue of reply by his 

critics.  He expressly states that in cases such as the preface paradox defeat does in

fact occur:  the writer of whom we spoke has a defeater for the belief that every 

sentence in their book (preface included) is true.  The inconsistency of beliefs 

precludes the agent adding a belief that there book is flawless with respect to its 

claims to their noetic structure would generate an inconsistency that is rationally 

impermissible.  By analogy, a person who in the case of the lottery added to their 

noetic structure the belief that all of their apparent beliefs regarding the lottery are 

true would be, if they continued to believe this even upon adequate reflection, 

irrational.  So there is some necessary connection between consistency and

rationality.  And this connection, though not as straightforward as the one Fitelson 

and Sober attack, is enough to save the EAAN. 
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So how does the EAAN get from claims about probabilistic incoherence to 

claims about the defeat of one member of a belief set?  Again, at this point 

Plantinga claims that the situation of the reflective naturalist bears a strong 

analogy to cases in low probabilities do actually generate defeat.  And what is so 

important about the cases Plantinga raises is that in all of them the reliability a 

source of information on some subject is brought into question on the basis of 

other claims an agent believes regarding that source.  There is no analogue to this

in the lottery paradox or preface paradox cases.  And this is why defeat of 

particular belief occurs upon reflection on the likelihood that its source is 

trustworthy.  In the lottery paradox, the belief that ticket 19 is a loser is not 

defeated.  But when one has a belief set consisting of “I am under the influence of 

a hallucination inducing drug” and “I have trustworthy perceptual beliefs” it does 

not take much reflection on the coherence of the set of beliefs to see that a defeater 

is in play. 

In closing, we have seen that Plantinga’s argument offers no premises that 

commit the adherent of EAAN to the claim that only beliefs which are a part of a 

coherent set are justified.   Fitelson and Sober have not been successful in this 

particular attempt to undermine the EAAN.  It seems that Plantinga’s argument

does not require controversial assumptions regarding justification of beliefs made 

in the presentations of the EAAN offered by Hookway, Fitelson or Sober. 
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B.  Presumptions with respect to the nature of truth 

According to the EAAN, the reflective naturalist has a defeater for the 

claim that their cognitive faculties operate so as to make it the case that most of 

their beliefs are true.  But what does it mean for beliefs to be true?  Plantinga 

seems to hold that beliefs are some sort of representational state and that these 

representations are true just in case they depict the world as it really is.
58

  But this 

seems to employ no more controversial an assumption than a platitude about 

beliefs and the basic T-schema as a criteria for truth; the belief that grass is green 

is a true belief iff grass is green.  But it has been suggested that the EAAN requires 

more subtle and controversial an assumption than this.  Here I examine and rebut 

such charges. 

In “Theism, Evolutionary Epistemology, and Two Theories of Truth” John 

Lemos critically examines the evolutionary naturalism of Michael Ruse as well as 

the epistemology Ruse employs to defend it.  Michael Ruse, Lemos explains, 

believes that Alvin Plantinga’s EAAN rests upon a theory of truth that the 

thoughtful naturalist will reject, namely, correspondence theory.  Ruse’s position 

regarding theories of truth greatly resembles and is obviously highly indebted to

Hillary Putnam’s coherence theory.  Lemos does not attack this theory of truth 

directly, but rather points out three difficulties with Ruse’s argument that this 

theory of truth will undermine EAAN or any global form of skepticism.  In this 

section, I will articulate Ruse’s position with respect to the theory of truth and 

58 See Plantinga’s reply to Ramsey and Fales, “Naturalism Defeated?,” pp. 257-260.
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explicate Lemos’ general complaints with Ruse’s reply to Plantinga.  I contend 

that although a couple of Lemos’ replies to Ruse fall short of refuting him in virtue

of the fact that they misunderstand him, they nonetheless point to deeper problems

with Ruse’s reply which I believe establish the same conclusion Lemos was 

aiming for.

I must hasten to mention that sorting through this material is bound to be 

quite a burden for the reader.  Several confusions will need to be cleared up before 

the issues raised here can be settled, e.g. Ruse’s misunderstandings of Plantinga,

Lemos’ misunderstandings of Ruse, and such.  I beg a little patience from the 

reader with respect to forging through some vague paragraphs before I attempt to 

pinpoint exactly where confusions (and there are several) have crept into the 

discussion at hand. 

Lemos explicates Plantinga’s EAAN in the following fashion: 

P1:  According to naturalism, our reasoning and cognitive powers are the product 

of evolution. 

P2:  Evolution, especially Darwinian evolution, cares nothing for truth, only for 

survival and reproductive success. 

P3:  Therefore, there really is no reason that our reasoning and cognitive powers 

should tell us the truth about the world—they tell us just what we need to believe 

to survive and reproduce, which information could as easily be quite false. 

P4:  If there is no reason to think that our reasoning and cognitive powers should 

tell us the truth, then there is no reason to think that we can know anything.

P5:  Therefore, naturalism ends up in skepticism. 
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Now Plantinga sometimes quibbles with supposed explications of his 

argument by other philosophers (Ramsey’s, Fales, Fitelson & Sober to name but a 

few) and with respect to other authors I am convinced that the same charge holds.

The foregoing explication has a few failings as well.  Premises 1-3 appear in 

Plantinga’s argument in some form, but 4 and 5 do not.  Furthermore, the leap 

from 4 to 5 is a stretch.  And still more, 5 is not the conclusion of the EAAN.  The 

actually conclusion is that the reflective naturalist has a defeater for their belief in 

evolutionary naturalism.  But this will not affect the following discussion. 

Ruse has it in mind to deny the second premise as it appears in this 

explication of Plantinga’s argument.
59

  His grounds for doing so are that this 

premise presupposes a metaphysically realist conception of truth (henceforth MR)

and the Darwinist should be an internalist realist (henceforth IR).  Ruse’s 

evolutionary epistemology is also cashed out in an earlier book.
60

  But first, let’s 

examine the contrast between MR and IR. 

“’Truth,’ in an internalist view, is some sort of (idealized) rational 

acceptability—some sort of ideal coherence of our beliefs with each other and 

with our experiences as those experiences are themselves represented in our belief 

system—and not correspondence with mind-independent ‘states of affairs.’”
61

Now on Ruse’s view, beliefs in such things as an external world and, I think, 

belief that our mental life has causal efficacy with respect to behavior are beliefs 

59 Ruse claims this in the postscript to “Taking Darwin Seriously,” 1998, p. 295-297.
60 Ruse, “Evolutionary Naturalism,” 1995.
61 Lemos, p. 793. 
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we cannot force ourselves to refrain from.  Therefore, classical skeptical 

arguments are averted.  Ruse quotes Putnam with approval:

“…a sign that is actually employed in a particular way by a particular 

community of users can correspond to particular objects within the 

conceptual scheme of those users.  ‘Objects’ do not exist independently of 

conceptual schemes…Since objects and the signs are alike internal to the 

scheme of description, it is possible to say what matches what.”
62

I think it safe to assume that given this theory of truth, even Plantinga’s appeal to 

the possibility of reference by definite descriptions (“witch-trees,” “created-trees,” 

etc.) will not convince Putnam and Ruse of the possibility that our beliefs might be 

mostly false.  So trees exist independently of our consciousness.  But what makes

this fact true is that this fact coheres with our other beliefs and perceptions.  The 

fact that skepticism remains a tangled philosophical question should not matter “in 

real life”
63

where common sense realism prevails.  I take this further to be the 

reason that Ruse sees no point in challenging the common sense notion that beliefs 

cause behaviors; something which becomes relevant later on in this discussion. 

Ruse argues that theories of truth must thus begin with the supposition that 

evolutionary naturalism is true:  truth should be defined in terms of the faculties 

that such an evolutionary process would endow humans with.  The capacity for 

correspondence of the mind with the external world is not likely to be one of those

things. He agrees with Plantinga to at least that extent. So a correspondence theory 

of truth is, strangely, false simply because it does not cohere with what an 

62 Putnam, 1981, p. 52, quoted in Ruse 1995, 65 , and again quoted in Lemos, p. 794.
63 Ruse, 1998, p. 206, as cited by Lemos.
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idealized scientific society would believe, that is, the doctrine of evolutionary 

naturalism.  Note however (and this is important) that coherence of beliefs is 

merely one criterion that an idealized scientific community would have to meet.

Rational acceptability requires this, but likely requires more. 

However, Ruse claims, there are three things that selective forces would

likely endow us with: mathematical skills, skill in deductive logic and scientific 

reasoning skills.  These are “hard-wired” into us.  Essentially then, evolutionary 

naturalism would likely give us all the skills and faculties necessary to keep our 

beliefs coherent with each other.  Evidence for this stems from three sources:  the 

fact that such skills are found cross-culturally, are detectable in very young 

children and even found to some extent in animals.

Two points should be addressed here. First, nothing Ruse has offered so far 

demonstrates that these three hard-wired functions of the mind correspond to

reality: for example, that the universe is actually such that bivalence holds or that 

inference to the best explanation is a truth-tropic process (“truth” in the 

correspondence sense).  But this is not essential to his argument and I think he in 

fact would agree to this point.  Secondly, his three points of evidence for the 

alleged hard-wiring of our brains seem to already assume the validity of scientific 

reasoning: they are inductive forms of evidence if they can count as evidence at 

all.  Does this damage his position?  Is the reasoning circular?  I think that neither 

of these points will damage his position so long as he adopts some type of 

coherence theory of truth.  And that is exactly what he has in mind.
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A third important point lies in his argument that natural selective forces

would in fact select for any of these faculties.  Plantinga, as we have seen, is 

radical enough in his stance as to claim that even the notion that modus ponens is a 

valid form of argument can be defeated by reflection upon the EAAN.  By 

contrast, Ruse argues that animals that lack certain basic reasoning faculties would 

likely make poor decisions and inevitably get eliminated from the gene pool.

Ruse’s argument
64

 greatly resembles that offered by Evan Fales, which we 

will examine later.  One point that Ruse seems to ignore, that Fales will not, is that 

this assumes beliefs play a causal role in behavior.  Fales argues as length

(unsuccessfully, I argue in a later chapter) that this would be the only possible 

relation of belief to behavior on an evolutionary naturalist’s view.  What is Ruse’s 

argument?   He offers none.  The reason Ruse does not argue for such a claim is 

likely to be that he finds arguments for certain claims unnecessary given his 

internal realism regarding truth.  The idea that beliefs do not cause behavior will 

be rationally unacceptable to an idealized scientific community. 

Let us sum things up.  MR plus what Plantinga refers to as N & E yields 

skepticism via the EAAN.  IR plus N & E will not.  Therefore, the Darwinist 

should endorse IR.  Doing so, Ruse alleges, will allow the evolutionary naturalist 

to reject P2 of the argument we formalized at the beginning of this section.

Before forging ahead with the objections of Lemos, it is worth noting one 

fact of importance with respect to Ruse’s theory of truth. There is currently a 

64 An argument quoted at length in Lemos, p, 792, from “Evolutionary Naturalism” p. 162.
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paradox being discussed in the literature with respect to anti-realist theories of 

truth referred to as the “paradox of knowability” which was first developed by F. 

Fitch.
65

  The anti-realist defines truth in terms of what humans could come to 

know.  But, according to the paradox, if all truths are knowable it follows that all 

truths are in fact known.  I will not take up a detailed exposition of this paradox 

here; but suffice to say that there is no universally agreed upon solution to this 

paradox.  Consequently, the theory of truth towards which Ruse is directing the 

naturalist has a potential fatal strike against it already in the form of a reductio. 

So now let us turn to Lemos’ objections.  Lemos’ first point of contention is 

that the theory of evolution itself plays no essential role in generating the skeptical 

problem that Ruse tries to unravel.  If one wanted a case for skepticism, one needs 

only to go to Descartes’ Meditations.

From what I know of Ruse’s arguments here and elsewhere, I am led to 

suspect that Lemos first point is off track.  First, it is true that Rene Descartes was 

able to generate skeptical arguments from the mere possibility of most of our 

beliefs being radically false.  But this does not reduce the EAAN to any form of 

Descartes argument.  The relevant dissimilarity is that Descartes never requires his 

listener to actually believe that such a creature as an evil demon exists.  The 

epistemic situation for a person who believes that the evil demon is merely a 

possibility is by far superior to the person who believes the evil demon or 

something playing the same role to be a reality.  The naturalist, according to 

65 Fitch, F. B. “A Logical Analysis of Some Value Concepts.” Journal of Symbolic Logic, 28, 1963, pp.

135-142.
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Plantinga, is in the latter position though.  And Ruse seems to know this, unlike 

some of the other authors we have examined thus far.  The skeptical problem is 

much more serious for the evolutionary naturalist it seems, as I explained earlier. 

The question, with respect to the first issue Lemos raises for Ruse, is why 

do we not simply treat (N & E) along with ~R as a possibility just as the evil 

demon is a possibility?  If not this, why not simply treat ~R as a mere possibility 

given (N &E)?  I think considerations of remarks made elsewhere by Ruse will 

enlighten us here.  Ruse has been for a long time a staunch opponent of alternative 

accounts of human origins (most notably the Intelligent Design Movement) and 

has committed himself to some rather polemic positions in order to argue against

these alternatives meriting a foothold in public discussions of such.
66

  This needs

to be born in mind when Ruse states that our brains are hard-wired for certain 

forms of scientific reasoning. Simply put, given this hard-wiring and the evidence 

for evolutionary naturalism, Ruse does not believe that it is an epistemic 

possibility that evolutionary naturalism offers a false account of our origins.  At 

least it is not an epistemic possibility for any well-educated person.  For evidence 

of this, note his entry under “Creationism” in the Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy.  This quote follows a discussion (an unsympathetic one) of theories of 

intelligent design. 

“Creationism in the sense used in this discussion is still very much a live 

phenomenon in American culture today — and in other parts of the world,

like the Canadian West, to which it has been exported. Popularity does not 

66 See his entry in the Stanford Dictionary of Philosophy, under “Creationism.”
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imply truth. Scientifically Creationism is worthless, philosophically it is 

confused, and theologically it is blinkered beyond repair. But do not 

underestimate its social and political power. As we enter the new 

millennium, thanks to Johnson and his fellows, there are ongoing pressures 

to introduce non-evolutionary ideas into science curricula, especially into 

the science curricula of publicly funded schools in the United States of 

America. And things could get a lot worse before they get better, if indeed 

they will get better. Already, there are members of the United States 

Supreme Court who have made it clear that they would receive 

sympathetically calls to push evolution from a preeminent place in science 

teaching. If future appointments include more justices with like 

inclinations, we could find that — nearly a century after the Scopes Trial, 

when the Fundamentalists were perceived as figures of fun — Creationism

finally takes its place in the classroom. If this essay persuades even one 

person to take up the fight against so awful an outcome, then it will have 

served its purpose.”
67

  Furthermore, Ruse has already explained his theory as to the nature of truth:

truth is whatever ideally coherent set of beliefs would be acquired by creatures 

that came about by the processes of evolutionary naturalism.  To give up the actual

truth of evolutionary naturalism is therefore to give up the claim that any of us are 

likely to have true beliefs about anything.

But what of the second option: ~R as a mere possibility given (N &E)?  The 

problem here is that according to EAAN, this is not a mere possibility.  It is 

altogether likely, acknowledges Ruse, if we assume a correspondence theory of 

truth.  Again, skeptical concerns run deeper here. 

Lemos’ second point of contention is that it does not clearly follow from 

the fact that the reliability of our cognitive faculties might rationally be called into 

question that we do not know anything.  Lemos suggests that perhaps Ruse is 

67 Ruse, Michael. http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/creationism/
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assuming some form of internalism regarding justification when he sees a 

problem with evolutionary skepticism.  Pace Lemos, I think that there is nothing in

Ruse’s argument that commits him to internalism in his attempt to generate 

skepticism.  But I can see why Lemos believes this so.  To do this we need to look 

again at P4 and the conclusion to Plantinga’s argument according to Lemos.  As I 

mentioned earlier (though only in a footnote), Lemos overlooks much of 

Plantinga’s argument here, probably in virtue of the fact that Ruse skips a lot of it 

as well.  In particular, Lemos overlooks everything regarding Plantinga’s

argument from analogy and his employment of the concept of defeat.  This is the 

appropriate link between P4 and the supposed conclusion P5.  Now if P4 were all 

we had to go on, the inference to the conclusion might seem to hinge on some

form of internalism with respect to justification.   Anticipating some other authors 

I will examine in this dissertation, Lemos objects:   a five year old who does math 

well might doubt his abilities yet nonetheless possess them.

But it has been rightly pointed out in the literature that even reliabilist/ 

externalist can fall prey to the EAAN, especially if they allow that basic beliefs 

such as those based on memory and perception can be defeated. Lemos assessment

of the child in question is correct.  However, a five year old who doubts his 

abilities has reason to doubt the deliverances thereof e.g. his answers to certain test 

questions.  Upon reflection, he should doubt whether he did well on the test that he 

just turned in.  That is the nature of defeat.  And it applies to externalists as well, 
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