Are Christian Beliefs
Properly Basic?

A critical examination of Alvin Plantindgsa provocative claim that Christian
beliefs can be justified even without any evidence for them.
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One of the most important aspects of Alvin Plantinga's pag®t of his

religious epistemology generally, is his claim that someisTian beliefs are
properly basié In what follows, | will very briefly sketch, defend, and present
for your consideration an alternative picture accordinglach Christian

beliefs are noproperly basic.

1. Properly Basic Beliefs

What is it for a belief to be properly basic? Life is short, angtime here
today is even much shorter, so let me skip the complicates stmuld give
about the significantly different things that can be meameland how these
different things compare with various remarks Planting&esaand cut
straight for an abbreviated account of what | think is the laesy, for our
present purposes, of construing such a claim. Plantinga bis occasion to
speak of "warrant transfer”; for instance, he here speaksladfs which "don't
get their warrant by way of warrant transfer from other [bfs]."2 Let us
distinguish between immediadad transferredvarrant, letting immediate
warrant be warrant a belief has that it does not have by votw@etransfer of
warrant from another belief. And let a "sufficiently wartaed" belief be a belief
that has enough warrant to count as a piece of knowledge. gepsobasic
belief, then, is best construed as a sufficiently warrabtdaef that is




sufficiently warranted by virtue of its immediate warrairg,, independent of
any transferred warrant it might enjoy. (Thus, a properlgibaelief may have
some transferred warrant, so long as it doesn't depemlisiransferred
warrant in order to be sufficiently warranted.)

2. The Structural Soundness of " Foundher entism™

Now, suppose that, among the beliefs one holds, is a cestsiam of closely
related beliefs, each of which enjoys a significant amoonmbediate warrant,
but not enough immediate warrant to be sufficiently wadnBut suppose
further that, in virtue of relations of mutual support thatthamong beliefs in
the system, these beliefs transfer warrant among thensseluh the result that
many of them end up being sufficiently warranted. Note twpantant things
about a belief that is sufficiently warranted in the way dixsd above. First,
such a sufficiently warranted belief is not properly baSicough it enjoys
significant immediate warrant, its immediate warrant i sufficient for
knowledge. Second, such a sufficiently warranted beliabisbased upon any
properly basic beliefs: The beliefs from which its transtéerwarrant comes are
in the same boat that itis in, i.e., they are not properlydagher.

In light of the above two facts, such a belief does not fit vireib a
foundationalist picture of the structure of knowledge. Hwer, it's difficult to
say how a foundationalist like Plantinga might rationa#yect such a
possibility.

To show this, consider a very simple system, consistingsiftjuo beliefs,
which we'll call belief A and belief B. Suppose A and B eachdia\good deal
of immediate warrant for the subject in question, but the @mhof immediate
warrant each enjoys for her falls just short of what's neddethem to be
sufficiently warranted. For reasons | won't take the timéutly discuss, it's
difficult to see how Plantinga could reject that a situatias so far described,
could arise. Given that he, as a good foundationalist, bedien immediate
warrant, and given his views about how immediate warraneéigegated, | think
he pretty well has to admit that beliefs can enjoy immediaderant just shy of
the amount needed for knowled§E:Admit" might even be the wrong word; |
suspect he'd happily accept this much. But things havetigmymteresting yet.
Suppose further that A and B are mutually supporting be{iefsould perhaps
be more proper here to speak of the propositions that arebjrete of these



beliefs as being mutually supporting, but again, life isrghthat is, A supports
B and B supports A. Plantinga accepts this possibility: Hesdkat "The
supports relation is not asymmetricaWWarrant: The Current Debat. 73).
But now suppose that our subject considers her two beligitier noticing
that A supports B and that B supports A. Shouldn't she thdmieee confident
about both beliefs, and rationally so? And wouldn't each thensfer some
warrant to the other? After all each enjoys significant w&aty and supports the
other, and our subject has noticed this. When you have adihadr
sufficiently) warranted belief, like A, notice that it supps another belief (B,
in this case), and, as a result, increase your level of cenéid in that other
belief, that seems a clear case in which warrant has traadférom A to B.

But likewise in reverse -- from B to A. And by now warning lighttave been
lit up for a foundationalist. Plantinga insists: "But evéfhe should have
written "even though"] the supports relation is not asynrioal, the basis
relation, in a proper noetic structuie asymmetrical. If my belief that A is
accepted on the evidential basis of my belief that B, then elgbthat B must
not be based on my belief that ADébate p. 74), and more generally, as we
get into systems that include more than just two beliefspbesis that, "The
basis relation, in a proper noetic structure, is noncirl2ebate p. 74). But
his arguments (see primarily the section entitled "Aga@istles,"Debate pp.
74-77) seem to establish only the conclusion that "beliseédy on the basis
of" is asymmetrical (and non-circular) in a proper noetic&inte, and have no
power against our example, which, though it includes muytaaiial basing,
violates none of the intuitions Plantinga uses to rule oaftopriety of circles.
We may suppose that B was already a belief the subject hetdebiefvas
"brought into contact" with her belief A; the result of thattact was perhaps
just an increase in the level of confidence with which B was h®o B is not
believed solely on the basis of A. Likewise, A is not beliegetely on the
basis of B. Rather, each is believed primarily because ofeviea it is that
generates immediate warrant (and let's leave it open whaidh and is then
bolstered by the support it receives from the other. Plgatintuits that
warrant cannot be initially generated merely by means ofavaitransfer. That
doesn't happen in my example; rather, immediate warramnt &noe belief is
transferred to the other, and vice versa. Indeed, thouglpBrisally based on
A and A is partially based on Bhereisno circle of warrant, because no
warrant moves in a circle: The warrant A transfers to B was @uiatte to A
and did not come from B, and the warrant B transfers to A wasediate to B
and did not come from A. Of course, our subjaaghtstart gettingover
confident about her beliefs, treating B as if it were suppatty a sufficiently
warranted belief, because she loses track of the fact thBtsApartial basis) is




sufficiently warranted only because of the support it reegifrom B. If this
happens, our subject's noetic structure will be defecBu¢ we don't have to
suppose that any such defect occurs, and I'm supposing thads not.

And, of course, if both beliefs were very close to being sigftly warranted
just in virtue of their immediate warrant, and each transf@enough warrant
to the other, then it will happen that each becomes suffilyievarranted in
virtue of the partial mutual basing described above. So wéhgeresult
promised above: sufficiently warranted beliefs that arepmoperly basic, nor
are they based upon properly basic beliefs. Here it's iraporiot to be misled
by the term "warrant transfgrwhich to the ears of most of us suggests that the
transferrer loses what it transfers to the receiver of thiesfier. That's not how
it works in warrant transfer among beliefs. Take a case oplEnpone-way
inference (you know, the kind of basing foundationaligte)i C is sufficiently
warranted, you notice it implies D, and infer D from C. D be@smvarranted
(perhaps sufficiently so) by virtue of warrant transfemfr@, but C's level of
warrant is not thereby reduced (and certaislpot reduced by as much as D's
level of warrant in increased). In our example of partial nalbasing, then,
both beliefs will become sufficiently warranted, becaussytwere almost so
just in virtue of their immediate warrant, and each rece®edugh transferred
warrant from the other to make up the difference withoutrigghe warrant it
transferred to the other.

In our two-belief case, | supposed both beliefs were imtighdependently of
any warrant transfer) just short of being sufficiently vearted. Notice,
however, that this is inessential to the case, especialgreiou get a large
system of beliefs, each of which has immediate warrant, atet®into partial
basing relations with many of the others (so that each casueegvarrant from
several other beliefs). Here, the immediate warrant camll short of being
sufficient, and yet the beliefs comprising the system maj/igmbeing
sufficiently warranted, because of the warrant they trem@fithout losing) to
one another.

A structure such as that described above is not foundatietia¢re are
sufficiently warranted beliefs, but they're not properasie, nor are they based
upon properly basic beliefs -- but neither does it suffenfithe structural
defects that plague coherentism. Susan Haack has giverasiakcture -- alas!
-- a very unlovely name -- "foundherentism"! -- but -- hagpH a very lovely
and suggestive metaph8t.Every option in the structure of knowledge should
have a good metaphor. Foundationalists, of course, lovdibgs, being
apparently especially fond of pyramids. And coherentistgettheir webs -- and
rafts. (The web, because webs are "tied down" at many parikeetoutside,



might actually be a better metaphor for foundherentism thigrfor
coherentism.) Foundherentists should adopt Haack's im&taghe cross-word
puzzle. Here, the plausibility an answer has in virtue ofdlue and number of
letters nicely represents immediate warrant, while an answfitting in" with
other answers can nicely represent beliefs' transferrechnta

But | have just been defending such a view as a coherent gatinah) in
accepting it as a coherent possible structure, or even asdcise that's
actually instantiated in important parts of human noetiedtires, doesn't rule
out the possibility that there be properly basic beliefsne portion of a
subject's body of beliefs, while others of her beliefs arerargted in the
foundherentist way.

3. Two Accounts of the Warrant of Perceptual Beliefs: Stringent Direct
Realism (SDR) and Direct Warrant Realism (DWR)

A Stringent Direct Realidbelieves that perceptual beliefs are properly basic,
and thus don't have to be properly based on other beliefs ldtance, on
beliefs about one's own sensory experiences or on beliefg dlow one is
"appeared to" -- to be sufficiently warranted. By contraspundherentist
about perceptual beliefs -- call such a theorist a DirectréfdrRealist- won't
think that perceptual beliefs are properly basic, and thifisrd from the
Stringent Direct Realist on that issue, but can join then§&nt Direct Realist
in rejecting the evidentialist requirement that perceldbesiefs must be
properly based on beliefs about one's own sensory expesenorder to be
warranted, and thereby join the direct realist in eludingne®f the most
powerful skeptical arguments against perceptual belidfse-evidentialist
arguments of Berkeley and Hume, that wield the evidentiediguirement,
together with powerful arguments to the effect that the irequent can't be
met, in order to reach their skeptical conclusion. For atiogrto Direct
Warrant Realism (DWR), though perceptual beliefs don'ehavough
immediate warrant to be sufficiently warranted, they (deast many of them)
become sufficiently warranted in virtue of relations of maltsupport that they
bearto one anotherSo, as on SDR, they don't require support from the outside
of the type Berkeley showed they cannot have.

The best reasons | know of for preferring SDR over DWR corudist
psychological observations about how we in fact form pexcaibeliefs. Most



importantly, we seem to form perceptual beliefs in a psyatichlly immediate
way: we don't consciously inféhem from other beliefs and our coming to hold
these beliefs doesn't seem to follow our consciously najibiow well they fit
in with other beliefs. (Recall that in our two belief examgldescribed our
subject as noticing that A and B were mutually supportingl, laer subsequent
rise in confidence was due to this noticing.) Rather, whatisedue to innate or
learned dispositions, we seem set up to just form the retdadiefs upon the
occasions of having appropriate patterns of sensory expess -- without
having to entertain any thoughts about the relation of thiefoge're forming

to others of our beliefs. To accept DWR is to accept that geuee beliefs are
partially based on one another -- they transfer warrant oa@other -- though
they are formed in a way that involves no conscious thougbtiabne another.
However, | stillfind DWR to be a very attractive account of the warrant of
perceptual beliefs. This is largely because | think it'swgréo require that a
belief be formed due to a conscious noticing of its relatimnsther beliefs in
order for those other beliefs to transfer warrant to it. Bpd) though we take
no notice of a perceptual belief's relations of "cohererfedations of mutual
support) to other perceptual beliefs as the belief in qarss formed, we are
appropriately sensitivi® its coherence with these other beliefs, where such
sensitivity consists in such facts as that we wouldn't holdomtinue to hold
the belief in question, or at least wouldn't continue to hotd the degree that
we do, were it not for its coherence with our other beliefI&a sensitivity
could hold even where one gives no conscious thought to thgams in
guestion, and yet it seems to me that warrant might very veeltdsnferred
among beliefs in virtue of the believer's sensitivity to éwedential relations
that hold among them, even where she gives no conscioushhtthose
relations. (Foundationalists, too, should make such a mdenk. The general
advice | would give is: Don't require for warrant transfero@scious noticing
on the believer's part of the relations among the beliefslued in the transfer.
The foundationalist, then, should not require that an eriee be consciously
performed in order for one belief to transfer warrant to arotlt is enough
that the believer be sensitive in her holding of the secotiéfite its evidential
relations to the first belief. Following such advice is nesagy, | think, to avoid
an overly idealistic and overly intellectualized pictufecognitive precessing.)

4. Stringent Direct Christianity, Direct Warrant Christianity, the
Evidentialist Objection, and Parity Arguments



Our current concern is not perceptual beliefs, but Chndtialiefs. But much of
what was said above about the two different accounts of theaweof
perceptual beliefs can be transferred to yield two diffeemtounts of the
warrant of Christian beliefs. Plantinga, since he belieaggoperly basic
Christian beliefs, is a Stringent Direct Christian. But ve@ @iow see a
foundherentist alternative to Plantinga's account: Divéarrant Christianity,
according to which, although Christian beliefs are not propbasic, some of
them do have significant immediate warrant, and many of taesrsufficiently
warranted due to relations of mutual support they bear tcanio¢her.

One of Plantinga’'s main motivations for defending the oy of properly
basic theistic beliefs -- and, more relevant to our currencerns, properly
basic Christian beliefs -- in the paper currently under @eration, but also in
his religious epistemology for almost the last twenty yehes been to defend
such beliefs against evidentialist objectioBsit, as was the case with sense
perception, the foundherentist option, like the foundsicst, properly basic
option, provides an escape from such evidentialist olgastiThe ascription of
immediate warrant to the beliefs in question, even wheeithmediate
warrant does not render the beliefs sufficiently warrantegether with the
possibility of mutual partial basing, cuts off the evidafist objection: The
beliefs in question don't have to be evidentially suppoftedh the outsidm

the way the evidentialist objector demands.

If Stringent Direct Christianity and Direct Warrant Chigstity each provide an
escape from evidentialist objections, is there any sigaifce to the differences
between them? Yes. Let me mention just this. Parity arguspehthe type
William Alston has advanced, in which he argues that "[GlamsPractice] has
basically the same epistemic status as [Perceptual R¥patid that no one who
subscribes to the latter is in any position to cavil at therfer,"® | think, could
not be effectively executed from the "foundherentist" pecdive. Very briefly,
here's why. One of the key moves in Alston's Parity argunseta admit that
the perceptual beliefs that result from our engaging in¢&gtual Practice"
display stronger relations of positive coherence ("wedalisc regularities" in
the physical world by means of perception to a greater extem we discover
regularities in God's behavior by means of religious exgrae), but to argue
that this does not ruin the parity argumé&hBriefly, according to Alston's
argument, this is because, given God's "wholly other" ma#umd other facts,
we shouldn't expedb discover regularities in God's behavior to the extent tha
we discover regularities in the physical world by means oteption -- we
shouldn't expect Christian beliefs to display as much cainez as do
perceptual beliefs. And thus, that Christian beliefs doottere to the extent




that perceptual beliefs do provides no reason to think "sfilan Practice"”
unreliable. From Alston's perspective, a lack of positivbarence is relevant
to the extent that one would expect positive coherence tadpdaged, and thus
to the extent that the lack provides reason for thinking tfaefice in question
is not reliable’” But from the "foundherentist" perspective, the coherence
displayed perceptual beliefs display may be crucial tarth@ving sufficient
warrant in the first place. Thus, if Christian beliefs dahdplay that same level
of coherence, they may well not be warranted to the extehpéraeptual
beliefs are. From this perspective, if the entity or enditieat a epistemic
practice (allegedly) puts one in touch with is such that oneldn't expect the
beliefs that result to display much in the way of positive @@mce, this will
make us suspect that it may be harder for the beliefs regutiom such a
practice to be warranted. The prospects for a successftdmilike parity
argument are quite dim from this perspective. | should mesteadd, however,
that a lack of parity with perceptual beliefs in the epistestatus of Christian
beliefs does not show that Christian beliefs are unwardaoteven that they're
not sufficiently warranted, especially if one, like me ks of perceptual
beliefs as being supaevarranted -- as being warranted to an extent that far
exceeds what's needed for knowlede.

5. Faith, Plantinga Faith, and Warrant

Plantinga's account d¢&ith gives us a good clue | think as to why he would
gravitate toward a picture according to which Christianddslare properly
basic. Following Calvin, Plantinga defines faith (or fagththe type he wishes
to discuss) as a "firm and certain knowledge" of "the cen@&athings of the
gospel" (pp. 2, 4). This certain knowledge is not arrivedyathe workings of
any of the faculties we were created with, but is the resuthefwork of the
Holy Spirit (p. 3), who "causes us to believe these greahsof the gospel” (p.
3). Let "Plantinga faith" be faith as Plantinga describeke#ving out the part
about the beliefs in question constituting knowledge. (htita identify
"Plantinga faith" in a non-evaluative way in order to leageaa open question
the status of beliefs that are the result of "Plantinga fgifdlantinga faith then
Is a very strongly held belief in the great truths of the ghgp®@duced in
accordance with God's plan by the Holy Spirit in the way Riaga describes.
How strongly held? Very strongly: It is a "firm and certairglief, one finds
the beliefs so caused to be "compelling” (p&Would the fortunate recipient
of Plantinga faith have properly basic beliefs? Even altading Plantinga's



defense, | don't find this matter nearly as clear as Plaatssgms to find it, but
it does seem plausible to me to suppose so.

I, however, have not been blessed with Plantinga faith.ielelthat | have
been blessed enough to have had experiences that are in symédike those
Plantinga describes, but for me, the most | have receivediirfrom the Holy
Spirit have been gentle nudges toward belief, certainliingteven
approaching the firm and certain conviction of which Plagé speaks. And if
the people I've talked to are to be believed -- and they ateeretare many
who would be thrilled to receive faith as Plantinga des&iibeut who have
not, despite Plantinga's claim that faith -- presumablyeaddfines it, as a firm
and certain conviction -- "is given to anyone who is willirgaccept it" (p. 2).
Perhaps all will eventuallipe blessed with Plantinga faith, but | am here to
report from personal experience that not everyone who hes Wwéling to
accept that gift, not even everyone who has been willing fanyryeargo
receive that gift, has received it. And from encountersliad with others with
many others, | think | can safely report to you that some wigonalling to
accept that gift nevereceive it in this life. Rather, we have to muddle through
with a form of faith that resembles a leap in the dark a lot mbam Plantinga
faith seems to. (Resembling more closalieap in the dark, but still not a leap
in the dark A leap in the twilight, perhaps.)

Such faith can grow, however: The degree of belief can isarei@has in my
own case. | think rationally so. But my best hope for sucloretlity is that I'm
being appropriately sensitive to relations of mutual supftat these Christian
beliefs bear to one another, and to support they receive liimmwell they fit

in with my warranted (sufficiently or partially) beliefsdm elsewhere in my
belief structure. It does seem to me that those gentle nudgesd belief play
a crucial role -- both in an account of why | in fact believe whdo, but also in
an account of why these beliefs are warranted, to whatevenethey are
warranted. But, as you can gather, it's seeming to me thagrapared with the
view that Christian beliefs are properly basic, the "fousmamtist”, "Direct
Warrant Christianity” model of justification seems muclitbesuited as an
account of the justification of the Christian beliefs of ameo, like me, God
has chosen to experientially leave in the twilight.

Given time constraints, rather than arguasgbest | can for the conclusion that
the "DWC" model is superior for a wide range of believers estawho have
received weaker experiential "input"” rather than a fullelogPlantinga faith --
let me instead close with two questidias Prof. Plantinga to see what he
thinks. First, does he find a "foundherentist" account efwrarrant of Christian
beliefs of the type I've here sketched a (structurally ahemtise) coherent



option? And, second, if so, would he find that coherent aptwmbe an
attractive one as an account of the warrant of the Chrisediefs of one
blessed only with gentle nudges toward belief?

NOTES

1. See especially pp. 9-10, and thereabouts of Plantingaes, p&garranted Christian
Belief: The Aquinas/Calvin model," which appears to be a obrgjotr at least a part of a
chapter, of Plantinga's upcoming bodkarranted Christian Beliefl received Plantinga's
paper as an attachment to an e-mail message, and am not tleatas my computer
printed it out the page numbers will match up with others' copfebe paper, though |
believethat they will. In what follows, all page references that ‘dspecify that they're to
other works will be to this paper, and will be to it as it priditeut on my computer.

2. P. 10. I've substituted "beliefs" here for Plantinga'®fmsitions"”, because | think
that's what he meant: not transfer from other propositioasfrom beliefs in other
propositions.

3. Further, 1 think this is so on afilausible accounts of how immediate warrant is
generated, and thus, not just Plantinga, but any good foundationalist will have to admit
that a belief might have immediate warrant that falls shy efalmount needed for
knowledge.

4. For a good, brief presentation/defense of Haack's "fourdiiem,” see her "A
Foundherentist Theory of Empirical Justification," in L. P@jn, ed.,The Theory of
Knowledgesecond edition (Wadsworth, 1998): 283-293; also in E. Sosil. Kim, ed.,
Epistemology: An Antholog¥Blackwell, 2000): 226-236.

For a more sustained presentation, see her lBakience and Inquiry: Towards
Reconstruction in Epistemolo@Blackwell, 1995), and these elaborations/responses to
criticism:

¢ "Precis ofEvidence and Inquity(pp. 7-11) and "Reply to Bonjour" (pp. 25-35), in
Synthesd 12 (1997)

e "Precis” (pp. 611-614) and "Reply to Commentators" (pp.-68%), Symposium on S.
Haack,Evidence and Inquiryin Philosophy and Phenomenological Reseds6{1996).

5. Alston, "Religious Experience and Religious Beli¢dd(s16 (1982): 3-12, p. 12.
Alston actually writes "no one who subscribes to the formén eny position to cavil at
the latter," but this is clearly a mix-up of "former" and "fatt.

6. See "Religious Experience and Religious Belief," esgcpp. 8-12. One of the
several respects in which my argument here is overly compdasshis: | should, if |



had more time, say something about the nature of "positivereabe” -- where this is
notjust the lack of contradictions or other conflicts amongddsl(it's not just negative
coherence), but some kind of positive mutual support -- avd Ibeliefs that are related
to each other in the way Alston describes -- they allow us to disceegularities in the
objects putatively observed -- would enjoy more in the waypafsitive coherence" than
do beliefs which are not so "regular”.

7. In the terminology of "Religious Experience and Religidelief,” whether a lack of
positive coherence has the result that the practice failse thp, where that stands for
"Justified in the weak, normative sense" -- i.e., there's nogadee reason to think the
practice is unreliable. (4, justified in the strong, normative sense, means for Alston that
there is adequate reason to think the practice in questi@tiable.)

8. Here, to avoid issues extraneous to our current concesappress here my
contextualist views about knowledge (or, more preciselguaknowledge attributions).
Taking these contextualist views into account, I'd descsiljger-warranted beliefs as
beliefs that are warranted to an extent that far exceeds wiestded to satisfy the
standards for knowledge that are set by most ordinary ctsitex

9. I worry that I may be misreading Plantinga here. He doeswfithis process can go
on in a thousand ways" (p. 5), and approves of Aquinas's tertmaslation, of course)
of "invitation" to describe the work of the Holy Spirit. "Iniation” seems more fitting for
the gentle nudge toward belief of which I'm speaking, and lesdifor the kind of firm,
compelling, and certain belief that comes not through the imgsof one's own faculties
but is rather caused directly by the Holy Spirit about whicarhga often seems to
writing. (If some spirit were to so zap me with a firm, compadjj and certain belief that
P, I certainly wouldn't be tempted to describe this as a casepiri "inviting” me to
believe that P!) He does, however, define the kind of faitlstepeaking of as a firm and
certain knowledge that is caused by the Holy Spirit, so ttmatg I'll read him.



