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Suppose we think of natural theology as the attempt to prove or 
demonstrate the existence of God. This enterprise has a long and 
impressive history—a history stretching back to the dawn of Chris-
tendom and boasting among its adherents many of the truly great 
thinkers of the Western world. Chief among these is Thomas Aquinas, 
whose work, I think, is the natural starting point for Christian philosophi-
cal reflection, Protestant as well as Catholic. Here we Protestants must 
be, in Ralph McInerny’s immortal phrase, Peeping Thomists. Recently—
since the time of Kant, perhaps—the tradition of natural theology has not 
been as overwhelming as it once was: yet it continues to have able 
defenders both within and without officially Catholic philosophy.1 

Many Christians, however, have been less than totally impressed. In 
particular Reformed or Calvinist theologians have for the most part taken 
a dim view of this enterprise. A few Reformed thinkers— B. B. 
Warfield2 for example—endorse the theistic proofs; but for the most part 
the Reformed attitude has ranged from indifference, through suspicion 
and hostility, to outright accusations of blasphemy. And this stance is 
initially puzzling. It looks a little like the attitude some Christians adopt 
towards faith healing: it can’t be done, but even if it could, it shouldn’t 
be. What exactly, or even approximately, do these sons and daughters of 
the Reformation have against proving the existence of God? What could 
they have against it? What could be less objectionable to any but the 
most obdurate atheist? 
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PROOF AND BELIEF IN GOD 

Let’s begin with the nineteenth-century Dutch theologian Herman 
Bavinck: 

Scripture urges us to behold heaven and earth, birds and flowers and 
lilies, in order that we may see and recognize God in them. “Lift up 
your eyes on high, and see who bath created these” Is. 40:26. 
Scripture does not reason in the abstract. It does not make God the 
conclusion of a syllogism, leaving it to us whether we think the 
argument holds or not. But it speaks with authority. Both 
theologically and religiously it proceeds from God as the starting 
point.3 

We receive the impression that belief in the existence of God is based 
entirely upon these proofs. But indeed that would be “a wretched 
faith, which, before it invokes God, must first prove his existence.” 
The contrary, however, is the truth.... Of the existence of self, of the 
world round about us, of logical and moral laws, etc., we are so 
deeply convinced because of the indelible impressions which all these 
things make upon our consciousness that we need no arguments or 
demonstration. Spontaneously, altogether involuntarily: without any 
constraint or coercion, we accept that existence. Now the same is true 
in regard to the existence of God. The so-called proofs are by no 
means the final grounds of our most certain conviction that God 
exists: This certainly is established only by faith; i.e., by the 
spontaneous testimony which forces itself upon us from every side.4 

According to Bavinck, then, a Christian’s belief in the existence of God 
is not based upon proofs or arguments. By “argument” here, I think he 
means arguments in the style of natural theology—the sort given by 
Aquinas and Scotus and later by Descartes, Leibniz, Clarke, and others. 
And what he means to say, I think, is that Christians don’t need such 
arguments. Don’t need them for what? 

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

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

According to John Calvin, who is as good a Calvinist as any, God has 
implanted in us all an innate tendency, or nisus, or disposition to believe 
in him: 

There is within the human mind, and indeed by natural instinct, an 
awareness of divinity. This we take to be beyond controversy. To 
prevent anyone from taking refuge in the pretense of ignorance, God 
himself has implanted in all men a certain understanding of his divine 
majesty. Ever renewing its memory, he repeatedly sheds fresh drops. 
Since, therefore, men one and all perceive that there is a God and that 
he is their Maker, they are condemned by their own testimony 
because they have failed to honor him and to consecrate their lives to 
his will. If ignorance of God is to be looked for anywhere, surely one 
is most likely to find an example of it among the more backward folk 
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and those more remote from civilization. Yet there is, as the eminent 
pagan says, no nation so barbarous, no people so savage, that they 
have not a deep-seated conviction that there is a God. So deeply does 
the common conception occupy the minds of all, so tenaciously does 
it inhere in the hearts of all! Therefore, since from the beginning of 
the world there has been no region, no city, in short, household, that 
could do without religion, there lies in this a tacit confession of a 
sense of deity inscribed in the hearts of all.5 

Indeed, the perversity of the impious, who though they struggle 
furiously are unable to extricate themselves from the fear of God, is 
abundant testimony that this conviction, namely, that there is some 
God, is naturally inborn in all, and is fixed deep within, as it were in 
the very marrow.... From this we conclude that it is not a doctrine that 
must first be learned in school, but one of which each of us is master 
from his mother's womb and which nature itself permits no one to 
forget.6 

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

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

Lest anyone, then, be excluded from access to happiness, he not only 
sowed in men’s minds that seed of religion of which we have spoken, 
but revealed himself and daily discloses himself in the whole 
workmanship of the universe. As a consequence, men cannot open 
their eyes without being compelled to see him.7 
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Like Kant, Calvin is especially impressed in this connection, by the 
marvelous compages of the starry heavens above: 

Even the common folk and the most untutored, who have been taught 
only by the aid of the eyes, cannot be unaware of the excellence of 
divine art, for it reveals itself in this innumerable and yet distinct and 
well-ordered variety of the heavenly host.8 

And Calvin’s claim is that one who accedes to this tendency and in these 
circumstances accepts the belief that God has created the world—
perhaps upon beholding the starry heavens, or the splendid majesty of the 
mountains, or the intricate, articulate beauty of a tiny flower—is entirely 
within his epistemic rights in so doing. It isn’t that such a person is 
justified or rational in so believing by virtue of having an implicit 
argument—some version of the teleological argument, say. No; he 
doesn’t need any argument for justification or rationality. His belief need 
not be based on any other propositions at all; under these conditions he is 
perfectly rational in accepting belief in God in the utter absence of any 
argument, deductive or inductive. Indeed, a person in these conditions, 
says Calvin, knows that God exists, has knowledge of God’s existence, 
apart from any argument at all. 

Elsewhere Calvin speaks of “arguments from reason” or rational 
arguments: 

The prophets and apostles do not boast either of their keenness or of 
anything that obtains credit for them as they speak; nor do they dwell 
upon rational proofs. Rather, they bring forward God’s holy name, 
that by it the whole world may be brought into obedience to him. 
Now we ought to see how apparent it is not only by plausible opinion 
but by dear truth that they do not call upon God’s name heedlessly or 
falsely. If we desire to provide in the best way for our consciences—
that they may not be perpetually beset by the instability of doubt or 
vacillation, and that they may not also boggle at the smallest 
quibbles—we ought to seek our conviction, in a higher place than 
human reasons, judgments, or conjectures, that is, in the secret 
testimony of the Spirit.9 

Here the subject for discussion is not belief in the existence of God, but 
belief that God is the author of the Scriptures; I think it is clear, however, 
that Calvin would say the same thing about belief in God’s existence. 

6 
 

The Christian doesn’t need natural theology, either as the source of his 
confidence or to justify his belief. Furthermore, the Christian ought not 
to believe on the basis of argument; if he does, his faith is likely to be 
unstable and wavering. From Calvin’s point of view, believing in the 
existence of God on the basis of rational argument is like believing in the 
existence of your spouse on the basis of the analogical argument for 
other minds—whimsical at best and not at all likely to delight the person 
concerned. 

 

FOUNDATIONALISM 

We could look further into the precise forms taken by the Reformed 
objection to natural theology; time is short, however; what I shall do 
instead is tell you what I think underlies these objections, inchoate and 
unfocused as they are. The reformers mean to say, fundamentally, that 
belief in God can properly be taken as basic. That is, a person is entirely 
within his epistemic rights, entirely rational, in believing in God, even if 
he has no argument for this belief and does not believe it on the basis of 
any other beliefs he holds. And in taking belief in God as properly basic, 
the reformers were implicitly rejecting a whole picture or way of looking 
at knowledge and rational belief; call it classical foundationalism. This 
picture has been enormously popular ever since the days of Plato and 
Aristotle; it remains the dominant way of thinking about knowledge, 
justification, belief, faith, and allied topics. Although it has been thus 
dominant, Reformed theologians and thinkers have, I believe, meant to 
reject it. What they say here tends to be inchoate and not well-
articulated; nevertheless the fact is they meant to reject classical 
foundationalism. But how shall we characterize the view rejected? The 
first thing to see is that foundationalism is a normative view. It aims to 
lay down conditions that must be met by anyone whose system of beliefs 
is rational; and here ‘rational’ is to be understood normatively. 
According to the foundationalist, there is a right way and a wrong way 
with respect to belief. People have responsibilities, duties and obligations 
with respect to their believings just as with respect to their (other) 
actions. Perhaps this sort of obligation is really a special case of a more 
general moral obligation; or perhaps, on the other hand, it is sui generis. 
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In any event there are such obligations: to conform to them is to be 
rational and to go against them is to be irrational. To be rational, then, is 
to exercise one’s epistemic powers properly—to exercise them in such a 
way as to go contrary to none of the norms for such exercise. 

Foundationalism, therefore, is in part a normative thesis. I think we can 
understand this thesis more fully if we introduce the idea of a noetic 
structure. A person’s noetic structure is the set of propositions he 
believes together with certain epistemic relations that hold among him 
and these propositions. Thus some of his beliefs may be based on other 
things he believes; it may be that there are a pair of propositions A and B 
such that he believes A on the basis of B. Although this relation isn’t 
easy to characterize in a revealing and nontrivial fashion, it is 
nonetheless familiar. I believe that the word ‘umbrageous’ is spelled u-
m-b-r-a-g-e-o-u-s: this belief is based on another belief of mine, the 
belief that that’s how the dictionary says it’s spelled. I believe that 72 × 
71= 5112. This belief is based upon several other beliefs I hold—such 
beliefs as that 1 × 72 = 72; 7 × 2 =14; 7 × 7 = 49; 49 +1= 50; and others. 
Some of my beliefs, however, I accept but don’t accept on the basis of 
any other beliefs. I believe that 2 + 1= 3, for example, and don’t believe 
it on the basis of other propositions. I also believe that I am seated at my 
desk, and that there is a mild pain in my right knee. These too are basic 
for me; I don't believe them on the basis of any other propositions. 

An account of a person’s noetic structure, then, would include a 
specification of which of his beliefs are basic and which are non-basic. 
Of course it is abstractly possible that none of his beliefs is basic; 
perhaps he holds just three beliefs, A, B, and C, and believes each of 
them on the basis of the other two. We might think this improper or 
irrational, but that is not to say it couldn’t be done. And it is also possible 
that all of his beliefs are basic; perhaps he believes a lot of propositions, 
but doesn’t believe any of them on the basis of any others. In the typical 
case, however, a noetic structure will include both basic and non-basic 
beliefs. 

Secondly, an account of a noetic structure will include what we might 
call an index of degree of belief. I hold some of my beliefs much more 
firmly than others. I believe both that 2 + 1 = 3 and that London, 
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England, is north of Saskatoon, Saskatchewan; but I believe the former 
more resolutely than the latter. Here we might make use of the person-
alist10 interpretation of probability theory; think of an index of degree of 
belief as a function Ps(A) from the set of propositions a person S 
believes or disbelieves into the real numbers between 0 and 1. Ps(A) = n, 
then, records something like the degree to which S believes A, or the 
strength of his belief that A. Ps(A) =1 proclaims S’s utter and abandoned 
commitment to A; Ps(A) = 0 records a similar commitment to not-A; 
Ps(A) = .5 means that S, like Buridan’s ass, is suspended in equilibrium 
between A and not-A. We could then go on to consider whether the 
personalist is right in holding that a rational noetic structure conforms to 
the Calculus of Probability.11 

Thirdly, a somewhat vaguer notion; an account of S’s noetic structure 
would include something like an index of depth of ingression. Some of 
my beliefs are, we might say, on the periphery of my noetic structure. I 
accept them, and may even accept them quite firmly; but if I were to give 
them up, not much else in my noetic structure would have to change. I 
believe there are some large boulders on the top of the Grand Teton. If I 
come to give up this belief, however (say by climbing it and not finding 
any), that change wouldn’t have extensive reverberations throughout the 
rest of my noetic structure; it could be accommodated with minimal 
alteration elsewhere. So its depth of ingression into my noetic structure 
isn’t great. On the other hand, if I were to come to believe that there 
simply is no such thing as the Grand Teton, or no mountains at all, or no 
such thing as the state of Wyoming, that would have much greater 
reverberations. And if, per impossible, I were to come to think there 
hadn’t been much of a past (that the world was created just five minutes 
ago, complete with all its apparent memories and traces of the past), or 
that there weren't any other persons, that would have even greater 
reverberations; these beliefs of mine have great depth of ingression into 
my noetic structure. 

Now classical foundationalism is best construed, I think, as a thesis about 
rational noetic structures. A noetic structure is rational if it could be the 
noetic structure of a person who was completely rational. To be 
completely rational, as I am here using the term, is not to believe only 
what is true, or to believe all the logical consequences of what one 
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believes, or to believe all necessary truths with equal firmness, or to be 
uninfluenced by emotion; it is, instead, to do the right thing with respect 
to one’s believings. As we have seen, the foundationalist holds that there 
are responsibilities and duties that pertain to believings as well as to 
actions, or other actions; these responsibilities accrue to us just by virtue 
of our having the sorts of noetic capabilities we do have. There are norms 
or standards for beliefs. To criticize a person as irrational, then, is to 
criticize her for failing to fulfill these duties or responsibilities, or for 
failing to conform to the relevant norms or standards. From this point of 
view, a rational person is one whose believings meet the appropriate 
standards. To draw the ethical analogy, the irrational is the 
impermissible; the rational is the permissible. 

A rational noetic structure, then, is one that could be the noetic structure 
of a perfectly rational person. And classical foundationalism is, in part, a 
thesis about such noetic structures. The foundationalist notes, first of all, 
that some of our beliefs are based upon others. He immediately adds that 
a belief can’t properly be accepted on the basis of just any other belief; in 
a rational noetic structure, A will be accepted on the basis of B only if B 
supports A, or is a member of a set of beliefs that together support A. It 
isn’t clear just what this supports relation is; different foundationalists 
propose different candidates. One candidate, for example, is entailment; 
A supports B only if B is entailed by A, or perhaps is self-evidently 
entailed by A, or perhaps follows from A by an argument where each 
step is a self-evident entailment. Another and more permissive candidate 
is probability; perhaps A supports B if B is likely or probable with 
respect to A. And of course there are other candidates. 

More important for present purposes, however, is the following claim: in 
a rational noetic structure, there will be some beliefs that are not based 
upon others: call these its foundations. If every belief in a rational noetic 
structure were based upon other beliefs, the structure in question would 
contain infinitely many beliefs. However things may stand for more 
powerful intellects—angelic intellects, perhaps—human beings aren’t 
capable of believing infinitely many propositions. Among other things, 
one presumably doesn't believe a proposition one has never heard of, and 
no one has had time, these busy days, to have heard of infinitely many 
propositions. So every rational noetic structure has a foundation. 

10 
 

Suppose we say that weak foundationalism is the view that (1) every 
rational noetic structure has a foundation, and (2) in a rational noetic 
structure, non-basic belief is proportional in strength to support from the 
foundations. When I say Reformed thinkers have meant to reject 
foundationalism, I do not mean to say that they intended to reject weak 
foundationalism. On the contrary; the thought of many of them tends to 
support or endorse weak foundationalism. What then do they mean to 
reject? Here we meet a further and fundamental feature of classic 
varieties of foundationalism: they all lay down certain conditions of 
proper or rational basicality. From the foundationalist point of view, not 
just any kind of belief can be found in the foundations of a rational noetic 
structure; a belief, to be properly basic (i.e., basic in a rational noetic 
structure) must meet certain conditions.  

It is plausible to see Thomas Aquinas, for example, as holding that a 
proposition is properly basic for a person only if it is self-evident to him 
(such that his understanding or grasping it is sufficient for his seeing it to 
be true) or ‘evident to the senses,’ as he puts it. By this latter term I think 
he means to refer to propositions whose truth or falsehood we can 
determine by looking or listening or employing some other sense—such 
propositions as 

 (1) There is a tree before me 

 (2) I am wearing shoes 

and 

 (3) That tree's leaves are yellow. 

Many foundationalists have insisted that propositions basic in a rational 
noetic structure must be certain in some important sense. Thus it is 
plausible to see Descartes as holding that the foundations of a rational 
noetic structure don’t include such propositions as (1)-(3) but more 
cautious claims—claims about one’s own mental life, for example: 

 (4) It seems to me that I see a tree 

 (5) I seem to see something green 

or, as Professor Chisholm puts it, 
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 (6) I am appeared greenly to. 

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

Aquinas and Descartes, we might say, are strong foundationalists; they 
accept weak foundationalism and add some conditions for proper 
basicality. Ancient and medieval foundationalists tended to hold that a 
proposition is properly basic for a person only if it is either self-evident 
or evident to the senses; modern foundationalists—Descartes, Locke, 
Leibniz, and the like—tended to hold that a proposition is properly basic 
for S only if either self-evident or incorrigible for S. Of course this is a 
historical generalization and is thus subject to contradiction by scholars, 
such being the penalty for historical generalization; but perhaps it is 
worth the risk. And now suppose we say that classical foundationalism is 
the disjunction of ancient and medieval with modern foundationalism. 

 

THE REFORMED REJECTION OF CLASSICAL 
FOUNDATIONALISM 

These Reformed thinkers, I believe, are best understood as rejecting 
classical foundationalism.12 They were inclined to accept weak 
foundationalism, I think; but they were completely at odds with the idea 
that the foundations of a rational noetic structure can at most include 
propositions that are self-evident or evident to the senses or incorrigible. 
In particular, they were prepared to insist that a rational noetic structure 
can include belief in God as basic. As Bavinck put it “Scripture ... does 
not make God the conclusion of a syllogism, leaving it to us whether we 
think the argument holds or not. But it speaks with authority” Both 
theologically and religiously it proceeds from God as the starting point. 
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And of course Bavinck means to say that we must emulate Scripture 
here. 

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

Among the central contentions of these Reformed thinkers, therefore, are 
the claims that belief in God is properly basic, and the view that one who 
takes belief in God as basic can also know that God exists. 

 

THE GREAT PUMPKIN OBJECTION 

Now I enthusiastically concur in these contentions of Reformed 
epistemology, and by way of conclusion I want to defend them against a 
popular objection. It is tempting to raise the following sort of question. If 
belief in God is properly basic, why can't just any belief be properly 
basic? Couldn't we say the same for any bizarre aberration we can think 
of? What about voodoo or astrology? What about the belief that the 
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Great Pumpkin returns every Halloween? Could I properly take that as 
basic? And if I can't, why can I properly take belief in God as basic? 
Suppose I believe that if I flap my arms with sufficient vigor, I can take 
off and fly about the room; could I defend myself against the charge of 
irrationality by claiming this belief is basic? If we say that belief in God 
is properly basic, won't we be committed to holding that just anything, or 
nearly anything, can properly be taken as basic, thus throwing wide the 
gates to irrationalism and superstition? 

Certainly not. What might lead one to think the Reformed epistemologist 
is in this kind of trouble? The fact that he rejects the criteria for proper 
basicality purveyed by the classical foundationalist? But why should that 
be thought to commit him to such tolerance of irrationality? Consider an 
analogy. In the palmy days of positivism, the positivists went about 
confidently wielding their verifiability criterion and declaring 
meaningless much that was obviously meaningful. Now suppose 
someone rejected a formulation of that criterion—the one to be found in 
the second edition of A. J. Ayer’s Language, Truth and Logic, for 
example. Would that mean she was committed to holding that 

(7) Twas brillig; and the slithy toves did gyre and gymble in the 
wabe, 

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

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

This objection betrays an important misconception. How do we rightly 
arrive at or develop criteria for meaningfulness, or justified belief, or 
proper basicality? Where do they come from? Must one have such a 
criterion before one can sensibly make any judgments—positive or 
negative—about proper basicality? Surely not. Suppose I don't know of a 
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satisfactory substitute for the criteria proposed by classical 
foundationalism; I am nevertheless entirely within my rights in. holding 
that certain propositions are not properly basic in certain conditions. 
Some propositions seem self-evident when in fact they are not; that is the 
lesson of some of the Russell Paradoxes.13 Nevertheless it would be 
irrational to take as basic the denial of a proposition that seems self-
evident to you. Similarly, suppose it seems to you that you see a tree; you 
would then be irrational in taking as basic the proposition that you don't 
see a tree, or that there aren't any trees. In the same way, even if I don’t 
know of some illuminating criterion of meaning, I can quite properly 
declare (7) meaningless, even If I don’t have a successful substitute for 
the positivist’s verifiability criterion. 

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

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

But how does one know a thing like that? Where does it come from? (8) 
certainly isn’t self-evident or just obviously true. But if it isn’t, how does 
one arrive at it? What sorts of arguments would be appropriate? Of 
course a philosopher might find (8) so appealing that he simply takes it 
to be true, neither offering argument for it, nor accepting it on the basis 
of other things he believes, If he does so, however, his noetic structure 
will be self-referentially incoherent.  (8) itself is neither self-evident nor 
incorrigible; hence in accepting (8) as basic, the classical foundationalist 
violates the condition of proper basicality he himself lays down in 
accepting it. On the other hand, perhaps the philosopher has some 
argument for it from premises that are self-evident; it is exceeding hard 
to see, however, what such arguments might be like. And until he has 
produced such arguments, what shall the rest of us do—we who do not 
find (8) at all obvious or compelling? How could he use (8) to show us 
that belief in God, for example, is not properly basic? Why should we 
believe (8), or pay it any attention? 



15 
 

The fact is, I think, that neither (8) nor any other revealing necessary and 
sufficient condition for proper basicality follows from obviously self-
evident premises by obviously acceptable arguments And hence the 
proper way to arrive at such a criterion is, broadly speaking, inductive. 
We must assemble examples of beliefs and conditions such that the 
former are obviously properly basic in the latter, and examples of beliefs 
and conditions such that the former are obviously not properly basic in 
the latter. We must then frame hypotheses as to the necessary and 
sufficient conditions of proper basicality and test these hypotheses by 
reference to those examples. Under the right conditions, for example, it is 
clearly rational to believe that you see a human person before you a 
being who has thoughts and feelings, who knows and believes things, 
who makes decisions and acts. It is clear, furthermore, that you are under 
no obligation to reason to this belief from others you hold; under those 
conditions that belief is properly basic for you. But then (8) must be 
mistaken; the belief in question, under those circumstances, is properly 
basic, though neither self-evident nor incorrigible for you. Similarly, you 
may seem to remember that you had breakfast this morning, and perhaps 
you know of no reason to suppose your memory is playing you tricks. If 
so, you are entirely justified in taking that belief as basic. Of course it 
isn’t properly basic on the criteria offered by classical foundationalists; 
but that fact counts not against you but against those criteria. 

Accordingly, criteria for proper basicality must be reached from below 
rather than above; they should not be presented as obiter dicta, but 
argued to and tested by a relevant set of examples. But there is no reason 
to assume, in advance, that everyone will agree on the examples. The 
Christian will of course suppose that belief in God is entirely proper and 
rational; if he doesn’t accept this belief on the basis of other propositions, 
he will conclude that it is basic for him and quite properly so. Followers 
of Bertrand Russell and Madalyn Murray O’Hair may disagree; but how 
is that relevant? Must my criteria, or those of the Christian community, 
conform to their examples? Surely not. The Christian community is 
responsible to its set of examples, not to theirs. 

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

By way of conclusion then, the Reformed objection to natural theology, 
unformed and inchoate as it is, may best be seen as a rejection of 
classical foundationalism. As the Reformed thinker sees things, being 
self-evident, or incorrigible, or evident to the senses is not a necessary 
condition of proper basicality. He goes on to add that belief in God is 
properly basic. He is not thereby committed, even in the absence of a 
general criterion of proper basicality, to suppose that just any or nearly 
any belief—belief in the Great Pumpkin, for example—is properly basic. 
Like everyone should, he begins with examples; and he may take belief 
in the Great Pumpkin as a paradigm of irrational basic belief. 
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