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On Being An Agnostic 
 

by Vern Crisler, 2015. 

 

1. Types of Agnosticism 

 

There are two types of agnosticism with 

respect to religious belief.  The first type 

of agnosticism holds that one does not 

have knowledge while the second type 

of agnosticism holds that one cannot 

have knowledge.  In this essay, I will be 

discussing the second type of 

agnosticism with respect to religious 

belief as it is the more philosophically 

interesting sort. 

 

Many people are in the position of not 

knowing about a particular subject, 

especially religious teachings.  They 

may not know for various reasons: lack 

of time to study the matter, lack of 

intellectual curiosity or ability, lack of 

education, belief that there is 

insufficient evidence, and so on.  In this 

situation one either knows or does not 

know, and this sort of agnosticism does 

not raise any particular philosophical 

issues, any more than someone’s lack of 

                                                           
1 The notion of global skepticism denies that we 

can know the truth of anything, but this view 

tends to be self-stultifying since it would also 

apply to itself.  A taxonomy of skepticism can 

knowledge of physics or mathematics 

does. 

 

The other sort of agnosticism, the notion 

that one cannot know, raises an 

important philosophical issue regarding 

skepticism.  Skepticism can either be 

global or limited (or local) skepticism 

and in this essay I will only be dealing 

with local skepticism in regards to 

religious belief.1 

  

2.  The Influence of Immanuel Kant 

 

The concept of agnosticism as a general 

thesis in epistemology entered into 

metaphysical or religious debate in an 

influential way with the philosophy of 

Immanuel Kant.  It has been said that 

Kant was the philosopher of limitations.  

His goal was to determine the “limits” 

of metaphysics.  It should be noted here 

that religious belief is a species of 

metaphysics so what is said about 

metaphysics can be said mutatis 

mutandis about religious belief as well. 

 

Why did Kant think such limits were 

necessary?  Here is his answer: 

be found in Richard Feldman, Epistemology, 

New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 2003, p. 110. 
2  Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, 

Norman Kemp Smith edition, 1929, 1787, B 19. 

“That metaphysics has hitherto remained in so 

vacillating a state of uncertainty and 

contradiction. . . .”2 

 

“If [metaphysics] be a science, how comes it that 

it cannot, like other sciences, obtain universal 

and permanent recognition. . . . It seems almost 

ridiculous, while every other science is 

continually advancing, that in this, which 

pretends to be Wisdom incarnate, for whose 

oracle every one inquires, we should constantly 

move round the same spot, without gaining a 

single step.”3 

 

Uncertainty, contradiction, lack of 

advancement. . . . It can be seen from 

these quotations that Kant’s primary 

reason for seeking to put limits to what 

can be known is due to the 

disagreements he found in the subject of 

philosophy or metaphysics. 4   These 

disagreements were unlike those found 

in the special sciences in that the 

disagreements in metaphysics indicated 

a lack of progress in the subject matter. 

 

Kant spoke of the “illusion” of 

metaphysics which leads us into 

irreconcilable antinomies.  These 

antinomies are simply another term for 

disagreement or lack of a consistent set 

3 Immanuel Kant, Prolegomena to Any Future 

Metaphysics, Open Court edition, 1902 edition, 

p. 2 
4 Critique, A vii, p. 7, cf., B 19, p. 55. 



2 
 

of beliefs.  Kant makes a very large 

assumption that these disagreements are 

inevitable in a way that ordinary 

disagreements are not.  In Kant’s view, 

the cause of all these supposedly 

inevitable disagreements among 

philosophers as well as all the 

antinomies in thought was brought 

about by the attempt of reason to gain 

knowledge of things that were 

transcendent, beyond empirical 

experience (God, freedom, 

immortality).5  Reason was attempting 

to go beyond its proper limits. 

 

For Kant, knowledge of the non-

empirical thing-in-itself must remain 

hidden from us while the only empirical 

knowledge we can have is strictly that of 

appearances.6  Limiting knowledge only 

to appearances results in a self-

limitation of reason and is meant to have 

a practical benefit of removing 

skepticism about religion.  As Kant 

says: “I have therefore found it 

necessary to deny knowledge, in order to 

make room for faith.”7  Thus Kant was a 

local skeptic regarding religious 

                                                           
5 Critique, B xxx, p. 29.  
6 Critique, B xx, p. 24. 
7 Critique, B xxx, 29. 

knowledge in order to defeat general 

skepticism about religious faith. 

 

3.  Types of Disagreements 

 

What sort of disagreement does Kant 

have in mind in his attack on 

metaphysics?8  There are quite a number 

of disagreements in the special sciences, 

or even in mathematical disciplines.  

Nevertheless, Kant did not think these 

disagreements rendered science and 

mathematics impossible.  His discussion 

of the antimonies of reason help us 

better to understand what sort of 

disagreement he was thinking of. 

 

He in fact chose some of the most 

important disputes among philosophers 

as his examples: (a) the belief that the 

world had a beginning versus the belief 

that the world was eternal; (b) the idea 

that matter is divisible into ultimate 

simples versus the idea that the division 

of matter never stops; (c) the concept of 

causation that excludes human freedom 

versus the view that man is free; and (d) 

the view that God exists versus the view 

that God does not exist.9  Kant believed 

8  Kant attacks both general metaphysics 

(ontology) and special metaphysics (God, 

freedom, immortality, etc.).  See “Kant’s 

that reason could prove each of these 

views, no matter if the results of such 

proofs were contradictory.  His solution 

to this state of affairs was 

“transcendental idealism.”10 

 

The following represents Kant’s basic 

argument for agnosticism about 

metaphysics (and hence also religious 

truths). 

 
1. If there is (inevitable) disagreement in 

metaphysics, then reason is attempting to go 

beyond all possible experience. 

 

2. There is (inevitable) disagreement in 

metaphysics. 

 

3. Thus, reason is attempting to go beyond all 

possible experience.  (Modus Ponens 1, 2.) 
 

In syllogistic form the argument can be 

put this way: 

 
1. All cases of (inevitable) disagreement in 

metaphysics are cases of reason attempting to go 

beyond all possible experience. 

 

2. x is a case of (inevitable) disagreement in 

metaphysics 

 

Critique of Metaphysics,” online at Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
9 Critique, A 406ff., cf., pp. 384ff. 
10 Critique, A 491, B519, p. 439. 
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3. Therefore, x is a case of reason attempting to 

go beyond all possible experience. 
 

Here x refers to any influential 

metaphysical claim that in dispute 

among philosophers.  Kant believes 

these disagreements are due to reason 

being necessarily led in opposite 

directions into contradiction. 

 

4.  Response to Kant 

 

The question, however, is why should 

we accept the first premise?  Why 

should we believe that any or all cases 

of disagreement in metaphysics are 

inevitable, and are cases of reason 

attempting to go beyond all possible 

experience?  Why in fact cannot some 

disagreements in metaphysics simply be 

cases of reason making a mistake rather 

than being inevitable or going beyond 

its limits? 

 

Kant would no doubt claim that such 

disagreements will occur of necessity, 

but if so, he is merely assuming the point 

at issue.  Perhaps the vaunted 

“antinomies” of reason are really just 

                                                           
11 A number of philosophers believe the Kalam 

Cosmological argument and the Grim Reaper 

paradox rule out the notion of infinite time, 

perhaps even the notion of infinite divisibility, 

mistakes made by philosophers.  

Perhaps philosophers have simply not 

thought through the issues well enough, 

and there is nothing necessary at all 

about metaphysical disagreement.11 

 

Or why can’t disagreements in 

metaphysics simply be cases of people 

starting with different presuppositions?  

Thus, rather than reason going beyond 

its limits, perhaps people may be 

arguing over the fact that one person has 

a different worldview from another 

person, and thus they do not see eye to 

eye on how to interpret the world or the 

topics of metaphysics. 

 

In my opinion, Kant has simply not 

demonstrated his claim in the first 

premise.  Thus, the mere fact that x is a 

case of disagreement in metaphysics 

does not lead ineluctably to the 

conclusion that x is a case of reason 

attempting to go beyond all possible 

experience.  Similarly, the fact that there 

are any number of disagreements in 

metaphysics (increasing the quantity of 

x’s) does not lead ineluctably to the 

conclusion that these disagreements are 

leaving Kant with fewer antimonies to support 

his argument. 
12 Perhaps Kant would claim that such progress 

in metaphysics is really just progress in 

a case of reason attempting to go beyond 

all possible experience.  Moreover, 

Kant’s argument does not take into 

account agreements in metaphysics, or 

evidences of progress in metaphysics.  

These would seem to indicate that it is 

possible to solve metaphysical issues 

and that we need not give in to the 

counsel of despair with regard to finding 

metaphysical or religious truth.12   

 

In addition, even if we were not able to 

know anything beyond all possible 

experience, this does not mean there 

aren’t other ways of knowing.  After all, 

empirical cognition is only one mode of 

knowing, something Kant himself 

admits.  We can also know 

mathematical truths, which go beyond 

all possible experience.  There are also 

conceptual or transcendental truths.  For 

instance, the claim that we cannot know 

anything beyond all possible experience 

is a claim that appears to go beyond all 

experience and perhaps all possible 

experience.  So we would know at least 

that metaphysical truth, which would 

show that Kant’s claim is false.  This is 

ironic in that Kant, while not the first to 

understanding ourselves, but this would merely 

assume his own idiosyncratic mental 

psychology without really demonstrating it. 
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use transcendental proofs, is the one 

who popularized this argumentative 

procedure. 

 

Finally, even if reason cannot go beyond 

all possible experience why should that 

fact prevent us from gaining knowledge 

about things external to experience?  In 

fact, it is among the great truths of 

religion that we can come to a 

knowledge of God, that we can have 

assurance of our salvation, or that we 

can justifiably believe that life continues 

after death.  And yet Kant would rule 

these putative truths out of bounds 

simply because they go beyond our 

current experience, and perhaps even 

our possible experience (if we know 

them only by our minds rather than by 

our senses). 

 

Why should religious people accept 

Kant’s criterion?  Why should they 

accept the idea that we are forever 

                                                           
13 Christianity, for example, teaches that we can 

be assured of these things through the testimony 

of the prophets and apostles, and also through 

the witness of the Holy Spirit.  See, for instance, 

Westminster Confession of Faith, Chapter 18, 

“Of Assurance of Grace and Salvation.”  We are 

justified in this assurance by way of “the right 

use of ordinary means.”  Max Weber would later 

highlight this “ordinary means” aspect of 

Calvinism in relation to capitalism.  (Max 

barred from knowing religious truths?13  

That seems like requiring them to 

acquiesce to Kant’s position from the 

start just on Kant’s say so rather than on 

the basis of a sound demonstration. 

 

I conclude that Kant has not really 

shown that metaphysical or religious 

disagreement must lead to agnosticism 

about such truths.14 

 

Kant’s worry is not really that people 

disagree but that they disagree based 

upon the type of belief involved.  

Because metaphysical or religious 

beliefs are of this type, disagreement 

will be inevitable in Kant’s view.  For 

Kant, it is not enough to say we don’t 

know about metaphysics.  Rather, the 

aim is to show that we can’t know about 

metaphysics, that there is a logical 

impossibility involved in trying to 

obtain such knowledge. 

 

Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of 

Capitalism, 1905.) 
14 Keith De Rose says, “The basic point is that, 

when there are many other apparently sensible 

people who disagree with you, you need a good 

argument to claim that you know they’re wrong.”  

Interview of Keith DeRose by Gary Gutting, 

New York Times, September 18, 2014. 

In the above discussion it has been 

pointed out that Kant has not really 

demonstrated such a far-reaching claim.  

In fact, Kant tries (incautiously) to 

support a notion of universal 

impossibility by a merely concrete 

factual situation, that is to say, a factual 

situation in which philosophers have 

disagreements over certain key 

metaphysical issues. 

 

5.  Post-Kantian Developments: 

Positivism 

 

After Kant, a number of responses to 

religious belief have been offered. 15  

One influential response is Positivism.  

This view rejects all meaning in 

religious statements, so there could not 

be any genuine disagreement in 

religious belief since it was all 

meaningless.16  James Beach, a modern 

representative of this view, says: “I 

further presume to rest upon this 

15 I am describing these views in a philosophical 

sense as they may not correspond exactly with 

their historical counterparts.   
16  It should be acknowledged here that some 

religious teachings may be difficult to 

understand, but I think positivism about 

religious belief is going beyond mere confusion 

or ignorance or puzzlement over any particular 

religious teaching.  Rather, it is claiming that all 

religious beliefs about the transcendent are 
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definition an assertion that the only 

possible justification for any belief will 

be empirical in nature; that to attempt by 

other means to vindicate belief is to toil 

under the weight of circular assumptions 

and to flirt unnecessarily with 

nonsense.”17 

 

Of course, the claim that the only 

possible justification for any belief must 

be empirical in nature is not a belief that 

is empirical in nature.  Thus, if Beach’s 

view were true, it would no more escape 

reduction to nonsense than any of the 

views he is attacking.  Thus, positivism 

proves too much. 

 

Perhaps Beach would claim that there is 

still something about religious belief 

that makes it suspect.  If so, he would 

need to demonstrate such a contention in 

a way that did not boomerang on his 

own position, and I have not yet seen the 

argument.  Moreover, Beach is making 

an unwarranted assumption that religion 

does not rest upon empirical or 

verifiable claims.  Perhaps Beach is a 

high-standards empiricist who does not 

think that historical evidence is 

                                                           
meaningless per se precisely because they are 

non-empirical or incapable in principle of being 

verified. 

sufficient to establish a religious truth, 

or perhaps he does not accept the 

reliability of ancient texts when they 

speak of historical or spiritual matters.  

Or perhaps Beach could maintain that 

some or even many religious beliefs can 

be, or have been, verified, but then also 

maintain that for a religion to be valid or 

meaningful, all claims made by that 

religion must be empirically verified (a 

sort of high standards burden of proof 

position). 

 

If so, these views are not themselves 

empirically-based assumptions but are 

philosophical viewpoints, which would 

run afoul of Beach’s own high-standards 

empiricism.  In any case, he would still 

need to provide an argument for such 

views in order to be taken seriously.   

 

Finally, perhaps Beach merely feels that 

there is something wrong with religious 

belief, but can’t quite put his finger on it.  

In fact, this would be true of a lot of 

people: they have an uneasy feeling 

around religion.  Nevertheless, if no real 

reason can be given for this felt 

uneasiness, then it is ultimately based on 

17 James Beach, “John Bishop’s Leaps of Faith, 

etc.,” Religious Studies, Vol. 50:1, 2014, p. 101. 
18 For a relatively contemporary discussion of 

the issue, see Alvin Plantinga, Warranted 

emotion or irrationality, and boils down 

to little more than a kind of reverse 

fideism―not believing despite the 

evidence. 

 

Perhaps, the agnostic still thinks there is 

something about religious disagreement 

that points to agnosticism as the morally 

superior position to be in with respect to 

belief.  In this case, there is a normative 

component to agnosticism and it is felt 

the religious believer violates the norms 

of reasonable debate whereas the 

agnostic does not.  I have yet to see this 

fully argued but it would be an 

interesting philosophical discussion that 

goes beyond the present paper. 18  It 

would really boil down to whether the 

agnostic could justify his concept of 

morality in the face of criticism. 

 

6.  Pietism 

 

Another influential response with 

respect to religious disagreement is 

Pietism.  This view rejects the role of 

reason in religious belief and rejects any 

significant role for apologetics, the 

defense of religion.  It prefers instead to 

Christian Belief, 2000, where he discusses “de 

jure” objections to Christian belief, cf., p. ix.  

The discussion can also be generalized to any 

sort of religious belief. 
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confront religious disagreement with 

subjective, or rather private experiences 

of the divine.  But if arguments are to be 

settled by inner private experience, with 

no significant contribution from reason 

or empirical evidence, then there is no 

basis for agreement or disagreement.  

Pietism ends up proving too little. 

 

7.  Religious Liberalism 

 

A third influential approach to religious 

belief is Religious Liberalism.  This, too, 

tended to reject reason and instead 

upheld the usefulness of religion or the 

practical benefits of faith, and so on.  A 

modern representative of this view, 

Gary Gutting, says: “Knowledge, if it 

exists, adds a major dimension to 

religious commitment.  But love and 

understanding, even without knowledge, 

are tremendous gifts; and religious 

knowledge claims are hard to support. 

We should, then, make room for those 

who embrace a religion as a source of 

love and understanding but remain 

agnostic about the religion’s knowledge 

claims. We should, for example, 

                                                           
19  Gary Gutting, “Religious Agnosticism,” 

Midwest Studies in Philosophy, XXXVII, 2013, 

p. 67. 
20 G. C. Berkouwer, A Half Century of Theology, 

Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1977, pp. 11, 21. 

countenance those who are Christians 

while doubting the literal truth of, say, 

the Trinity and the Resurrection.  I 

wager, in fact, that many professed 

Christians are not at all sure about the 

truth of these doctrines—and other 

believers have similar doubts.  They are, 

quite properly, religious agnostics.”19 

 

This view is very similar to older forms 

of religious liberalism, such as “ethical 

theology,” which had as its slogan: “Not 

dead doctrine, but the living Lord.”  

Such liberalism was joined by 

“modernism,” which was more 

interested in concrete pastoral 

experience than in abstract “systems” of 

theology or church doctrine.20 

 

The emphasis in all forms of religious 

liberalism is on the particular, on the 

concrete, on the authenticity of religious 

experience, on humanitarian action with 

respect to actual people and so on.  It 

deemphasizes dogma, or creed, or any 

sort of abstract conception of religious 

truth, seeing such things as standing in 

the way of “love and understanding.” 

21 On the other hand, Graham Oppy argues for 

“weak agnosticism,” the view that it is not 

required, but is permissible to suspend judgment 

with respect to theistic belief.  Cf., Oppy, “Weak 

Nevertheless, if there is a truth of the 

matter in religious belief, then no 

amount of churchly humanitarianism 

should obscure the need for determining 

and accepting the truth or falsity of 

religious belief.21  Feldman points out in 

the context of one of his classes why one 

cannot be an agnostic if there is a truth 

of the matter:  

 
“In saying that there were disagreements among 

the students [of my class], I am saying only that 

there were propositions that some of them 

affirmed and some of them denied.  When there 

is a disagreement, it is not possible for both sides 

to be right.  Most obviously, if there is a God, 

then the atheists are mistaken no matter how 

sincere, well-meaning, and thoughtful they were.  

If there is no God, then theists are mistaken.  The 

same goes for the other propositions about 

which they disagreed: What some of them 

believed was not simply different from what the 

others believed.  Their beliefs were 

incompatible.  If one side had it right, then the 

other had it wrong.”22 

 

Feldman rightly rejects relativism, 

which says that something is true for 

you while its opposite is true for me.23  

This simply means the relativist refuses 

to engage in serious debate over truth.  

Agnosticism Defended,” International Journal 

for Philosophy of Religion, 36: 147-167, 1994. 
22  Feldman, “Reasonable Religious 

Disagreement,” p. 5. 
23 Feldman, p. 4. 
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He fails to respect the views of the 

contending parties.24 

 

8.  Beach on Agnosticism 

 

We have seen that James Beach has 

argued for a sort of neo-positivism.  He 

argues in his paper on agnosticism and 

religious belief that states of belief are 

“precursor” states to knowledge.  This is 

considered to be their function.  Thus 

beliefs in the transcendent can never be 

precursor states because they are endless 

and do not lead to knowledge. “If one 

accepts this definition, one is forced into 

the understanding that doxastic states, 

when they are associated with 

transcendent matter, necessarily fail in 

function: they present themselves as 

endless states, which cannot change in 

any way that would vindicate or falsify 

any particular belief.  If God is not 

known, and cannot be known, to the 

                                                           
24 Oddly enough, Feldman’s essay “Reasonable 

Religious Disagreement” was an essay on 

tolerance but seems rather on the intolerant side 

to this writer.  Feldman’s ire was directed 

against Cal Thomas, a conservative Christian 

writer, who had written in a newspaper column 

that atheism had no basis for morality.  Feldman 

attacked Thomas’s views as “foolish and 

simplistic,” “troubling,” and as mistakenly 

equating atheism with a denial of objective 

moral standards.  One thing that tolerance is 

believer, his belief frustrates its own 

function.”25 

 

The notion of states of belief being 

precursor states is interesting but seems 

hardly earth-shattering given that the 

justified, true, belief definition of 

knowledge contains the notion of belief.  

So we know just by definition that belief 

is a precursor state of knowledge.  

Nevertheless, for Beach, it is only a type 

of belief that can involve a precursor 

state, namely empirical beliefs.  He says, 

  
“A proposition constituted of elements that lie 

beyond empirical means is, necessarily, a claim 

of agnosticism in regard to those elements and 

therefore in regard to that claim.  I do not pretend 

here to have positively falsified any particular 

transcendent belief allegedly held by x.  But I do 

question such a belief’s status as a belief.  And I 

suggest to the reader that by assigning x this new 

status as an agnostic, I excuse him from any 

obligation in justifying himself, for agnosticism 

supposed to give us is not willfully to 

misunderstand an opponent’s argument.  In 

Feldman’s complaint against Thomas, he has 

essentially attacked a straw man rather than 

Thomas’s argument.  Thomas was not saying 

atheists deny objective moral standards, and he 

can readily admit that atheists are often very 

moral, can believe there are objective standards, 

and along with theists can condemn the 

Holocaust on moral grounds.  What Thomas was 

alluding to rather is the putative inability of 

is not a state one can be forced to abandon: if one 

does not know, one just does not know.”26 

 

One thing that Beach seems to have 

forgotten is that truth is also a precursor 

to knowledge.  However, some truths 

might remain forever unknown (by our 

lights), but that certainly does not mean 

we aren’t being reasonable if we still 

believe those truths.  For instance, it is 

doubtful that we will ever know some 

truths in theoretical physics, but that 

does not mean it is unreasonable to 

believe in those truths.  At least we 

haven’t been shown why it is better to 

adopt an agnostic position with respect 

to truth rather than reasonable belief in 

such truth. 

 

In addition, Beach has confused two 

types of agnosticism, where one doesn’t 

know, and where one cannot know.  As 

discussed earlier, his positivist 

philosophy doesn’t just say that one 

atheists to justify morality on atheistic grounds.  

That has been a major argument in theist versus 

atheist debates, and it is hardly novel or 

simplistic.  Feldman, who is usually sober and 

reasonable in his philosophical analysis, has 

allowed his presuppositions to lead him away 

from a tolerant understanding of his opponent. 
25 Beach, p. 108. 
26 Beach, pp. 108-09. 
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does not know, but that one cannot 

know.  So Beach does more than just 

excuse a religious believer from any 

obligation in justifying himself; he does 

not think that a religious believer can 

justify himself. 

 

Of course, it hardly needs to be pointed 

out that Beach’s notion of non-verifiable 

beliefs as unending non-precursor states 

is itself a non-verifiable belief and is 

therefore in an unending non-precursor 

state, which requires us, on Beach’s 

assumptions, to be agnostic about it.27 

 

9.  Presuppositionalism 

 

My own view is that once disagreements 

go beyond mere factual disagreements, 

they are presuppositional rather than 

evidential in character.  That means 

there is no need to appeal to, nor resign 

to, a state of agnosticism.  Consider the 

following scenario.  Suppose a defender 

of Christianity presents evidence for the 

resurrection of Christ.  Say a non-

believer in Christianity tries to rebut this 

evidence but is not successful.  Will the 

non-believer change his mind and 

believe in the resurrection of Christ?  

That is unlikely.  His response would be 

                                                           
27 It baffles me to no end why any philosopher 

would still want to be a positivist (of any sort) 

along these lines: “Well, even if all the 

evidence supports the resurrection of 

Christ, and there are no compelling 

defeaters for the belief in the 

resurrection of Christ, it is still wrong to 

believe in it.  It is wrong to believe in it 

because we know that resurrections 

don’t happen.” 

 

Of course, few non-believers will accept 

the view that all the evidence supports 

Christ’s resurrection, but let us assume 

it hypothetically.  Unless the defender of 

Christianity is philosophically 

sophisticated, he may scratch his head in 

puzzlement and respond to the 

nonbeliever: 

 

“But I’ve just demonstrated that 

resurrections can happen by showing 

that Christ rose from the dead.” 

 

“Nevertheless,” replies the non-believer, 

“despite your wonderfully compelling 

evidence for the resurrection of Christ, 

the notion cannot be believed because 

we know that extraordinary events like 

that don’t happen in history.  The course 

of nature is orderly and this would be a 

violation of the laws of nature and 

everything we know about the universe.” 

despite its incoherency as a philosophical 

viewpoint.  The Vienna Circle died a long time 

The Christian responds in growing 

frustration:  “But how can you make that 

claim when I’ve shown you the 

evidence?” 

 

“It doesn’t matter.  No amount of 

evidence will ever convince me that 

human beings can rise from the dead, 

and therefore no amount of evidence 

will ever convince me that Christ rose 

from the dead.” 

 

“But that’s just being stubborn,” replies 

the defender of Christianity.  “Don’t you 

see that unique events can happen in 

history?  If I were to tell you that people 

have come back to life whom everyone 

thought was dead, wouldn’t you at least 

grant the possibility that Christ could 

have risen from the dead?” 

 

At this point, the non-believer might try 

a different tactic.  Instead of a blanket 

denial, he may affirm everything.  “Well, 

okay,” says the non-believer, “let’s 

grant the possibility that someone can 

rise from the dead.  So what?  We live in 

a mysterious and largely unknown 

universe.  We have unlikely events 

happening all the time, if you take the 

long view.  There’s the Big Bang, a very 

ago, but there seem to be some philosophers who 

still haven’t attended the funeral. 
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unlikely event even though it still 

happened.  There is the evolution of life, 

of course, which was also very unlikely 

but still happened.  So, yes, possibly 

resurrections can happen through 

cosmic time but they are meaningless 

within the larger scheme of strange 

events.  There would therefore be no 

significance or deeper meaning to an 

alleged resurrection of Christ, even if it 

happened in the way you described.”28 

 

By this time, the defender of 

Christianity might be trying to figure out 

what to say next, so as to persuade the 

non-believer of the folly of his ways.  

Unfortunately, the problem is that the 

defender of Christianity in this scenario 

thinks religious debates can only be won 

by looking at evidence.  He does not 

realize that presuppositions or 

worldviews can influence as well as 

determine the position of his opponents.  

He does not realize that evidence in this 

case is controlled by prior modal 

assumptions, and by prior assumptions 

about meaning and significance.  

                                                           
28 This sort of dialogue is a frequent illustration 

in defenses of presuppositionalism against what 

could be called “naïve” evidentialism.  See, 

Cornelius Van Til, Defense of the Faith, 

Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed Pub. 

Co., 1955, 1967, pp. 225ff; p. 240; and also Greg 

Presuppositionalism calls attention to 

these things and can explain at least 

some of the disagreements between 

religious believers without resorting to a 

problematic agnosticism.29 

 

10.  Feldman’s Criticism 

 

Now, Feldman does consider the issue 

of presuppositionalism but dismisses it 

too quickly.  He says: “A related idea is 

that people may have different 

fundamental principles or world 

views. . . . Once people have engaged in 

a full discussion of issues, their different 

starting points will be apparent. . . . Once 

you see that there are these alternative 

starting points, you need a reason to 

prefer one over the other.  There may be 

practical benefit to picking one.  But it 

does not yield rational belief.”30 

 

Feldman thinks this undermines 

presuppositionalism by arguing that 

given all these different presuppositions, 

you would still need a reason for 

preferring one over another, and if you 

Bahnsen, Presuppositional Apologetics: Stated 

and Defended, American Vision Inc & 

Covenant Media Press, 2008, 2011, p. 267. 
29  By presuppositionalism, I don’t mean that 

(say) the resurrection of Christ presupposes the 

incarnation.  Yes, it does so for theological 

did not have a reason for your 

preference, it would simply be an 

irrational choice.  But of course, to say 

that one needs a “reason” for preferring 

one presupposition over another is 

merely a denial of presuppositionalism, 

for if you had a reason, then you would 

not need to bother about presuppositions.   

 

Nevertheless, the presuppositionalist 

would contend vis-à-vis Feldman that 

the notion of providing reasons to prefer 

one starting point over another is to fail 

to understand that such reasoning is 

guided by one’s starting point.  In other 

words, one cannot reason outside of 

one’s presupposition or starting point.  

One’s presuppositional starting point or 

one’s worldview is held to provide the 

enabling ontology for the possibility of 

rationality or reasoning itself. 

 

Perhaps Feldman is worried that if there 

is no reason for choosing, how would 

we exclude arbitrary choices?  Perhaps 

he sees dangers in an extreme sort of 

presuppositionalism, in which there is 

reasons, in that there would be no point to the 

resurrection if the incarnation had not taken 

place.  However, the presuppositions I’m 

referring to are philosophical in this context 

rather than theological. 
30 Feldman, p. 11. 
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no way in principle for competing 

positions to evaluate one other due to a 

lack of shared standards of rationality. 

 

My own view is that the best sort of 

presuppositionalism should not be seen 

as extreme in that way.  That is because 

moderate presuppositionalism does not 

involve a top down argument, but rather 

a bottom-up argument.31  In debate, one 

does not start with a presupposition, 

paradoxical as that might sound, but one 

ends up with a presupposition.  The 

notion of top-down debate would simply 

have worldviews clashing with each 

other like balloons bouncing up against 

one another in the night with no real 

point of contact.32 

 

11.  Two Forms of 

Presuppositionalism 

 

Top-down presuppositionalism runs up 

against the problem of an unlimited 

disjunction.  If say, one were to start 

with Christianity (or Hinduism, etc.) as 

                                                           
31 This procedure is over against top-down 

Cartesianism or top-down rationalism.  There 

are some extreme versions of 

presuppositionalism that do start as a sort of top-

down rationalism, but it would take us too far 

afield to discuss them here. 
32  This was the charge brought against 

presuppositionalism by John W. Montgomery in 

one’s presupposition, then deduce or 

support rationality or morality from that 

presupposition, nothing would prevent 

an alternative religion from doing the 

same thing.  The alternative religion 

might be one that could be made up on-

the-spot, and the alternatives are endless.   

 

For instance, one can merely add an 

extra book to the original “Bible” for 

each new religion (a 67th book, a 68th 

book, and so on corresponding to a 67th 

religion, or a 68th religion and so on).  

Adding an extra book to create a new 

religion could go on as long as there are 

numbers, with each successive book 

teaching something slightly different 

from the preceding book.33 

 

In bottom-up presuppositionalism, 

however, one starts with rationality and 

morality.  Rationality would include 

historical, factual, or any other sort of 

evidence, as well as rational 

argumentation.  A religion (or any 

worldview) must survive this grueling 

“Once Upon an A Priori,” in E. R. Geehan, ed., 

Jerusalem and Athens: Critical Discussions on 

the Philosophy and Apologetics of Cornelius 

Van Til, Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian & Reformed 

Pub. Co, 1977, pp. 380ff. 
33 The ability to mimic religion is the basis of 

what is known as the “Fristianity” objection to 

presuppositionalism. 

process first before it can ascend to the 

presuppositional level of debate.  This 

would rule out any made up, on-the-spot 

religions that merely mimic existing 

religions since they could not survive 

the first round of analysis. 

 

In this sense presuppositional debate is 

concrete rather than abstract and mainly 

deals only with already existing types of 

religious or non-religious worldviews.  

In fact, mainstream presuppositionalists 

have insisted on concrete rather than 

abstract worldview debate.  Abstract 

worldview debate is where one merely 

presents a positive statement of one’s 

position.34  It in effects starts with the 

roof of the house and attempts to work 

its way down to the foundations. 

 

Contrary to this, however, debate can 

begin in medias re with evidence, with 

reasoning about evidence, with history, 

with all the sorts of factual, moral, or 

aesthetic considerations that can be 

brought to bear in establishing one’s 

34 Cf., Cornelius Van Til, A Survey of Christian 

Epistemology, Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian & 

Reformed Pub. Co., 1932, 1977, pp. 204-05; 

also, Michael R. Butler, “The Transcendental 

Argument for God’s Existence,” in S. Schlissel, 

ed., The Standard Bearer: A Festschrift for Greg 

L. Bahnsen, Covenant Media Press, 2002, pp. 

86-87, p. 119. 
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beliefs.  Cornelius Van Til speaks of this 

as the “proximate starting point” of 

reasoning.35  In this way logic, evidence, 

or reasons for beliefs are not sidestepped 

but are in fact the first rung of the 

apologetic ladder. 

 

Now it is true that Van Til stated that the 

issues between Christian and non-

Christian cannot be settled by a “direct” 

appeal to facts or laws. 36   Is this a 

contradiction in his thought?  Do we 

begin with the “proximate” things or do 

we begin with something else?  I believe 

this seeming contradiction can be solved 

if we take into account that Van Til is 

already assuming that there is profound 

disagreement between the Christian and 

non-Christian.  The appeal to facts or 

laws will no longer make any difference 

between the disputants, so the debate 

must be taken to a higher level, the 

presuppositional level.  In other words, 

the Christian (and non-Christian) can 

start with facts as a proximate starting 

point, but the disputants will not adopt 

the philosophy of fact each one brings to 

the facts before investigation has even 

begun.37 

 

The point is that the presuppositional 

level is not reached until there is an 

                                                           
35 Van Til, Survey, p. 201. 

impasse in argument or where there is 

no factual debate anymore but still 

disagreement.  It is at this stage that the 

debaters’ presuppositions come in to 

focus.  Perhaps the arguers did not really 

know their own presuppositions, but 

now at the conclusion of debate, they 

realize why they still don’t accept the 

other’s position. 

 

Once the presuppositions are made 

manifest, the abstract, top-down view 

can be further circumvented by having 

the opposing sides, for purposes of 

argument, enter into the 

presuppositional “system” of the other 

side and compare its acknowledged 

standards of rationality with the claims 

it makes.  Is there incoherence in the 

system? 

 

The final question is, even if the system 

survives a coherency test, does it 

provide the enabling ontology for 

rationality or morality?  If not, then that 

worldview fails both on its own internal 

grounds and because it is unable to 

provide a foundation that can support 

the epistemic normativity of logic, the 

existence of facts, and the grounds for 

morality. 

 

36 Cornelius Van Til, Defense, p. 100. 

Would this constitute a “reason” for 

choosing on Feldman’s view?  Or would 

he regard transcendental argument of 

this sort as an illegitimate enterprise?  In 

any case, even if there might be 

problems with regard to worldview 

comparisons, I would argue that 

appropriate presuppositional debate 

does not necessarily reduce to relativism 

about justification, or fideism about 

belief, as Feldman seems to think. 

 

12. Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, I regard many of the 

disagreements in religious belief to be 

due to the ultimate presuppositions or 

commitments that thinkers bring to the 

table with respect to metaphysical or 

religious discussion.  So in the final 

analysis I do not believe religious 

disagreements justify agnosticism, and I 

do not agree with the view that we 

should suspend judgment on such 

beliefs.  Rather, we should pursue the 

Socratic quest for truth even in religious 

disagreements. 

 

As Socrates says in Meno: “[W]e shall 

be better people . . . by supposing that 

one should enquire about things one 

doesn’t know, than if we suppose that 

37 Van Til, Survey, p. 120; 124; 204. 
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when we don’t know things we can’t 

find them out either and needn’t search 

for them―this is something for which I 

absolutely would fight, both in word and 

deed, to the limit of my powers.” 
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