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Abstract In his famous essay “The Ethics of Belief,” William K. Clifford claimed “it is
wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.”
(Clifford’s essay was originally published in Contemporary Review in 1877; it is presently
in print in Madigan (1999)). One might claim that a corollary to Clifford’s Law is that it
is wrong, always, everywhere, and for anyone, to withhold belief when faced with suffi-
cient evidence. Seeming to operate on this principle, many religious philosophers—from St.
Anselm to Alvin Plantinga—have claimed that non-believers are psychologically or cogni-
tively deficient if they refuse to believe in the existence of God, when presented with evidence
for His existence in the form of relevant experience or religious arguments that are prima
facie unassailable. Similarly, many atheists fail to see how believers can confront the problem
of evil and still assert their belief in a benevolent, omnipotent, and omniscient Creator. In
this paper, I propose to explain why religious arguments so often fail to persuade (I take the
term ‘religious argument’ to include arguments whose conclusions are either assertions or
denials of religious claims). In doing so, I first offer an account of persuasion and then apply
it to religious arguments. I go on to argue that at least some religious arguments commit a
form of question-begging, which I call “begging the doxastic question.” An argument begs
the doxastic question, on my account, when a subject would find the argument persuasive
only if she antecedently believes the argument’s conclusion. This form of question begging
is not, strictly speaking, a case of circularity and thus, is not a fallacy; rather, it would explain
why one coming to the argument would fail to be persuaded by it unless he already accepted
its conclusion. This has the effect, when applied to religious argumentation, that religious
arguments are rarely persuasive, which raises the further question: what good are religious
arguments? I end by suggesting some non-persuasive functions of religious argument. Finally,
I suggest that a full understanding of religious argumentation should give evidentialists pause,
for religious beliefs look less like belief states that are sensitive to evidentiary states and more
like framework principles or fundamental commitments.
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Introduction

It is a well-noted fact that religious arguments, whether aimed at establishing religious belief
or undermining it, are rather doxastically inert; that is, few are talked into (or out of) reli-
gious belief on the basis of arguments.1 This feature of religious argument seems to raise a
dilemma for proponents of such arguments. On the one hand, few if any nonbelievers are
convinced of the truth of religious doctrines (and thus converted) on the force of religious
arguments. So it would seem that religious arguments are not sufficiently effective tools for
persuading nonbelievers to believe. Indeed, I will argue below that at least for many nonbe-
lievers, religious arguments often cannot be rationally persuasive, for such arguments will
beg the question for that audience. On the other hand, religious arguments seem beside the
point for those who already believe; that is, a religious believer is one who already assents
to religious tenets and thus one who will not need to be persuaded of their truth. So it would
seem that religious arguments are not necessary for persuading believers to believe. If this
is so, then religious arguments are neither necessary nor sufficient for producing religious
belief. And yet, the history of at least some (particularly monotheistic) religions is rife with
examples of religious arguments that seem, on the face of them, to be aimed at persuading the
argument’s audience of the truth of their conclusions. Should we conclude that theologians
have long wasted their time in formulating religious arguments? Or should we perhaps ask
what purpose, other than persuasion, religious arguments might serve?

In this paper, I aim to address this quandary, both by explaining why religious arguments
are so often doxastically inert and by arguing that nonetheless, religious arguments serve
several useful functions other than persuasion. But before moving to my own arguments, I
want to contrast my view with a view that is prevalent in both Christian theist and atheist
circles. On this view, if a person is not persuaded by a religious argument—that is, if he does
not give up his religious belief or come to have a religious belief that he did not have prior
to hearing the argument—he is irrational. Theistic proponents of this view seem to think that
nonbelievers who are not converted by religious arguments are somehow psychologically or
cognitively defective.2 St. Anselm famously took this line in the Proslogion when he declared
“Truly there is a God, although the fool hath said in his heart, There is no God.”3 As Richard
Taylor illustrates in commentary, Anselm understands the ontological argument’s force in
terms which place the fault for any failure of persuasion squarely on the person whom the
argument fails to persuade.

1 Gilson(1969, p.174), for example, declared that “the prospect of looking for proofs of something I feel so
sure of appears to me a waste of time.” Baillie(1959, p.132) noted even more strongly, “We are rejecting
logical argument of any kind as the first chapter of our theology or as representing the process by which God
comes to be known. We are holding that our knowledge of God rests rather on the revelation of His personal
Presence …. Of such a presence it must be true that to those who have never been confronted with it argument
is useless, while to those who have, it is superfluous.” Baillie is quoted in Holley (1983).
2 I mean for this account to hold for the atheist who accuses theists of being irrational if the latter fail to be
persuaded by atheistic arguments. For the sake of brevity, however, I will here focus on the theist tradition and
hope that the reader will agree that the case can be made for the atheist tradition in similar fashion.
3 Proslogium, in Deane (1962, p. 53).
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[God’s] existence is perfectly evident to anyone who really understands what is being
described, and only a fool, St. Anselm said, or one who has no clear understanding of
what is meant by God (sic) can fail to believe in him.4

In other words, one’s nonbelief in the face of the ontological argument entails one’s lack of
understanding (a cognitive defect).

Although our focus here is on argumentation, it is interesting to note that this view
goes beyond those in the evidentialist tradition. Alvin Plantinga, the foremost defender of
Reformed Epistemology, similarly holds that non-believers are cognitively or psychologi-
cally defective. In his defense of his claim that religious beliefs are properly basic (i.e., they
are well-founded without the need for argument), Plantinga claims:

God has so created us that we have a tendency or disposition to see his hand in the
world about us. More precisely, there is in us a disposition to believe propositions of
the sort this flower was created by God or this vast and intricate universe was created
by God when we contemplate the flower or behold the starry heavens or think about
the vast reaches of the universe.5

Plantinga takes religious beliefs to be epistemically analogous to ordinary perceptual beliefs.
We have an innate tendency or disposition to believe propositions of the sort “there is a tree”
or “I hear a dog barking” just in case we have normal (non-defective) sensory organs. And
observational sentences such as these are justified whenever they strike a person as true,
provided that the person’s sensory organs are in working order and the conditions under
which they are operating are normal (they are not hallucinating, the experience occurs under
normal lighting conditions, etc.). Presumably on Plantinga’s account, the innate tendency
or disposition to believe propositions of the sort “this flower was created by God” involves
whatever normal (non-defective) cognitive abilities are required to “read” the phenomeno-
logical evidence of God’s presence. It follows from such a view that those who do not come
to believe propositions of the sort described are either psychologically incapable of accepting
such propositions, or cognitively defective.

But surely, the view held by both Plantinga and Anselm—roughly, that nonbelievers are
psychologically or cognitively deficient—begs an important question. To see why this is so,
let us first consider what is involved in religious experience of the sort Plantinga invokes (for
an adequate account of religious belief will parallel an adequate account of religious expe-
rience). Suppose that two people, a Christian and an atheist, contemplate a beautiful flower.
Both smell the flower’s aroma, both are pleased by the flower’s intense purple color, both
marvel at the intricacy of the petals’ arrangement. The Christian is moved by this experience
to say something along the lines of “this flower was created by God.” But of course, despite
his pleasure in the flower, the atheist will not be moved to say or to believe any such thing.
Why is this? Plantinga would say that the atheist is either resistant to the experience of God’s
presence in the universe (as evidenced by this flower, among many other things) or his natural
disposition towards such beliefs is somehow defective. But, for the atheist, no proposition
can be true that invokes the concept of ‘God’ (or even ‘god’) in such a way as to entail that
God exists. It is fundamental to many atheists’ belief sets that no god exists. Thus, not only
is he not disposed to utter claims such as “this flower was created by God,” he is disposed
not to utter such claims.

The distinction between the believer’s experience (as Plantinga describes it) and the
atheist’s experience turns on the intentionality of religious experience. A person’s religious

4 Taylor (1965, pp. xvii–xviii).
5 Plantinga (1992).
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experience cannot be adequately described without appeal to the concepts, beliefs, and judg-
ments that enter into the subject’s identification of his experience. As Wayne Proudfoot has
noted, “In order to understand [a person’s] experience of a miracle, I must ascribe to him
the belief that the event cannot be exhaustively explained in naturalistic terms, but I need
not endorse that belief.”6 In other words, one can have experiences such as those described
by Plantinga only if one has, within one’s belief set (or within one’s conceptual scheme, we
might say) the relevant theistic beliefs (or concepts). So to describe the non-theist as some-
how psychologically deficient or defective is to beg the epistemic question—the non-theist
lacks theistic experiences because he does not accept theistic concepts and beliefs! To label
the non-theist as psychologically resistant or defective here is to seriously underestimate the
role of the non-theist’s beliefs in his experience.

Similarly, I will argue that to accuse the subject who fails to be persuaded by religious argu-
ments of irrationality or cognitive defect is to seriously underestimate the role of antecedent
beliefs and commitments in the evaluation of arguments. An adequate account of persuasion
must take these subjective factors (as well as other contextual factors) into account. As it
turns out, the failure of even very good arguments to persuade need not entail any defect
in the non-persuaded subject. In order to defend this claim, I first propose an account of
persuasion.

The logic of persuasion

The primary purpose of an argument, understood in the philosophically orthodox sense, is to
persuade someone of the truth of its conclusion. This aim of argumentation is so obviously
and widely recognized that it is often written into the very definition of the term. A typical
account of argument, found in a standard introductory logic textbook, defines one as “a group
of statements, one or more of which (the premises) are claimed to provide support for, or rea-
sons to believe, one of the others (the conclusion).”7 Now, typically we understand the arguer
and his audience to be separate persons, such that the statements in an argument offered by
person A aim to provide another person, B, with reasons for B to believe the conclusion of
A’s argument. On this view (hereafter called “the standard view”), an argument’s primary
purpose is to persuade an audience to accept its conclusion.8

Naïve versions of the standard view (i.e., those taught in introductory logic and critical
thinking courses) equate the concept of being rationally persuasive with the concept of being
a sound (or, more weakly, a logically strong) argument.9 On such naïve views, any rational
person who is confronted with a sound argument will come to believe the argument’s conclu-
sion. Of course, the soundness of an argument depends only on two features—namely, the
internal logical structure of the argument and the external relation between the premises and
the world (i.e., the correspondence truth relation). While the relationship between soundness
and persuasiveness is a close one (at least insofar as ideally rational agents are concerned),
the two cannot be equated for the simple reason that the latter and not the former depends on

6 Proudfoot (1992, p. 341).
7 Hurley (2000, p. 1).
8 The ‘accept’ here is to be read as the particular epistemic attitude that one has towards a proposition when
one is interested in seeking truth and avoiding error and when with these goals in mind one assents to the
proposition in question. For a full account of acceptance (especially, as this attitude differs from mere belief),
see Lehrer (1990).
9 Throughout this discussion, I use the term ‘logically strong’ to mean either a deductively valid argument
or an inductively strong argument.
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features of a person’s antecedently held set of beliefs and other relevant propositional atti-
tudes. On a psychologically and epistemologically more realistic account of persuasiveness,
we must attend to the beliefs and other propositional attitudes that an audience brings to the
table.

For starters, we must note that there are persuasive arguments that are not logically good
arguments (simply because some people are persuaded by bad arguments). Further, there are
logically good arguments that fail to persuade. Some logically strong arguments have false
premises and the argument’s audience may recognize the falsity of one or more premises
and thus fail to be persuaded. This may sometimes be the case, but note that it is not the
actual falsity of a premise that will determine the persuasive power of a strong argument;
rather, it is the perceived truth value of the premises. That is, if a person is confronted with a
strong argument whose premises he firmly believes to be true, he may accept the argument’s
conclusion even where he is mistaken and at least one premise is in fact false. Conversely,
a person confronted with a strong argument one of whose premises he firmly believes to be
false will not accept the argument’s conclusion even where he is mistaken and the premise
in question is in fact true. The upshot of all of this is that the concept of being rationally
persuasive cannot be equated with (any of) the logical concepts of soundness, validity, or
strong inductive probability.

Given that an argument’s persuasive force is not solely a function of its logical properties
and the truth values of its premises, what must be the case for an argument to be ratio-
nally persuasive? Clearly, the persuasiveness of an argument is subjective in the sense that
it depends on a subject’s judgment as to the truth of the premises and the logical strength of
the argument. The foregoing discussion indicates at least two conditions that must be met
for an argument to be persuasive. For the sake of brevity, let us adopt the following short-
hand: S will represent any person (subject) who “receives” (i.e., hears or reads) an argument
and understands it in its entirety, and p1, p2, p3 . . . pn/C will represent the argument from
premises p1, p2, p3, . . .pn to the conclusion, C. Then,

For any S and any argument p1, p2, p3, . . .pn/C, S will be persuaded to believe that C

on the basis of p1, p2, p3, . . .pn/Conly if:10

(i) Each of p1, p2, p3, . . .pnholds some positive degree of subjective probability for S.11

(ii) S recognizes that p1, p2, p3, . . .pn/C is a logically strong argument in the sense that
the probability of C given p1, p2, p3, . . .pn is greater than the initial probability of
C.12

The first condition captures the subject’s evaluation of the premises—that is, S must assign
some positive probability to each premise or he will simply reject the argument as unsound
and thus not in need of serious consideration. The second condition addresses S’s evalua-
tion of the logic of the argument. In essence, condition (ii) captures the central feature of
argument-as-persuasion embedded in the definition of ‘argument’ with which we began our
discussion: to persuade S to believe that C is to provide S with reasons for believing that
C; thus, if p1, p2, p3, . . .pn/C is persuasive for S he must recognize the epistemic force

10 Note that this is not “if and only if.” The conditions spelled out here are necessary, but not sufficient,
conditions on an argument’s being persuasive for S. We shall see below why they fail to be sufficient.
11 By some “positive degree of subjective probability” I mean some probability equal to or greater than .5.
12 Here, of course, we mean the subjective probability of C, as assigned by S. In the case of a deductively valid
argument, S’s recognition amounts to his acknowledgement that the truth of the premises makes C certain. In
the case of a strong inductive argument, it amounts to S’s assignment of a probability to C after considering
the argument considerably higher than the probability he assigned to it before hearing the argument.
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of p1, p2, p3, . . .pn vis-à-vis C. Condition (ii) simply encapsulates this notion of epistemic
force in terms of subjective probability.

In addition to these two conditions, many commentators—from Aristotle forward—have
added a third condition:13

(iii) Each of the premises p1, p2, p3, . . .pnis more acceptable to S than is the argu-
ment’s conclusion.

Condition (iii) is meant to call attention to a central feature of persuasion as a species of
justification—that is, one is not apt to accept a proposition on the basis of evidence state-
ments that one rates as less probable than the proposition in question. If S assigns a higher
subjective probability to C than to a given premise, pi , then S will not accept pi as persuasive
evidence for C (i.e., S will not accept C on the basis of pi). Some commentators have argued
that this “evidential priority” requirement is too strong a condition on argumentation.14 How-
ever, it seems reasonable to endorse the requirement in dialectical contexts, for it seems that
where S1attempts to prove to S2 that C, S1must argue from premises that S2 accepts as more
plausible than C (at least at the outset). Thus, insofar as we take argument to be aimed at
convincing non-believing others of a claim that we endorse—i.e., insofar as persuasion is
our concern—condition (iii) seems to be a valid requirement. To recap, then, it seems that for
an argument to persuade a person S that C is true, S must find each of the premises plausible
on its own; S must take each of the premises to be more plausible than C (at the outset
of the argument); and Smust recognize that C is more probably true, given the premises,
than it would be otherwise. As it turns out, these conditions raise very serious problems for
persuasive argumentation in some contexts. Before turning our attention to those problems
(as we will do in subsequent sections), let us first see what advantages this account offers
and refine it further.

This account of persuasive argument has an advantage over the standard view considered
above. In analyzing the persuasiveness of an argument in terms of the recipient’s subjective
probability assignments to the premises (individually) and to the conclusion in relation to the
premises (collectively), the account recognizes the role of S’s antecedently held beliefs in
an argument’s persuasiveness for S. Subjective probability assignments for a given subject
S are a function of S’s antecedently held belief set precisely because all S has to go on in
judging the truth of a proposition is his current belief set. As Brand Blanshard has put it, the
test of truth is always a matter of coherence.15 Thus, the persuasive force of an argument is
always dependent upon a given subject’s antecedently held beliefs.

Failure to persuade

But while these three conditions on persuasion seem necessary, they are hardly jointly suf-
ficient. To see why this is so, consider the following (rather typical) example of the failure
of an argument to persuade, in spite of its being widely recognized as a prima facie strong

13 See Prior Analytics 64b 30 ff., where Aristotle seems to endorse this as a general requirement on argu-
mentation.
14 For a thorough discussion of this requirement and its relation to the issue of circularity, see Walton (1985),
especially p. 271 ff.
15 Blanshard (1939). Blanshard argues that even empirical “verification” is a matter of coherence; see espe-
cially 213 ff. Although this claim might be controversial, we need not go that far here—we need only admit
that from one’s own subjective viewpoint, the test of truth will always be a matter of coherence (with one’s
standing belief set).
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argument. Suppose that a person S is confronted with Descartes’ second skeptical argument
of the Meditations, and she understands that the conclusion of the argument entails that she
does not know that she has a body. Suppose further that S simply cannot bring herself to
accept this conclusion, in spite of the fact that she believes the argument to be deductively
valid and she cannot find fault with any one of the premises of the argument (i.e., both con-
ditions (i) and (ii) on persuasion are met). Further, condition (iii) on persuasion is met, as
Sfinds each of the premises of the argument to be more probable than the radical skeptical
conclusion. What are we to make of this sort of failure to persuade?

One response that many will have to S’s predicament is that she ought to accept Descartes’
conclusion, and that she fails to do so on pain of irrationality. The appropriateness of saying
that a given person S ought to accept a claim on the basis of a logically strong argument
depends in part on the source of S’s resistance to the conclusion. It seems that one of two
things might be preventing S’s acceptance of the conclusion of an argument that even she
admits is prima facie a sound one. On the one hand, the conclusion of the argument may
conflict with one or more of S’s antecedently held beliefs; where this belief (or set of beliefs)
is assigned a high degree of probability by S, the argument to the contrary may not convince
S to change her belief. On the other hand, S may have some relevant non-epistemic attitude
(e.g., fear) that prevents her from accepting the conclusion (or one or more premises). Let us
consider the latter case first.

If S has some relevant non-epistemic attitude (e.g., fear) that prevents her from accepting
the conclusion, the claim that S is not acting as a rational agent has some force. On this view,
any rational person who is confronted with a sound argument should come to believe the argu-
ment’s conclusion. Thus, the notion of ‘rationally persuasive’ is an intrinsically normative
one—i.e., if an argument is logically strong and a person who hears and understands it fails
to be persuaded of the conclusion in the absence of any epistemic reason for not accepting
that conclusion, then the person is irrational. But this “fix” is also psychologically naïve. In
epistemic contexts as in ethical contexts ought implies can, and whether a given person can
come to believe a proposition will depend on features external to an argument.16

But perhaps even recognizing this psychologically contextual feature of real argumenta-
tion, we can formulate a general account of rational persuasion. Let us stipulate for the sake
of this discussion that a person is a rational epistemic agent just in case (and to the degree
that) he desires to have true beliefs and to avoid false beliefs. If this is so then whatever
other psychological motives are in play, a rational epistemic agent when confronted with a
sound argument will agree that in the interest of acquiring true beliefs and avoiding false
beliefs she ought to come to believe the argument’s conclusion.17 She may be unable to do so
immediately (and perhaps even in the long run), given her antecedently held non-epistemic
attitudes, but she should as a rational agent acknowledge that insofar as she strives to have
true beliefs she ought to accept the argument’s conclusion. This account sidesteps the “ought
implies can” issue, as it requires of the rational agent not that she simply must acquire the
belief, but that she recognize that she ought to strive to acquire the belief in question. The

16 It is beyond the scope of this paper to argue for epistemic voluntarism, but on my view some version of
indirect voluntarism is correct. Indirect voluntarism is the claim that while belief states themselves cannot
be adopted or rejected directly simply by an act of the will, a person can voluntarily perform certain actions
that might eventually lend themselves to the adoption or rejection of a given belief state. Different versions
of epistemic voluntarism are defended by Matthias Steup, Carl Ginet, and Richard Feldman; each has a paper
on the topic in Steup (2001).
17 A similar point is made in Dayton(1981, p. 742): “Thus to accept a proposition is to commit oneself to
bringing it about that one believes the proposition. Of course to change one’s beliefs may take time and effort;
indeed one may fail. To be persuaded by an argument is thus to accept, though not necessarily ultimately come
to believe, its conclusion.”
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latter requirement may be met, even if the agent is unable to simply accept the belief in
question. For instance, she may seek to dismantle the psychological barriers to believing the
argument’s conclusion (e.g., her fear that she knows far less than she thought she knew) and
thus clear the way for acquiring the belief that she recognizes as one she ought to accept.

But while this response seems plausible in the case of psychological resistance to other-
wise compelling arguments, it fails as a response to the first kind of persuasive failure we
encountered—namely, cases in which S’s antecedently held beliefs are what prevent her from
accepting an argument’s conclusion. To see why this is so, suppose that S’s inability to accept
the conclusion ‘I do not know that I have a body’ is based on the fact that she believes that
she does have a body and she takes this antecedent belief to be certain or very nearly certain.
In this case, she is unable to believe the conclusion of an argument that she accepts as a prima
facie good one because she is convinced on other grounds that the conclusion is false.

Here, we have a case in which a person fails to be persuaded by an argument with con-
clusion C because she already believes (and is convinced that) not-C is true. In such a case,
a person is not likely to be persuaded that C is true, even where she finds the argument for
C prima facie compelling. Of course, it is possible that one can be persuaded that she has
been mistaken even about strongly held beliefs. But a person’s serious consideration of an
argument—even a compelling one—for conclusion C does not necessarily imply that she
will change her mind about the truth of C. Much will depend on the strength of the person’s
antecedent belief that not-C (one might say, on the strength of one’s prior subjective proba-
bility assignment to not-C and thus to C). Even in the face of a compelling argument for C

one may continue to accept that C is false, especially in cases where one’s antecedent belief
in not-C is based on evidence or reasons to which one assigns a very high probability (or
even considers to be certain). At best, a person in this situation may shift to a position of
agnosticism with regards to the truth of C. But notice that even if one is moved to agnos-
ticism, the argument in question has failed to convince the person that C is true—and it is
always possible that at a later date the person will shift back into believing that not-C is true.
Whether or not the person holds on to his belief that not-C will rely, in part, on the centrality
of that belief in his belief set.18

Again, I do not want to overstate the power of antecedently held beliefs—we do, often
enough, change our minds about the truth of one or more of our beliefs in the face of per-
suasive arguments to the contrary. But there will be some cases in which arguments will be
nearly powerless to convince us that we are wrong. Such cases will be those that involve our
most fundamental beliefs. By this, I do not mean to imply that epistemic foundationalism is
true; on this issue, I will remain neutral. Rather, we need only note that on any theory of the
“structure” of justification, some beliefs are more central, deep, fundamental, etc.—and thus
more immune to challenge—than others. For a foundationalist, these beliefs will be those
that are more certain and epistemically prior to others. For a coherentist, these will be the
beliefs that are at the core of the belief system, and thus most immune to change brought on
by the influence of new empirical evidence. For a contextualist (or a Wittgensteinian), they
will be the beliefs that constitute the framework within which certain inquiries (or language
games) may take place; on this sort of view, such beliefs will be unquestionable in princi-
ple—that is, by being in place they make certain questions possible but also entail that these

18 Perhaps the best known advocate of epistemic holism, W. V. O. Quine has consistently stressed this point—
i.e., that where we face a “challenge” to our belief set it is a challenge to the whole, never to a single statement
in isolation from the rest. Our response to such challenges is always to do the least damage to the standing set,
which typically means revising only at the periphery rather than within core; thus, the more central a belief is
(within one’s belief set), the less likely it is to be given up or revised. For a straitforward defense of this view,
See Quine and Ullian (1978).
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framework beliefs themselves are immune to doubt.19 Note that a prima facie compelling
argument whose conclusion is the denial of one of a person’s fundamental beliefs in this sense
is likely to fail to be persuasive for the simple reason that the epistemic cost of changing one’s
fundamental beliefs is always higher than the cost of changing a more peripheral belief.20 It
is reasonable to think that the more fundamental a belief and thus the higher the epistemic
cost of changing that belief, the less likely an argument is to persuade one to give up the
belief in question (all other things being equal). Conversely, the more peripheral a belief and
thus the lower the epistemic cost of changing the belief, the more likely an argument is to
persuade one to give up that belief.

Let us sum up the discussion thus far and prepare to apply our results to the issue of
religious argument. We have noted that the persuasive power of an argument will depend on
features external to the argument itself, and thus cannot be equated with the logical strength
of the argument. A person’s non-epistemic attitudes towards the (premises or) conclusion
of the argument may prevent her from coming to believe the conclusion of an argument,
even where she finds the argument otherwise compelling. Also, a person’s antecedently held
beliefs may conflict with the (premises or) conclusion of an argument in such a way as to
prevent an otherwise compelling argument from convincing her of the truth of the conclu-
sion. This failure of an argument to persuade will be especially acute where a conclusion is
in conflict with one’s most fundamental beliefs.

Now, whether a prima facie good or compelling religious argument will persuade an audi-
ence of the truth of its conclusion—i.e., whether a religious argument will compel belief—will
depend on whether one of these “failure to persuade” conditions is in effect. So, for instance,
if a person is psychologically predisposed against accepting the conclusion of a religious
argument (for example, if he is a nonbeliever who is disgusted by religion and thus by reli-
gious propositions, or if he is a believer who refuses to accept any argument that challenges
his religious beliefs), then he will be unlikely to accept the conclusion of a religious argu-
ment even where the argument is a good one. Likewise, if a person strongly believes that the
conclusion of a religious argument is false and has good reasons for so believing, he will not
be persuaded by a religious argument that fails to undermine his antecedently held reasons.
Finally, if a religious argument challenges a person’s most fundamentally held beliefs, the
argument is not likely to persuade the person to change those beliefs, if the epistemic cost is
too high (and the payoff too low).

Religious beliefs (and metaphysical beliefs that entail the truth or falsity of many religious
beliefs) are precisely the kinds of beliefs that are fundamental in the sense just articulated.
That is, they typically frame religious and metaphysical discussions and thus dictate the
boundaries of what can be called into question as well as the evidentiary standards in play.
Thus, the bar that one must reach to persuade someone to accept (or reject) a religious
or metaphysical belief is raised higher than many other kinds of beliefs and may well be
unreachable (especially where the “target” belief contradicts such framework beliefs). In this
section, I have argued that there are both psychological and epistemological explanations
for the failure of religious arguments to persuade opponents of the arguments’ conclusions
to accept those conclusions. In the next section, I argue that there are reasons to think that

19 There is also compelling evidence from neuroscience that some of our beliefs are regulated by (stored in,
mediated through—the language is uncertain here) different parts of the brain than other beliefs. The indica-
tion, from several recent studies, that religious beliefs are located in different brain structures than other kinds
of beliefs has led to a spate of articles and books on the topic. For example, see Ashbrook and Albright (1997)
and Newberg et al. (2002). I thank Carl Kobelja for reminding me of this sort of research.
20 This cost/benefit analysis is only one of several aspects of contextualism. For a more thorough account,
see Williams (2001).
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religious arguments are most likely to persuade those who already accept their conclusions.
What to make of these features of religious argument will concern us in the final section of
the paper.

Begging the doxastic question

In this section, I argue that many religious arguments are likely to commit what I call “beg-
ging the doxastic question.” An argument begs the doxastic question, on my account, when a
subject would find the argument persuasive only if she antecedently believes the argument’s
conclusion. This form of question begging is not, strictly speaking, a case of circularity and
thus, is not a fallacy; rather, it would explain why certain arguments tend to persuade only
those who already accept the argument’s conclusion. This issue will bring us back to the
third condition on persuasion, the “evidential priority” condition. If an argument begs the
doxastic question, then the assignment of some positive degree of probability to at least one
premise relies on acceptance of the argument’s conclusion. But in so fulfilling condition (i) on
persuasion, the argument violates condition (iii). That is, an argument that begs the doxastic
question will be unable to persuade someone to believe its conclusion when the acceptance
of that very conclusion is antecedently required. Similarly, given this close epistemic rela-
tionship between the conclusion and the premise(s) in cases of doxastic question-begging,
one who antecedently rejects the argument’s conclusion will be unlikely to assign a positive
probability to the argument’s premises, and thus the argument will not be likely to fulfill the
persuasion conditions for that person.

Before we examine this issue further, it is imperative to contrast doxastic question beg-
ging with the well known fallacy of begging the question.21 Petitio principii, or the fallacy of
“begging the question,” is committed when an argument (or, more appropriately, an arguer)
assumes an answer to the very question that is at issue. Another way in which this fallacy is
commonly characterized is to say that an argument begs the question when the conclusion
of the argument is stated in one or more premises of the argument. Note that this fallacy is
not a deductive fallacy: any argument of the form ‘p, therefore p’ is deductively valid, while
such arguments clearly beg the question. Begging the question, then, is dialectically—not
logically—illicit. Consider a gem of an example, attributed to President George W. Bush.

The reason I keep insisting that there was a relationship between Iraq … and al-Qaida
is because there was a relationship between Iraq and al-Qaida.22

Now, this passage might be read in different ways. On the surface, it appears to simply be
an argument of the form: (P & Q)/(P & Q). This is a deductively valid argument, but reading
it this way leaves us puzzled as to why President Bush might have uttered such a thing. We
might invoke the principle of charity, and read it as an explanation, rather than as an argument;
on this reading, President Bush is saying something of the form “I said that p because p is

21 The two issues are all too often run together. A casual search of websites purporting to instruct readers
on the issue of begging the question turned up several instances of examples that do not in fact beg the ques-
tion (if the question is understood as whether or not the argument’s conclusion is true). Instead, many of the
examples cited should properly be interpreted as begging the doxastic question. Among the websites that cited
non-question begging arguments as paradigmatically question-begging were Thompson (2006), Curtis (n.d.),
and Cline (n.d.).
22 Bush’s statement (quoted in its entirety) is offered as an example of the fallacy of begging the question
Thompson (2006). In its entirety, Bush’s assertion is actually an invalid argument: “The reason I keep insist-
ing that there was a relationship between Iraq and Saddam and al-Qaida is because there was a relationship
between Iraq and al-Qaida.” Nonetheless, in abbreviated form it serves as a good starting point for discussion.

123



Int J Philos Relig (2008) 63:71–86 81

true.” This is not only an explanation, it is often a good enough one,23 and on this reading,
President Bush hasn’t begged any question at all. However, if we read the passage as having
occurred in a context in which the truth value of the conclusion is the very question at issue,
Bush is expected to give a reason for his insistence that Iraq and al-Qaida are related, a reason
that is independent of the very proposition at issue, and his stated reason merely repeats that
he takes this proposition to be true. In this sort of context—namely, a dialectical context in
which separate parties dispute the truth value of a proposition—one cannot simply assert the
proposition in question, for to do so is to violate the evidential priority condition.

But there are arguments whose premises do not state their conclusions that nevertheless
violate condition (iii) because the assignment of a high subjective probability to a premise
requires an antecedently high subjective probability assignment to the conclusion; such argu-
ments do not “beg the question” in the traditional sense, but are more properly labeled as
doxastic question begging. Consider the following argument:

1. Republican lawmakers routinely devalue public welfare programs, education funding,
same-sex marriage rights, and other socially progressive causes.

2. One ought to vote for candidates that value public welfare programs, education funding,
same-sex marriage rights, and other socially progressive causes.
Therefore,

3. One ought to vote for a Democrat in the next legislative election.

This argument does not beg the question in the traditional sense—it does not assume what
it sets out to establish. It does, however, make an assertion (premise 2) that those who are
antecedently inclined to vote Democratic are likely to assign a high subjective probability.
Further, in some contexts—indeed, in the dominant political climate in the U.S. today—those
who reject Republican candidates are likely to vote Democratic, so those inclined to vote
for Democratic candidates are also those who would find these premises to be compelling
reasons to vote Democratic. For that audience, this argument begs the doxastic question.

The question before us now is whether religious arguments routinely or systematically beg
the doxastic question. It is crucial to note that ‘begging the doxastic question’ involves both
subjective and contextual factors, as it is determined by subjective probability assignments
to premises and conclusions as well as evaluations of the evidentiary link between premises
and conclusions, which will be contextually sensitive (as the “Vote Democratic” example
shows). However, there will be notable patterns where arguments involve beliefs that are
typical of certain groups, as defined by their belief sets. For instance, any religious argument
that includes a premise that will be judged highly probably only if one is a theist will beg the
doxastic question for any atheist. Similarly, any religious argument that includes a premise
that would be assigned a very low probability by any theist will beg the doxastic question
for theists. It is my contention that most (if not all) of the best known arguments for (and
against) God’s existence beg the doxastic question; in other words, most of these arguments
will be compelling only to those who already accept their conclusions.

In the Introduction, I argued that whether or not one has religious experiences (of the
sort that Plantinga invokes) depends on whether or not one already subscribes to a theistic
conceptual scheme. Similarly, here I will argue that the lack of persuasive force of religious

23 Consider a context in which a woman keeps saying that one of her husband’s friends is a jerk. Exasperated,
he asks “Why do you keep saying that?” and she replies, “Because it’s true!” Here, she has given him her
reason for saying so, but as an argument, it is of the form “I said that p, because p [is true].” He might be
satisfied with this response, or he might not, but if he isn’t, he’ll ask a different question, such as “Why do
you think that?” So the wife has not begged the original question (which concerned her speech, not the truth
value of her assertion).
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arguments for many non-believers is best explained by their prior epistemic commitments
rather than by psychological resistance or irrationality on their part. As we began our dis-
cussion with St. Anselm’s accusation that those not persuaded by his ontological argument
are fools, let us look at that argument’s persuasive force for the non-believer. It is a common
contention that Anselm’s ontological argument (and perhaps all versions of the ontological
argument) assumes no religious belief on the part of the argument’s audience. Again, Richard
Taylor’s commentary captures this prevalent view:

[Anselm’s] argument presupposes no belief in the existence of God. It presupposes
only the concept of God, that is to say, the concept of an absolutely supreme being,
and for this no religious faith at all is required.24

This common interpretation of Anselm’s argument rests on a distinction between religious be-
liefs and religious concepts, and further holds that anyone—regardless of his or her beliefs—
can understand religious concepts (otherwise, of course, they are cognitively deficient). On
this interpretation, understanding of the concept of a being “than which none greater can be
conceived” (i.e., a greatest conceivable being) presupposes no religious commitment. But
Anselm asks us to do more than understand this concept—his later premises rely on a move
from “existence in the understanding” to “existence in reality” and in so doing, they rely on
assent to the idea of a greatest being. But to assent to the notion of a greatest being is to
assent to a Chain of Being, in which all existents are ranked or valued with respect to one
another. And of course it is not a subjective sense of value that Anselm had in mind when
he referred to the greatest conceivable being; he meant ‘greatest’ to be understood in some
objective, universal, or cosmic sense. In this sense, there is one objectively and universally
correct valuation of all beings relative to one another, and this valuation of every being is
according to the natural or moral law of the universe. But upon what is the moral law of the
universe based? The answer for the theist, of course, makes reference to God, the Supreme
Being and the source of all ultimate value. So, theists are likely to assign high subjective
probabilities to Anselm’s premises. Many (though not all) atheists will reject the very notion
of a “greatest being,” and thus assign low subjective probability to the premises of Anselm’s
argument. The standard interpretation of (and Anselm’s own presentation of) the ontological
argument asks us to separate religious concept from religious belief, when in fact one who
rejects the religious belief in question will not likely accept the concept in question. And the
subject who does not believe in God and rejects the very idea of an ultimate Chain of Being is
not, contrary to Anselm’s accusation, cognitively deficient in this regard. The mistake made
by Anselm and his commentators is to fail to recognize the interdependency of one’s beliefs
and the concepts with which he will work.

This problem is not unique to the ontological argument. Another prevalent type of religious
argument, the cosmological argument, runs into the same problem. Standard accounts of the
cosmological argument move from the acknowledgement that the physical universe exists,
through a demand for explanation of this fact, to the conclusion that (only) God’s existence
adequately explains this fact. The move from a demand for explanation to God’s existence
as the only adequate explanation rests on the dual claims that explanation in the scientific
sense (of immediate physical cause that is itself an effect) is inadequate and that there is an
alternative kind of explanation (the uncaused cause). But, of course, many non-theists will
reject the second (and perhaps also the first) conjunct of that premise; for instance, a com-
mitted physicalist will reject out of hand the concept of a non-physical cause. The currently
in vogue “design arguments” fit a similar pattern; that is, design arguments move from the

24 Taylor (1965, p. ix).
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claim that the universe exhibits order and the claim that the only adequate explanation of
such observed patterns is an intelligent designer to the conclusion that God (the intelligent
designer) exists. But those who reject theism are likely to assign low subjective probabilities
to each of these premises; i.e., they will reject both the claim that observed regularities con-
stitute order (and certainly “perfect order” as some versions of the argument have it) and the
claim that such observed regularities require non-natural explanations. And again, we have
fundamental metaphysical disagreements here, not cognitive or psychological deficiency on
the part of the unpersuaded.

Finally, the ubiquitous “Problem of Evil” argument, whose conclusion is often stated
as ‘God (defined as omniscient, omnipotent, and omnibenevolent) does not exist,’ includes
premises that are likely to be assigned high probability by atheists and low probability by
theists. That is, every version of this argument relies on premises of the general form ‘God
would not allow evil to occur’ and ‘Some aspects of the world in which we live are evil.’
Given that theists will assign one or both of these premises low subjective probability, the
argument is unlikely to meet the conditions on persuasion for theists (because condition (i)
will not be met). For many atheists, condition (i) will be met (that is, the premises will be
assigned high subjective probability), but condition (iii) will then not be met (for the atheist
antecedently believes the argument’s conclusion, and thus, the premises do not themselves
provide the reasons for his atheism).

What good are religious arguments if they are not persuasive?

If the foregoing is correct, then religious arguments—whether “pro” or “con”—rather sys-
tematically beg the doxastic question, and thus will not be persuasive in the sorts of dialectical
contexts in which the truth value of their conclusions is what is at issue. However, as I alluded
to above, the use of religious argument is more widespread than the foregoing account of
its persuasive function suggests. For example, arguments are often a part of doctrinal or
theological training, they are often voiced during sermons, they serve as aids in exegetical
work, and they are often aimed at increasing the understanding of those who already adhere
to the beliefs stated in their conclusions. As we have noted above, none of these uses can be
understood as aimed at persuasion, as these arguments all function within religious contexts
and are aimed at those who already believe their conclusions. What purpose, we might ask,
can arguments serve in these (believer-specific) contexts?

In addition to the aim of arguments embedded in the standard view, it is clear that argu-
ments serve several other purposes. Among them are justification and elucidation. In the first
kind of case, an argument might be aimed at convincing someone to believe its conclusion for
the reasons stated in the premises. This is slightly different from our account of argument as
persuasion, which holds that an argument is aimed at getting a person (who does not already
believe the conclusion) to accept its conclusion. Thus, a religious argument aimed at one
who already believes its conclusion might be an attempt to provide that person with strong
evidence for something they already believe on faith (or perhaps on weak evidence). This
interpretation of religious argument is compatible with the reports of Anselm and others,
who already believed on faith what they set out to prove. Because their antecedent beliefs
will increase the likelihood that they will assign high probability to the premises of such
arguments, and thus find them compelling, such arguments will be successful in this sort of
context.

In the second kind of case (elucidation), arguments may be used to indicate inferential
connections among propositions that might otherwise be missed, to show interrelationships
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among doctrinal claims, to draw out consequences of prior epistemic commitments, and
so forth. Again, this use of arguments differs slightly from the standard view for both the
proponent of the argument and its intended audience will most likely already believe the
arguments’ conclusions yet the argument may be useful in illustrating the logical relations
among one’s religious beliefs and between those beliefs and others. One prevalent concern
among theologians is the coherence of a given system of religious beliefs. For example,
many theologians and philosophers have been interested in showing that their beliefs about
the nature of God are internally consistent, and that the system is consistent with other widely
acknowledged facts (such as the existence of purported evil in the world). One cannot illus-
trate the coherence (or lack thereof) of a system of beliefs without the use of arguments. But
it is important to note that arguments so functioning are not intended to persuade anyone
to believe their conclusions (because they are typically being offered and received by those
who already believe the conclusions).

Although the use of arguments for justification and elucidation differs from the stan-
dard view of argument as persuasion, each involves the use of argument in an evidentiary
sense—that is, in each case argument is used to indicate the evidence for a given religious
proposition or to illustrate inferential connections among religious propositions. These uses
explain many (perhaps most) religious arguments in theistic contexts. But such evidentiary
uses of argument need not exhaust the practice of argumentation in religious contexts.

In some cases, arguments may be part of an altogether different “language game.” When
Wittgenstein argued that language has multiple functions, with the meaning, rules of usage,
and grammar all determined by the linguistic context, he tended to focus on singular terms
and statements. But the same may be true for larger units of language as well—thus, the
meaning and usage of arguments may also vary with context. In certain religious contexts,
such as the sermon in a church service, an argument may not be used in an evidentiary sense
at all. Instead, it may be a performative speech act, an argument as confession of faith. In
defending this understanding of religious argument, Maury Jackson compares the presen-
tation of a religious argument to such performatives as “I love you”—in both cases, the
utterances are also acts of the relevant sort.

Saying ‘I love you’ also acts out one’s love linguistically, for to say ‘I love you’ is
considered in many cultures to be an act of love. … The textual sermon serves just a
similar kind of role. It is the acting out of one’s faith linguistically, by confessing one’s
own faith in Christ.25

Just as in the context of a sermon, so it may be in the wider context of theology that a reli-
gious argument may serve neither an evidentiary nor a persuasive purpose at all but rather
a performative one. Together, these three distinct aims of argumentation—as justification,
elucidation, or speech act—help to explain the ubiquitous use of religious arguments in the
history of religion.

Conclusion

In this paper, I have argued that as persuasive devices, religious arguments are more likely to
fail than to succeed; that is, in certain dialectical contexts in which the audience is assumed
to believe not-C prior to the reception of a religious argument concluding that C, such reli-
gious arguments are unlikely to provide such an audience with reasons to believe that C.

25 Jackson (2002, p. 89).
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I have attempted to explain this “inertness” feature of religious arguments by showing that
religious beliefs, and thus arguments for those beliefs, are of the sort that involve our most
fundamental commitments—metaphysical and epistemological—and therefore, are the least
sensitive to the kinds of reasons or evidence provided in arguments. This is so because reli-
gious arguments are likely to beg the doxastic question, being judged compelling only by
those who antecedently accept their conclusions. Rather than place blame for the failure of
such arguments to persuade, we do better to understand the epistemology of persuasion and
religious belief. It seems to me that my account both provides an explanation for such failures
to persuade and raises a fundamental challenge to the evidentialist tradition in theology. For
if I am right that one’s evaluation of premises and thus of arguments depends on one’s ante-
cedent “deep” commitments, one of which is surely religious faith (or lack thereof), then the
evidentialists’ expectations that religious beliefs are—or should be—sensitive to evidential
input is mistaken. And, whatever the prospects for an “ethics of belief” in general, it would
seem that the prospects for an ethics of religious belief are particularly bleak.
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