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Abstract
In this article, evidentialism is refuted by relying on William James' article `The Will
to Believe'. After an introduction into the notion of `evidentialism' and James' attack
on it (section 1), I distinguish between two sorts of evidentialisms, truth-oriented
evidentialism and quiescent evidentialism (2.1). In 2.3�2.5, I criticize these forms of
evidentialism on the grounds that the �rst has very limited applicability and the
second leads to absurd consequences when applied in the moral domain. In section
3, the evidentialist challenge to religion is refuted by arguing that, �rst,
truth-oriented evidentialism is of only very limited applicability for criticizing
religion and second, that quiescent evidentialism cannot be applied in certain
situations (3.2.1), particular religious claims being among them (3.2.2).

In this article, Iwill criticize evidentialism. Mycriticismwill bemaintained in
the spirit of William James' earlier critique of it and I will mention his arguments
where necessary. It will become clear from my arguments that, in spite of the
critique mounted against it in the century after James wrote his famous article
`The Will to Believe' (see below, 1.2), evidentialism is still a `live' doctrine. That is
to say, in spite of the philosophical critique of evidentialism it is still in high regard
as a `popular' doctrine and, as such, has serious rami�cations for our culture at
large. Among others, it has serious rami�cations for the moral domain.

However, quite like James, my main interest in criticizing evidentialism
is not of an ethical but of a religious nature. My critique of the consequences
evidentialism harbors when pursued as a moral doctrine serves as a means to
criticize evidentialism as a tool to attack religion. In my view, the evidentialist
critique of religion is utterly mistaken.

I begin by arguing that, depending on what sort of evidentialism we are
talking about, it is either rather uninteresting or, else, leads to absurd or impru-
dent moral consequences under certain circumstances. Hence, it should not be
utilized as a universal doctrine. Next, I bring this point to bear upon religious
questions. I argue that evidentialism fails for criticizing religion. It is either
rather uninteresting for judging religious claims, or, else, it is imprudent or even
inappropriate.
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1 Introduction
1.1 What is Evidentialism?

Evidentialism has a long history. In the Continental tradition, the notion of
`evidence' is used by e.g. Husserl and Brentano.1 In the English-speaking world,
Locke and Hume are probably the classical defenders of evidentialism.2 Of the
more recent philosophers, Bertrand Russell defends a similar position with his
`trueprecept of veracity' that goes as follows: `Weought to give to everyproposition
whichwe consider as nearly as possible that degree of credencewhich is warranted
by the probability it acquires from the evidence known to us.'3

Furthermore, evidentialist principles not only play a role in re�ective, philo-
sophical activities but are also widespread in the public domain. At least in the
Western hemisphere, it is frequently held that one ought to believe only that for
which one has suf�cient evidence. Put more moderately, in Western culture, it is
considered to be preferable to believe something which is warranted by eviden-
tialist means than to believe something which is not.

Additionally, evidentialism is a frequently utilized tool for the purposes of
criticizing religion.4 Upon being asked what he would say if, after death, he would
be brought into the presence of God, Russell responded: `Not enough evidence
God! Not enough evidence!'5 Evidentialism's critical potential with regard to
religion becomes particularly perspicuous whenwe consider that being warranted
by evidentialist means mostly implies being warranted by sense perception. Our
modern Western culture is dominated by the idea that every reasonable theory
should be testable, and visual capabilities suggest themselves for the purposes of
testing theories. It is widely believed that these capabilities provide us with hard
evidence, whereas cognition-mechanisms which are not based upon the senses
provide less reliable evidence or even none at all.6 Since religious claims are
usually not based upon the senses, they cannot meet the standards set by this sort
of evidentialism. Thus, evidentialism supports the modern critique of religion.

1. See e.g. H. Krings et al. (ed.),Handbuch philosophischerGrundbegriffe vol. 2 (München
1973), s.v. `Evidenz', 425�35.

2. See e.g. Stephen T. Davis, Faith, Scepticism, and Evidence (Cranbury, N.J., 1978), 31,
f. 1. In a slightly different sense, `evidentialism' is frequently used to mark Roderick Chisholm's
quest for epistemological certainty, e.g. his contention that there are `self-presenting states' (see
e.g. Chisholm, Theory of Knowledge, (Englewood Cliffs 21977), 19ff and (Englewood Cliffs 31989),
vii, 85 etc.

3. Bertrand Russell, `Pragmatism', in: Philosophical Essays (London 1966 [rev. ed. from
1910]), 79�111, esp. 86.

4. See the list of evidentialist philosophers criticizing religion in Alvin Plantinga, `Reason
and Belief in God', in: Alvin Plantinga & Nicholas Wolterstorff (eds.), Faith and Rationality:
Reason and Belief in God (Notre Dame 1984), 16�93, esp. 17.

5. In: Plantinga, `Reason and Belief in God', 18.
6. For that story, see still Richard Rorty, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton

21980).
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1.2 James' criticism of evidentialism

Much of James' famous article `TheWill to Believe' is devoted to rebuking an
evidentialist opponent. This opponent accepts the methodological ideal that one
should remain skeptical of a claim until one has suf�cient evidence to believe in
it.7 As a consequence of this ideal, the opponent remains skeptical with regard to
religion and its claims. For example, W.K. Clifford argues that there is simply not
enough evidence for believing in religion and that `it is wrong always, everywhere,
and for anyone to believe anything upon insuf�cient evidence.'8

For a proper understanding of the nature of the evidentialist principle as
it is used by Cliffordians and like-minded people, it is important to note that
evidentialism is a universal ideal. Clifford holds that the maxim that is implied in
his statement, viz. not to believe anything upon insuf�cient evidence, should be
applied everywhere, in all domains of inquiry, under all circumstances. In other
words, the evidentialism that Clifford recommends consists of two components,
a maxim to refrain from believing in cases of insuf�cient evidence plus the claim
that this maxim should be applied universally.

Consequently, there are two strategies available for the purpose of refuting
evidentialism, viz. to attack the maxim to refrain from believing implied in it
and to attack the claim to universality implied in it. I will pursue the second
strategy. And for the purposes of attacking the claim to universality implied in it,
one successful counterexample is in principle suf�cient.

Rorty, however, uses the �rst strategy. He attacks the evidentialist maxim
frontally on the grounds that it is logically dependent upon realism or foundation-
alism, both of which are obsolete in his eyes.9 James is more careful and uses the
second strategy. He attacks the universalist pretensions implied in evidentialism.
He argues that there are certain cases in which it cannot be applied. For example,
there are `forced options', cases in which it would not be wise or it is even impossi-
ble to remain indecisive and wait for suf�cient evidence.10 In other words, James
leaves the ideal of evidentialism principally intact but claims an exception to its
alleged universal applicability. There are cases in which evidentialism should
not be applied. Religious claims are such cases, he argues, and consequently,
evidentialism should not be applied to judge them.

In particular, James suggests that certain situations exhibit logical features

7. William James, `TheWill to Believe', in: TheWill to Believe and Other Essays in Popular
Philosophy (Cambridge, MA 1979 [1896]), 13-33.

8. W.K. Clifford, `The Ethics of Belief', in: Lectures and Essays, (London 1897), 186.
9. See Richard Rorty, `Religious Faith, Intellectual Responsibility, and Romance', in: Ruth

A. Putnam (ed.), The Cambridge Companion to William James (Cambridge 1997), 84�102, esp.
86. I would also like to point out here that Alvin Plantinga has become famous as a critic of eviden-
tialism; see e.g. his `Reason and Belief in God', 17ff. Since I have discussed his contentions more
deeply elsewhere (see Dirk-M. Grube, `Religious Experience after the Demise of Foundationalism',
Religious Studies 31 (1995), 37�52), I will not take them up here again.

10. A forced option is one in which you have no other choice but to choose one way or the
other�tertium non datur. Dilemmas based on a logical disjunction are of this kind, you have no
possibility of not choosing. An example would be `either accept this truth or go without it' (James,
`Will to Believe', 14).
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which make it necessary to decide in spite of the fact that there is not enough
evidence available�this is a point I will defend extensively below, viz. in sections
2.3 and 2.4. In contrasting reliance on `intellectual' faculties with reliance on
non-intellectual ones, such as will or passion, he means to say that, when our
intellectual capacities are exhausted, we are entirely justi�ed, entirely within our
epistemic rights, to depend on non-intellectual ones in certain circumstances.
Since those circumstances apply in the case of certain religious claims, we are
entirely within our epistemic rights to rely on will or passion in order to judge
them.

I will follow James' clues when refuting evidentialism. First, I follow the
general line of argument he proposes against evidentialism. Second, I accept
the particular argumentative strategy he uses to undermine evidentialism, viz.
to show that evidentialism leads to absurd consequences if applied to practical
problems. Moreover, I follow the method by which James achieves his goal,
viz. demonstrating by examples that applying evidentialism in the `real world'
(as opposed to using it purely as a philosophical doctrine) leads to imprudent
practical results.

Yet, I would like to emphasize that, although I subscribe to many aspects of
James' account, I do not share the doctrine that truth is expediency of belief or
utility that is usually attributed to him.11 A thorough criticism of evidentialism
does not require reliance on such a highly contested doctrine, nor does it require
reliance on any other full-blown pragmatist doctrine of that sort. The arguments
in `The Will to Believe' are logically independent from hard-nosed pragmatist
doctrines or can be reconstructed as such.

2 On Evidentialism

2.1 The distinction between truth-oriented and quiescent evidential-
ism

Neither James nor his evidentialist opponents take great pains to clarify the
notion of `evidentialism'. Yet, for my purposes, viz. to scrutinize evidentialism's
relevance for criticizing religion, it is crucial to distinguish between two sorts of
evidentialism. The sort of criticism of religion that emerges from evidentialism
hangs on it. I distinguish between truth-oriented evidentialism and quiescent
evidentialism. Let me explain both, beginning with truth-oriented evidentialism.

Truth-oriented evidentialism entails the view that, if there is not enough
evidence on a given issue (GI), one should refrain from forming beliefs on GI.
This injunction to form beliefs amounts to saying that one should not distribute
the truth-values `true' or `false' over GI. Note that the claims of truth-oriented

11. For a discussion of that `de�nition' of truth � if it is a de�nition at all � see e.g. Hilary
Putnam, `James' Theory of Truth', in: Putnam (ed.), Cambridge Companion to William James,
166�185; Graham Bird, William James (New York 1986), 35�48; Sami Pihlstöm, Structuring
the World: The Issue of Realism and the Nature of Ontological Problems in Classical and
Contemporary Pragmatism (Helsinki 1996), 37�49, and Russell's `William James' Conception of
Truth', in: Philosophical Essays, 112�130.

Ars Disputandi 3 (2003)



Refuting the Evidentialist Challenge to Religion

evidentialism are restricted to considerations regarding belief or truth proper.
That is to say, the truth-oriented evidentialist may prohibit you � if his arguments
succeed � from forming beliefs about GI, but he cannot prohibit you frommaking
educated guesses, hypothetical conjectures orwhatever concerningGI.And, closer
to James, he cannot prohibit you from forming opinions over GI on non-epistemic
grounds.12 All he can say is that you should not regard claims pertaining to
GI to be true in the proper sense of the word, if you have not enough evidence
concerningGI. If his claims reach further than that, the truth-orientedevidentialist
has abandoned his position in the direction of quiescent evidentialism.

Mentioning it leads to the second version of evidentialism, viz. quiescent
evidentialism. This sort of evidentialism implies not only the injunction to refrain
from holding GI to be true if you do not have enough evidence, but, rather, it
implies that you should not make a decision for or against GI. You should stay
away from it. Presumably, you should wait until suf�cient evidence has become
available. That is to say, you should not only abstain from forming beliefs about
GI but also from educated guesses and the like. Moreover, you should not form
beliefs or opinions on GI on non-epistemic grounds. For example, you should not
form opinions on GI based upon hope, will, or passion.

James is not clear what sort of evidentialism he has inmind in his various at-
tacks on evidentialism. I assume that hedirects at least someof his attacks towards
quiescent evidentialism. For example, the following quote can be interpreted as
being directed towards quiescent evidentialism rather than truth-oriented eviden-
tialism: `To preach scepticism to us as a duty until `suf�cient evidence' for religion
be found, is tantamount therefore to telling us, when in presence of the religious
hypothesis, that to yield to our fear of its being error is wiser and better than to
yield to our hope that it may be true. . . '13 What James targets here is an eviden-
tialist position that does not only prohibit you from believing religious claims to
be true in the proper sense of the word but prohibits you from holding religious
claims inwhatever sense of the word. In the face of insuf�cient evidence, you are
not only prohibited to distribute the relevant truth-values over religious claims
but you are also prohibited from hoping them to be true. The sort of evidential-

12. Let me summarize what I mean by the distinction between `epistemic' and `non-
epistemic' justi�cations: A non-epistemic justi�cation is one which relies on non-cognitive rea-
sons, e.g. `proper functioning' or `design plan' (as Alvin Plantinga does in his three volumes on
warrant, viz. Warrant: The Current Debate and Warrant and Proper Function (both Oxford
1993), andWarranted Christian Belief (Oxford 2000). As will become clear below, another ex-
ample of such a non-epistemic justi�cation is James' reliance on `will or passion'. An epistemic
justi�cation is one which remains within cognitive con�nes (see also Gale's similar distinction
between epistemic and pragmatic ways to justify a belief, in: Richard Gale, The Divided Self of
William James (Cambridge 1999), 94). The standard distinction within epistemic justi�cations is
between foundationalist and anti-foundationalist, e.g. coherentist procedures. I am indebted to
Nicholas Wolterstorff and Eberhard Herrmann for pointing out to me the relevance of the notion
of a `non-epistemic justi�cation' in this context.

13. James, `Will to Believe', 30. James caricatures the position of his evidentialist opponent
at this point. His own opinion is, obviously, that yielding to `our fear of its being error' is not wiser
than yielding to `our hope that it may be true'.
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ism James targets here goes beyond truth-oriented evidentialism. He targets a
stronger version of evidentialism, viz. what I called above quiescent evidential-
ism. This type of evidentialism is � rightly or wrongly � attributed to Clifford and
like-minded people.

I take it that this sort of evidentialism is still held in our days. It may not be
that widespread in the philosophical arena any more � for good reasons, as will
become clear below � but it is still used in the public domain. There, it is not only
used as a tool to criticize religion but it is also used in themoral discourse. Amore
or less randomly chosen example is the frequently used argument that, since
there is not yet enough evidence available that passive smoking causes cancer,
we have no right to impose restrictions on smoking in order to protect passive
smokers. Another example would be an argument that was frequently used after
the Chernobyl catastrophe in 1986, whereby large amounts of radioactivity were
released. In countries that were potentially affected by this release, e.g. Germany,
the question came up as to whether one should not impose restrictions on the
consumption of certain sorts of food (e.g. dairy products and mushrooms). In
this situation, the following argument was introduced: `Since we do not have
enough evidence on the long-range effects of radioactivity in the food-chain, we
should not impose any restrictions on food-consumption.'14

This sort of evidentialism is in a certain sense stronger than truth-oriented
evidentialism since it bears not only on the question of the distribution of truth
values but also on the theory of action (in a broad sense of the term). It prescribes
a certain maxim of action, or, more precisely, a certain maxim of inaction. It
prohibits to take a certain course of action, viz. to make a decision for or against
GI. In the cases mentioned: We should not (yet) take action against smoking or
certain sorts of foodbecausewedonot have enough evidence on the issues (passive
smoking or the long-range effects of radioactivity in the food-chain). Since this
sort of evidentialism entails the injunction to refrain from acting (as long as we do
not have suf�cient evidence on a given issue), it entails quiescent consequences.
Hence, the name `quiescent evidentialism'.

Let me summarize the distinction between both sorts of evidentialism be-
cause it is central to my argument. Truth-oriented evidentialism implies that if,
on a given issue, GI, not enough evidence is available, we should refrain from
distributing the relevant truth values over GI. However, it does not prohibit us
from making reasonable guesses, conjectures, forming hypotheses or whatever
on GI. And it is silent about non-epistemic justi�cations of GI. Rather, its range
of applicability is restricted to the alethic domain, i.e. to the domain in which
questions of truth proper are discussed.

Quiescent evidentialism goes deeper. It implies not only alethic conse-
quences but also practical ones, viz. action-relevant consequences (in the broad
sense of the word). It implies that, if there is not enough evidence available on

14. Since many English-speaking philosophers seem to be unacquainted with this sort of
evidentialist argument, I suspect that it is less widespread in the English-speaking world than in
the German-speaking one (for further examples, see below).
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GI, we should refrain not only from distributing the relevant truth values over GI
but also from taking action concerning GI. If we do not have enough evidence in
a disputed case, we should not make a decision on it. Presumably, we should
wait until suf�cient evidence has become available. In the meantime, however,
we should stay away from GI.

2.2 What is the difference between both sorts of evidentialism when
brought to bear upon religion?

How does this distinction between both sorts of evidentialism ramify into
the criticism of religion? In what sense differs a criticism of religion based upon
truth-oriented evidentialism from a criticism of religion based upon quiescent
evidentialism?

The truth-oriented evidentialist critic of religion argues that we should not
distribute the relevant truth-values over religious claims, if there is not enough
evidence available on them. That is to say, she argues that we should not hold
them to be true or false in the proper sense of the word. Furthermore, if she
happens to think that `believing p' implies holding p to be true,15 she will suggest
that we have no right to believe in religious claims, if there is not enough evidence
available. But in either case, her claims are restricted to the alethic domain in the
sense speci�ed above. That is to say, if her arguments succeed, the most she can
squeeze out of them is the contention that religious claims should not be held to
be true, and therefore we have no right to believe in them.

However, she cannot prohibit us from embracing religious claims on other
than alethic grounds proper. She cannot prohibit us from embracing religious
claims on the basis of being e.g. educated guesses, hypotheses etc. For example,
she cannot prohibit us from holding religious beliefs to be hypothetically true
because they provide suf�cient motives for action or something of that sort. And,
most important for the discussion of James, she cannot prohibit us from holding
religious beliefs on non-epistemic grounds, i.e. from having faith if this faith is
based upon (reasonable) hope, will, or passion.

The quiescent evidentialist critic of religion, however, goes further. She does
not only hold that we should refrain from distributing the relevant truth-values
over religious claims but that we have no right to embrace those claims on non-
alethic grounds, either. That is to say, we should not hold them because they
are educated guesses, hypotheses etc. (in the case of insuf�cient evidence). We
have no right to embrace them on non-epistemic grounds, either. We are not
epistemically entitled to hold them because we direct our hope or will towards

15. I thank Peter Byrne for bringing this link between `believing p' and `holding p to be
true' to my attention. Being a non-native speaker of English, I am willing to acknowledge that
this link may exist in English. But in other languages, this link does not seem to exist. Take, for
example, the German equivalent, `glauben'. `Glauben an p' does not imply truth claims proper but
is in certain contexts even considered to be opposed to holding p to be true (e.g. in existentialist
contexts in which `glauben' is deliberately played off against the ascription of truth). In any case,
for the sake of the argument that follows, I take the possibility of the existence of such a link into
consideration (see below, 3.1).

http://www.ArsDisputandi.org

http://www.ArsDisputandi.org


Dirk-Martin Grube

them or steer our passion in their direction. In short, we have no right to hold
religious claims, and therefore should stay away from them altogether.

Since thequiescent evidentialist doesnot argue that religious claimsare false,
she is not an atheist. Her concern regarding religion is not ontological, as it is in
the atheist's case but, rather, epistemological. She argues that for epistemological
reasons, viz. because there is not enough evidence available, we should stay
away from religion. Rather than being an atheist, the quiescent evidentialist
is an agnostic. Since his agnosticism goes deeper than that of the truth-oriented
evidentialist critic of religion,who restrictshis claims to considerations concerning
truth proper, we can regard him to be an absolute epistemological agnostic.

2.3 Evaluating truth-oriented evidentialism
Letme proceed to evaluate both sorts of evidentialism. What are theirmerits

and what are their weak points? As indicated above (see introduction), we will
follow James in considering them not only as theoretical-philosophical doctrines
but also as practical ones, i.e. as doctrines that potentially have consequences for
the pursuit of our everyday practices.

Let us begin with truth-oriented evidentialism. Its implication, that we have
the right to hold a claim to be true only if there is enough evidence available, may
be helpful in cases in which there are reasons to assume that enough evidence will
surface in the near future (against Rorty's all-out rejection of evidentialism). But
in cases in which there is not enough evidence available and in which there is no
hope to achieve it in the near future � let us call these `situations of uncertainty' �
this maxim is not at all helpful.

Letmegive an example fromeverydaypractice. Whether the current changes
in our climate (`global warming') are caused by the Greenhouse effect or not, is
yet uncertain. The evidence is insuf�cient, as far as I know. Thus, telling us that
we need to have suf�cient evidence before distributing the relevant truth values
over the issue, as the evidentialist does, means courting a nice theoretical ideal.
However, it does not bring us very far. It does not help us in deciding the issue
at stake. If we cannot tell what the relevant truth values are, we have to make
our decisions on other than truth-related grounds. If we cannot wait for truth to
emerge on the issue, then we have to make our moral policies without it.

The reason that we cannot afford to wait is that what is at stake is of such
importance that we cannot afford the luxury of remaining indecisive. If we do,
we run the risk that the living conditions on this earth drastically deteriorate
(e.g., that the �ood rate and intensity on earth will dramatically increase so that
entire regions will over�ow). In short, when, in spite of a signi�cant amount of
uncertainty, we have to make a decision one way or the other, the evidentialist
maxim has little to offer.

One may object that this is an extreme sort of example, which occurs rarely.
However, more dilemmas of this kind arise in ordinary practice than one may
expect. The number of cases in which insuf�cient evidence is available, and yet we
have tomake a decision oneway or the other, is rather high and,most importantly,
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will increase steadily. The reason is that current technological developments, e.g.
the emergence of new bio-medical possibilities and related developments, have
reached a degree of complexity that makes it increasingly dif�cult to assign clear
evidence to issues pertaining to those developments. Yet, often the issues at
stake are of such grave importance or have such wide-ranging or long-lasting
consequences16 that we cannot afford to refrain from decision-making on them.

Since truth-oriented evidentialism cannot account for such cases, it is ir-
relevant to a large number of cases. If it is true that the situations will increase
in which uncertainty reigns but in which we still have to make a decision, truth-
oriented evidentialism increasingly loses ground. The reason is that all that the
truth-oriented evidentialist has to offer in those cases is a prohibition to distribute
the relevant truth values over such cases. Yet, if we have to come to a decision
on them one way or the other, this will not help a great deal. If we cannot make
decisions on truth-related grounds, we have to make them on other grounds, say,
on the basis of educated guesses, conjectures, non-epistemic grounds, such as
hope, will or whatever. In short, truth-oriented evidentialism is not of great help
when being confronted with issues of the sort mentioned. Therefore it is by far
not as interesting a doctrine as its proponents suggest.

2.4 Evaluating quiescent evidentialism

What about quiescent evidentialism? I think that it is worse off. In the
casesmentioned, quiescent evidentialism is not only inapplicable but alsomorally
irresponsible. In those cases, it entails highly questionable or imprudent practical
consequences. It can be used for the purposes of promoting the status quo in
situations in which it could be vital to consider and implement drastic changes. It
can be used to legitimize the failure to make a decision in cases in which decision-
making is vital- and the above-mentioned examples of passive smoking and the
Greenhouse effect could be such cases. It justi�es an extreme conservatism and
may easily be abused for political or economic purposes, say, of the tobacco
industry and its interest to prevent action being taken against smoking.

Let me give another type of example that reveals the conservative tendencies
in quiescent evidentialism. This issue receives much attention in Germany right
now and, presumably, in other countries that have a public health system that is
supposed to cover almost all medical expenses. I think of discussions over the
question whether there is enough evidence that a given alternative medical treat-
ment, ATM, is ef�cient. In countries which have a public health system of the sort
mentioned, answering that question is important since only if there is suf�cient
evidence for its ef�ciency, the public health carriers will take over the costs for
ATM. Representatives of those carriers, eager to cut expenses, often invoke the

16. I think e.g. of the question what the long-range effects of using nuclear energy would be
or of recent discoveries in the medical �eld, e.g. of the currently disputed question as to whether
using mobile telephones has negative effects on the human brain. In both cases, the evidence is
dif�cult if not impossible to weigh, yet, given what is at stake in those cases we cannot afford to
refrain from decision-making.
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argument that there is not yet suf�cient evidence for ATM, and accordingly, that
its costs cannot be taken over. Given that research into the ef�ciency of medical
treatments lasts usually long and is highly complicated,17 invoking this argument
is a convenient way for the public health carriers to shun all novel treatments.
My point is that invoking quiescent evidentialism can lead to an extreme conser-
vatism that rules out innovation on a priori grounds. However, there are cases in
which innovation ismandatory. In these cases, quiescent evidentialism tomorally
doubtful and imprudent results.

2.5 Why both sorts of evidentialism are doubtful
Let me conclude my evaluation of evidentialism with yet another example

that is admittedly rather personal but has the advantage of being less complex
than the above ones. It demonstrates clearly that, in certain circumstances, time
is a crucial factor. That is to say, it shows that there are cases in which decisions
have to be made now or in the near future. Postponing the decision � the strategy
that both sorts of evidentialism suggest � is no option. In this case, therefore,
evidentialism leads to dubious results.

Imagine that there are two ways to treat a certain sort of cancer, one being
the standard medical paradigm, SMP, the other an alternative paradigm, AP, that
holds some promise but for whose success there is as yet insuf�cient evidence.
Imagine also a person who suffers from that sort of cancer and who seriously
considers to be treated by AP rather than SMP (say, because she is afraid of SMP's
side effects). How do both sorts of evidentialism cope with such a situation? What
practical consequences do they have?

The truth-oriented evidentialist will advise her to refrain from forming be-
liefs on the issue since there is not enough evidence available. He will suggest that
she should not consider claims pertaining to AP to be true in the proper sense of
the word. However, she will reply � and she is absolutely right in doing so � that
this does not help her at all. She cannot afford to wait until suf�cient evidence
will be available. She has to make a decision now. And if she cannot make it on
the basis of suf�cient evidence, then she has to make it on different grounds. If
there is no truth of the matter (in the proper sense of the word), then she will have
to make her decision on other than truth-related grounds proper. Whatever she
does, it is clear that the truth-oriented evidentialist answer is irrelevant for the
purposes of solving her problem.

And the quiescent evidentialist solution to her problem? The quiescent
evidentialist will advise her to refrain not only from forming beliefs about AP but
also from taking action in the sense speci�ed above. She should not even make
hypothetical conjectures and the like on the issue. She should wait until enough
evidence has become available and, until then, refrain from making a decision on
the issue. However, she cannot afford to wait much longer. If she does, chances

17. Since experiments cannot be made on humans, one has to make them on animals�
raising questions as to whether the results from animal research can be translated to human
beings; furthermore, potential bene�ts have to be weighed against potential side-effects etc.
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are that she will either not enjoy medical treatment at all and will have to face
the serious consequences of failing to act. The price for refraining from decision-
making is simply too high in this case. Or, else, if she happens to live in a country
in which everybody is automatically insured by a public health-carrier prescribing
one particular treatment in such a case � SMP � refraining from decision-making
is tantamount to choosing in favor of SMP. In this case, her refusal to make a
decision results in her being treated by the standard means, viz. by SMP.

Obviously, my point is not that SMP is necessarily worse. My point is
that relying on a quiescent evidentialist method deprives you of the means to
deliberate on the issue. You do not actively and consciously decide in favor of
SMP but, rather, have given the decision out of your hands. You leave it over to
the contingent circumstances of the situation rather than taking the decision into
your own hands. Thus, by supposedly refraining from making a decision on an
issue, you may take sides implicitly in certain circumstances.

Or, else, quiescent evidentialism can simply be too costly in certain cases.
Refraining fromdecision-making, as thequiescent evidentialist suggests, results in
her not being treated at all. Obviously, it would be absurd to forfeit treatment and
risk the grave consequences of that inaction only to follow an abstract quiescent
evidentialist rule.

Let me summarize my criticism of both sorts of evidentialism. Quiescent ev-
identialism leads to questionable results in certain cases. In the above-mentioned
case, applying it is either too costly or, else, results in making a decision implic-
itly without actively re�ecting on it. And truth-oriented evidentialism is simply
irrelevant in a case like this.

And, as indicated above, cases like this are not exceptional. Rather, if the
above provided hints point in the right direction, then we live in conditions in
which many decisions have to be made under a signi�cant amount of uncertainty.
Given the complexity that our technological developments have reached at this
point, given the serious and long-lasting impact they can have on the human race
as a whole, and given the new possibilities that have emerged (e.g. alternative
medical treatments that cast doubts on what used to be taken for granted); given
all that, uncertainty in the sense speci�ed above reigns to a good extent�at least,
in the Western hemisphere.

I would even go as far as saying that many of the crucial decisions we, as
Westerners, have to make on an individual but also collective basis have to be
made under a signi�cant amount of uncertainty. And evidentialism does not
provide any help in many of those cases. That being the case, it should not be
applied on a universal basis, as its proponents suggest.

2.6 Why evidentialism has been defended so stubbornly
How does my criticism of evidentialism relate to the different positions re-

garding evidentialism named above? I disagree with Rorty by suggesting that it
is unnecessarily radical to abrogate evidentialism entirely. Where applicable, it
may well be used. Proceeding in such a fashion has the advantage of requiring less
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strenuous revisions than Rorty suggests. My suggestion does not require abrogat-
ing foundationalism and realism. Thus, my arguments against evidentialism have
the potential of convincing the foundationalist and the realist as well, whereas
Rorty's do not. That being the case, my stance with regard to evidentialism is
prima facie preferable to Rorty's.

But in accordance with James, I suggest that there are many cases in which
evidentialism cannot be applied. Thus, contrary to what the classical defenders of
evidentialismpropose, I suggest that its range of applicability should be restricted.
Clifford is mistaken in assuming that `it is wrong always, everywhere, and for
anyone to believe anything upon insuf�cient evidence'. There are circumstances
in which it would be irrational to follow this maxim. There are cases in which it
would be imprudent or unwise to follow any evidentialist maxim, be they truth-
oriented or be they quiescent in nature.

However, if that much is true, why is evidentialism still held in such high
esteem? Why do people still think that it is the `high road' to answer questions
of belief-acquisition and of justi�cation? Why do philosophers defend it that
stubbornly and why does it enjoy such a great respect in the public domain? And
why are attempts to challenge it, such as James', greeted with such horror? I think
there are, at least, two reasons for that, one philosophical, the other political in
nature. Let me begin with the philosophical reason.

The philosophical reason for defending evidentialism ferociously is that here
one of the most precious tenets of the Enlightenment is at stake. What I mean is
the Enlightenment optimism concerning the possibilities of acquiring knowledge.
Since the Enlightenment, the following idea has been deeply ingrained in us: `We,
the human race, know everything. And if we happen ignore something at this
point, we can be con�dent to we shall come to know it very soon. Situations of
cognitive uncertainty will not prevail, our knowledge increases steadily so that, in
due time,wewill knoweverything andbe capable of deciding appropriately'. Let us
call this the Promethean myth (concerning the possibilities of human cognition).

Admitting that there are situations in which uncertainty prevails and will,
in all likelihood, continue to prevail, and yet we still cannot afford to refrain
from deciding, challenges this Promethean myth. It reminds us of our cognitive
�nitude. That is unwelcome to the Enlightenment mind.

Furthermore, the Promethean myth was invented to battle religion: `After
thedeath ofGod, we, thehuman race, are the trueheirs of him inmatters cognitive.
That is why our cognitive resources are potentially unlimited'. And people like
James shake thismythnot forphilosophical or related reasonsbut inorder tomake
space for � horribile dictu � religion. That is the reason why representatives of
the Enlightenment, such as Russell have attacked James particularly ferocious.18

And thismythwas created for thepurposes of promoting the `higher faculties'
of (intellectual) reason over the `lower faculties', such as passion. James, however,
points out that those higher faculties lead us into a dead end at times and that, in

18. See e.g. Russell, `Pragmatism', 81vv.
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those situations, it is entirely reasonable to rely on passion.19

These are (some of the) philosophical reasons why people keep insisting on
the importance of the notion of evidence and why they ferociously attack any
criticism of it, such as James'. Daring to challenge the Promethean myth and,
worst of all, doing that in the name of both of Enlightenment's `no no's', viz.
religion and passion, must appear to be frivolous to a `steadfast Enlightenment
mind', such as Russell's.

The political reason why people keep insisting on evidentialism is that it can
be used to defend an extreme conservatism that serves particular group-interests.
By evidentialist means, you can easily justify the status quo. This comes in handy
in certain political constellations. It does if, say, youwant to deliberately postpone
a ban on smoking because such a ban would hurt the tobacco industry or if you do
not wish the public health carriers to take over additional expenses for alternative
medical treatments.

After all this criticism of evidentialism, a reconciliatory remark may be due.
I acknowledge that its early fathers may well have had good reasons to propose
it. In a type of cognitive environment in which we still had reasons to believe
in an unbroken optimism with regard to human cognitive capacities and/or in
which the possibility of free research was severely restrained (say, by dogmatic
ways of thinking), this ideal may well have had a liberating effect. In the situation
of the (early) Enlightenment, it may well have been a device to emphasize the
individual's autonomy to believe what seems to be reasonable to her over and
against heteronomous ways of thinking (say, guided by church-doctrine). In
those circumstances, it may well have warranted intellectual honesty in otherwise
intellectually suffocating circumstances. However, our cognitive environment has
changed dramatically and what was once liberating is now suffocating. Hanging
on to evidentialismas auniversal ideal unduly deprives us ofmoral and intellectual
resources, including religious ones (see below, section 3).

However, if its beginnings were innocent enough, is there not anything
worth saving from the evidentialist heritage? I think that a general maxim to
search for suf�cient evidence, if available, is worth salvaging from this heritage
and can still be applied in our current intellectual climate. But this maxim needs
to be applied in amild-mannered spirit, not as `dogmatically' and self-righteously
as the latter-day evidentialists with their anti-religious zeal do. The world is
complex � more so than our Enlightenment fathers dreamt it would be � and
we are confronted quite frequently with situations in which uncertainty reigns

19. The negative reaction to James' reliance on passion can be compared to the negative
reaction with which Friedrich D.E. Schleiermacher's reliance on `feeling' in `On Religion' was
received. `Feeling' or `passion' are traditionally also regardedas characteristically femaleattributes,
`intellectual reason' as a masculine one. Thus, challenging the latter in the name of the former
can be understood as an attack on masculinity. James goes even further in challenging also the
masculine ideal of being (cognitively) in charge of a situation, and of thus being capable of making
the right decisions (indecisiveness being a trademark of the feminine). He shakes this ideal by
admitting that there are certain situations in which uncertainty prevails and where it is rational
to rely on passion. Thus, James is abhorred not only from an Enlightenment perspective but also
from one that emphasizes masculinity.
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and we still have to decide one way or the other. In those situations, it would be
counterproductive to court evidentialism just because it is a valuable theoretical
ideal. Rather, we should always be open to the possibility that it cannot be applied
in certain circumstances and should not waste our best energies into defending
it no matter what. There are better ways to use those energies, for example to
search for procedures that allow the possibility of rational decision-making under
a considerable amount of uncertainty.

3 Evaluating the evidentialist challenge to religion
Let us scrutinize what the upshot of these considerations on evidentialism

is for the question how strong the evidentialist challenge to religion is. Where
appropriate, I will do that by referring to James' considerations regarding eviden-
tialism.

If our above contentions hold, then the evidentialist ideal cannot be applied
on a universal basis. There are cases which fall outside its range of applicability�
let us call them `uncertainty situations', US. Evidentialism should not be applied
in US-cases. And if religious claims turn out to be US-cases, evidentialism should
not be applied to them. That is to say, if religious claims are comparable in their
relevant respects to the US-cases as speci�ed above, evidentialism is inapplicable
to them. In that case, evidentialists who nevertheless try to apply their ideal to
those religious claims are guilty of `intellectual imperialism.' They unwarrantedly
attribute universal scope to their ideal and extend its range of applicability to cases
to which it should not be extended.20

3.1 Evaluating the truth-oriented challenge to religion
Let us begin by scrutinizing the force of the truth-oriented evidentialist

critique of religion. Let us assume that the truth-oriented evidentialist is right in
holding that religious claims lack evidence and that, therefore, we should not hold
them to be true. Does that imply a fatal blow to religion, as it may seem to be at
�rst sight?

I do not think so. The reason that it may appear to be a fatal blow to religion
is only that the word `true' is used in unquali�ed ways. Using it thus suggests that,
since religious claims cannot be held to be true, they cannot be held to be valid or
justi�ed in all possible senses. However, the religious person who is aware of this
unquali�ed use has an easy answer to this truth-oriented evidentialist challenge.
She can easily grant that we are not justi�ed in holding religious beliefs to be true
(in the proper sense of the word) in the same sense in which we are not justi�ed in
holding statements concerning `global warming' or the ef�ciency of an alternative
medical treatment concerning cancer to be true.21 But, she will insist, not being

20. This, I take it, is the point of James' critical remark about `intellect. . . laying down its
laws'; James, `Will to Believe', 30.

21. Although this is not my topic in this paper, I would, at least, like to suggest brie�y that
such a position is not at all incompatible with traditional religious belief. Acknowledging that
religious claims cannot be held to be true does in my eyes not entail anti-religious consequences
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justi�ed in holding p to be true in the proper sense of the word does not entail not
being justi�ed to hold p on other than alethic grounds. In short, she will insist that
there may well be other than alethic grounds to justify making religious claims.

Thus, the religious person can yield more or less easily to the truth-oriented
evidentialist, if she is aware of the limitations inherent in the evidentialist position.
And the limitations are that, whatever the truth-oriented evidentialist proposes,
cannot preclude us fromhaving faith in religious claims on grounds different from
truthproper. For example, the religiousbeliever cansuggest thatweshouldbelieve
in them because we think that they are educated guesses, reasonable conjectures
or whatever.

3.1.1 James' answer to the truth-oriented evidentialist challenge
If the believer is a Jamesian, she may hold that nothing that the truth-

oriented evidentialist has said thus far can prevent us from holding that there
are suf�cient and rational reasons to hope that those religious claims are true
(see above, 2.1.). Put more generally, the religious person can point out that the
claims brought forward by the truth-oriented evidentialist are limited to epistemic
considerations. But this does not touch upon non-epistemic ones. The truth-
oriented evidentialist cannot prevent us from believing in religious claims on
non-epistemic grounds.

That is the point of what James expresses in the later parts of `The Will to
Believe' under the contrast of `intellect' as against `will or passion'. His point is
that forming an opinion on an issue based upon will or passion is not necessarily
inferior to forming it on the basis of intellectual capabilities. In some instances,
we have no other choice but to decide with the help of passion. For example, when
our intellectual resources are exhausted but we are confronted with a genuine
option, we are completely justi�ed in relying on our `passional nature':

Our passional nature not only lawfully may, but must, decide an option be-
tween propositions, whenever it is a genuine option that cannot by its nature
be decided on intellectual grounds; for to say, under such circumstances, �Do
not decide, but leave the question open� is itself a passional decision � just
like deciding yes or no � and is attended with the same risk of losing the
truth.22

Notice that, when James speaks in the part that is italicized above about `passion',
he uses it differently from the way he uses it throughout this article. Whereas in
this article he is generally concerned with removing prejudices against the use of
passion here, he takes over the negative evaluations that his opponents associate
with the term `passion' here. So what he means is that the evidentialist advice

because the word `true' is used here in purely secular ways. And this secular use of `true' does not
con�ict with its religious use, according to which a belief is made `true' by, say, the veri�cation of
the third person of the Trinity (if you think of the Christian religion). In short, acknowledging that
a religious claim cannot be held to be true in the sense speci�ed � as opposed to holding it to be
de�nitely false � is compatible with a whole range of traditional religious positions.

22. James, `Will to Believe', 20, italics mine.
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`Do not decide, but leave the question open' is, contrary to what the evidentialist
assumes, `passional' in the sense that it is not better, not more rational, than
making a choice.

James' suggestions can be translated into the nomenclature we used above
as being directed against truth-oriented evidentialism. His contention that even
if there are no suf�cient `intellectual' grounds for having faith in religious claims,
there may still be legitimate `non-intellectual' grounds for doing that, means that
even if we do not have suf�cient reasons to consider religious claims to be true
in the proper sense of the word, we may well have other grounds to regard them
as justi�ed or legitimate. In short, even if we do not have suf�cient epistemic
(`intellectual') grounds to hold religious claims, we may well have suf�cient non-
epistemic ones, based upon will or passion.

Thus, it turns out that James provides a non-epistemic justi�cation of faith.
Quite unlike Plantinga who relies on notions such as `proper functioning' and
`design plan', James does not rebut the evidentialist challenge to religion on epis-
temic but on non-epistemic grounds. He does not argue that religious claims are
true in the proper sense of the word. He does not show that, contrary to what
the evidentialist critics of religion assume, there is suf�cient evidence for religion.
He takes another line of argument by showing that the range of applicability of
epistemic justi�cations is limited. He argues that there are also non-epistemic
justi�cations and in certain occasions it is prudent or even unavoidable to rely on
them. And applying them to religious claims cannot entitle us to hold those claims
to be true in the proper sense of the word. Yet, applying them can entitle us to
have faith in them on other than truth-related grounds. For example, we can be
justi�ed in having faith in them based upon will or passion.

3.1.2 A last attempt tomake the truth-oriented evidentialist challenge cut ice
The truth-oriented evidentialist may at this point make one �nal attempt to

salvage the importance of his criticism of religion and, by implication, of James,
by arguing in the following fashion. If we are not entitled to hold religious beliefs
to be true in the proper sense of the word, then we are not entitled to `believe' in
them in the proper sense of the word either (since `believing p' implies `holding p
to be true'). And since James claims to defend belief, as the title of `The Will to
Believe' suggests, he ultimately fails.

For the sake of the argument, let us grant the existence of such a link between
belief and truth-related concerns. In what sense does this help the truth-oriented
evidentialist? It does not make his point much stronger. All that he can gain from
invoking this link is a Pyrrhic victory. If he is right, James may have to reword the
title of his article and skip the term `believe'.23 However, he could easily substitute
`having faith' or something of that sort for it. This is no more than a question
of nomenclature. As far as the substance of the argument is concerned, James'

23. See also the related discussion on the distinction between having a `right to believe'
and `the will to believe,' in Gail Kennedy, `Pragmatism, Pragmaticism, and the Will to Believe: A
Reconsideration', The Journal of Philosophy 55 (1958), 578�88; see also the discussion in John
Hick, Faith and Knowledge, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 21966, 40, f. 19.
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point still stands. The truth-oriented evidentialist critique of religion is much less
relevant than usually assumed because it ranges only over epistemic justi�cations
whereas there are non-epistemic justi�cations to legitimate religious claims.

Let me summarize my criticism of the truth-oriented evidentialist challenge
to religion. Its range of applicability is restricted to epistemic justi�cations. How-
ever, as indicated above, in many cases epistemic justi�cations are not the only
justi�catory means available. There are instances in which it is inappropriate to
rely exclusively on epistemic justi�cations. Religious claims, for example, can be
justi�ed by non-epistemic means, e.g. by reliance on will or passion, as James
suggests.

3.2 Evaluating the quiescent evidentialist challenge of religion
Let us turn now to the quiescent evidentialist critique of religion. As indi-

cated above, the quiescent evidentialist argues that, since we do not have enough
evidence on religion, we should stay away from it altogether. This claim is stronger
than the truth-oriented critique of religion in that it amounts to a full-�edged ag-
nosticism. The quiescent evidentialist rejects not only the acceptance of religious
beliefs as true in the proper sense of the word but also forecloses their acceptance
on different grounds. He rejects religion and the possibility of making claims
about it altogether.

Above, I have argued that quiescent evidentialism leads to consequences that
are doubtful, to say the least. Following themaxim implied in it can lead tomorally
questionable results. This is presumably the case when it is applied to the issue of
global warming. Or, it can lead to results that are, to say the least, imprudent. This
is the case when it is applied to the problem of the cancer patient considering to
be treated by alternative medical means. As was demonstrated above, refraining
from making a decision on the issue is either too costly � if it leads to not being
treated at all � or else amounts to making a decision without explicitly re�ecting
on it�if it leads to the patient being treated by standard medical means.

My point is that the same goes for the quiescent evidentialist critique of
religion. It is imprudent to apply it in the case of certain religious claims. It leads
to results that are either too costly or, else, amounts to deciding on the issue �
viz. against religion � without explicitly re�ecting on it. I will �esh out both cases
in the following. However, before doing that, I will summarize two features that
characterize situations in which applying quiescent evidentialism is unwise.

3.2.1 Two features of a situation in which using quiescent evidentialism
would be unwise

What are the logical features of situations inwhich there is a good chance that
using quiescent evidentialism is imprudent or morally questionable? Drawing on
our above discussion on the matter, we can identify two features of situations
in which applying quiescent evidentialism would be inappropriate. First, there
must be genuine uncertainty on the matter in the sense that there is not enough
evidence available eitherway and that it is improbable that it will become available
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in the near future. That is to say, a presupposition for the possibility of rejecting
quiescent evidentialism is a situation in which the choice between two options
cannot be guided by conclusive evidence.24

The second feature of a situation in which applying quiescent evidentialism
is inappropriate is that the choice between both options cannot be avoided (for
logical reasons), as is the case with `forced options'; or, that it would be imprudent
to avoid making a choice because the results of this failure are either too costly or,
else, amount tomaking an implicit choice. This is the casewhen the cancer patient
applies quiescent evidentialism. Another possibility is that the stakes involved
are extremely uneven. This is the case if the goods at issue differ signi�cantly,
e.g. the consequences of not taking a particular action are drastic whereas the
consequences of taking action are not. If one or more of those conditions are
met,25 the second feature of a situation in which applying quiescent evidentialism
would be inappropriate is at hand.

In sum, if both features apply, viz. that a choice between both options is
unavoidable, would be imprudent to avoid or whatever, and if there is not enough
evidence available either way (and, in all likelihood, will not become available in
the near future), we are confronted with a situation in which applying quiescent
evidentialism is most likely inappropriate. In order to avoid misunderstandings,
let me point out here explicitly that only when both features apply simultaneously,
applying quiescent evidentialism is imprudent.

3.2.2 Do religious claims exhibit the features of situations in which applying
quiescent evidentialism would be unwise?

Let us scrutinize as to whether religious claims are conceivable which form
a situation in which both features apply at the same time. But before doing that,
let me remind you what is at stake in the discussion right now: The quiescent
evidentialist argues that, as a universal rule, we should stay away from issues for
which we do not have enough evidence. Since we do not have enough evidence on
religious claims, we should stay away from them.

I have attacked the universal claims implied in quiescent evidentialism and
argued that there are certain situations in which it would be inappropriate to
apply this sort of evidentialism. Those are situations in which both features
apply simultaneously, viz. that insuf�cient evidence is available and will become
available in the near future and it would be unwise not to choose. My next stepwill

24. Let it be noted in passing that James has situations of this sort inmindwhen advocating
his `Will to Believe'-doctrine. That is to say, the standard criticism that charges James with
promoting `wishful thinking', `intellectual laziness' or the like overlooks that James recommends
his doctrine only in those cases. He is not suggesting that willing should be used to substitute
the search for suf�cient evidence, but, rather, that only in situations in which suf�cient evidence
cannot be provided, the `Will to Believe'-doctrine should come into play. That is the point of
emphasizing that it would be imprudent, irrational or `passional' (now in the negative sense of
the word) to forfeit using non-intellectual resources once the intellectual ones are exhausted (see
above, the quote from James in 3.1).

25. I do not pretend to have listed all relevant features�the above supplied items are just
examples of the second feature, having emerged from the cases I discussed above.
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be to show that certain religious claims are situations inwhich both features apply,
i.e. situations in which not enough evidence is available and in which it would be
unwise to refrain from deciding. The upshot of those considerations is the claim
that applying quiescent evidentialism to those religious claims is inappropriate.
In other words, certain religious claims are situations in which we have to make a
decision in spite of the fact that there is not enough evidence available.

3.2.2.1 Does the �rst feature of a situation in which applying quiescent evi-
dentialism would be unwise apply to religion?

Let us begin our discussion with the �rst feature of situations in which it
would be inappropriate to apply quiescent evidentialism. (Notice that, in the
following, I will use the notions `feature of a situation in which applying quiescent
evidentialism would be unwise' and `conditions that have to be met in order that
applying quiescent evidentialism would be unwise' interchangeably.) Hence, the
question is whether there is insuf�cient evidence available on religion and as to
whether it is unrealistic to expect it to become available in the near future.

I think that there neither is conclusive evidence for the falsity of certain
religious claims nor for their truth. The religious claims I have in mind are e.g.
ones in which a transcendent notion of God and/or other deities plays a crucial
role. Traditional Christian claims being based upon a robust notion of God, a
Trinitarian concept of the Son etc. are examples of such claims. And the reason
that there is not enough evidence available concerning those notions is not that,
say, theologians are incompetent researchers or something of that sort. The fact
that there is not enough evidence available has nothing to do with de�ciencies on
the side of the researchers working in the �eld of theology or anything of that sort
but, rather, with the nature of the objects under scrutiny.

Letmeexplain. Certain research-objects are extremely complex. Anexample
of such an object could be the question of what causes the current changes of our
weather patterns. Presumably, the dif�culties in tracing those causes donot testify
to any inadequacies of meteorologists researching on the weather but, rather, to
the fact that the constellations that cause our weather are extremely complex (as
is witnessed by the notorious failures of weather forecasts). Certain objects are so
complex that capturing them in law-like or nomothetical statements is extremely
dif�cult, if not impossible.

In principle, this holds for the religious domain as well - except, of course,
that the degree of complexity is signi�cantly or even in�nitely higher. The object
under scrutiny there is extremely complex as well and probably incapable of being
captured in nomothetical statements or something of that sort as a matter of
principle (say, if God is absolutely free in His decisions). If, for example, God is
truly totaliter aliter in the sense that the early Karl Barth proposes, the fact that
we cannot capture Him in nomothetical statements or something of that sort does
not come as a surprise. This does not speak to inadequacies on the side of the
theologians pursuing research into the nature of God but rather to the fact that
God is truly God (to say things in Barthian parlance). That is, it speaks to the fact
that God is the Lord of all there is rather than a human idol, andman is truly man,
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i.e. a sinful being whose capacities including his cognitive ones are misguided.
Or, take a standard philosophical line of argument. Human cognitive pos-

sibilities are limited and the object of religious cognition, a transcendent notion
of God as is e.g. suggested in the Christian tradition, lies outside those limits.
That is to say, in the cognitive sphere the notion of God has only the function,
if it has a function at all, of serving as an `idea of reason' in the sense of Kant's
transcendental dialectics or something like that. If that were true, it would not
be a surprise that there is not enough evidence available on the issue. Again, that
would not speak to any inadequacies of the researchers delving into the notion of
God but, rather, to recognizing the limits of human cognition and asserting that a
transcendent notion of God falls outside those limits.

These arguments show that the evidence available on certain religious claims
is insuf�cient.26 These claims are not even uncommon in religions such as the
Christian one. Furthermore, those arguments show that it is unreasonable to
assume that suf�cient evidence will become available in the near future. If God
is truly totaliter aliter in Barth's sense and/or the Kantian rationale or a similar
philosophical one apply to religious claims, then it is unreasonable to expect that
suf�cient evidence will emerge in the near future.27 But if there is not enough
evidence available on certain religious claims and it is unreasonable to expect it
to become available in the near future, the �rst condition is met for there being a
situation in which applying quiescent evidentialism would be unwise. Now, what
about the second condition?

3.2.2.2 Does the second feature of a situation in which applying quiescent
evidentialism would be unwise apply to religion?

It will be remembered that the second condition for there being a situation in
which applying quiescent evidentialism is inappropriate is that it would be unwise
to refrain from making a decision because the results of this failure are either
too costly or, else, amount to taking sides implicitly (3.2.2.2.2), that the stakes
involved are extremely uneven (3.2.2.2.1) etc. Let us begin with the question as
to whether religious claims can be reconstructed in such a fashion that the stakes
involved are extremely uneven.

26. Obviously, I presuppose that what are commonly called `evidentialist' positions regard-
ing religion are implausible. That is to say that, on the one hand, the traditional evidentialist
criticism of religion, say, Kai Nielsen or J.L. Mackie's, is unconvincing and that, on the other
hand, evidentialist defences of religion are unconvincing either (say, Richard Swinburne's, if you
consider him to be an evidentialist theist; for that, see the discussion in Sami Pihlström, `Pragmatic
and Transcendental Arguments for Theism: a Critical Examination', International Journal for
Philosophy of Religion 51, (2002), 195�213, esp. 195�6). I do not have the space here to answer
the question as to whether Swinburne is truly an evidentialist and would like to point instead to
the discussion in Timo Koistinen, Philosophy of Religion or Religious Philosophy (Helsinki 2000)
39�81.

27. The Christian believer may want to add an `in via'-clause at this point. That is to say,
he may want to emphasize that holding that it is unreasonable to assume that suf�cient evidence
will emerge in the near future does not take away the possibility that it could become available
`in patria', say, in an eschatological era. My arguments here are directed towards philosophical
concerns rather than theological ones. Hence, I neglect this point in my further discussion.
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3.2.2.2.1 Are religious claims decision-situations in which the stakes are
extremely uneven?

James seems to have cases of religious claims28 in mind in which the latter
applies, viz. that there exists a grave imbalance between the goods involved. He
suggests that we lose much more in the case of unbelief, if religion is true, than in
the case of belief, if religion is untrue.29 What could examples of religious claims
be for which the stakes are extremely uneven? A rather crude but particularly
perspicuous one is the idea that the believer is better off than the unbeliever
is because a deity has decided that believers are better off (e.g. go to heaven,
whereas unbelievers don't). Or, more re�ned (and probablymore Jamesian): The
unbeliever is worse off than the believer not because a deity has decided that this
is the case but because of a more or less automatic chain of events, e.g. because
the unbeliever is betraying himself of the bene�ts of faith, such as the possibility
of consolation.

Whatever you suggest at this point (yet other construals are conceivable), it
will help to add a relevance clause to the effect that the bene�ts to be reaped from
faith are vital. Such a clause helps to show the unreasonableness of quiescent
evidentialism. Because if the bene�ts to be reaped from faith were not vital, it
would make it too easy to walk away from the necessity to decide in the absence
of suf�cient evidence.30 Let me explain what I mean by comparing the case of
religious faith to belief in the existence of extraterrestrial life.

Let us assume that in both cases not enough evidence is available to decide
either way. Yet, in the case of the question as to whether extraterrestrial life exists,
we can easily abstain from making a decision on the issue. Entertaining as this
question may be, it does (usually) not have any serious existential relevance to us.
The case of (certain) religious claims is different, however. Here, questions as to
whether a deity possesses particular attributes, e.g., is capable of comforting the
miserable, of rectifying grave historical injustices or even of overcoming death (in
principle), can be questions of great existential relevance.31 But if they are, it is

28. James provides an explicit characterization of religion in `The Will to Believe' when
holding that two elements are constitutive of it, viz. that it `. . . says that the best things are the
more eternal things,. . . the things in the universe that throw the last stone. . . and say the �nal
word. . . ' as well as `. . . that we are better off. . . if we believe her �rst af�rmation to be true'
(James, `Will to Believe', 29�30). In footnote 4 of his article (p. 32), James provides a link
between religion and action that goes further than those two characterizations, viz. that having a
religious view provides particular reasons for action. Yet, in this article, he does not exploit this
link systematically. Since James' thin characterization of religion is not suf�cient for our purposes,
I will not rely on it in the following. Rather, I will take up other clues he provides in his article and
develop suggestions independent of James.

29. Cf. James, `Will to Believe', 30.
30. I take it that to exclude the possibility of walking away too easily is the intention behind

James' insistence on the fact that a decision must be `momentous' rather than `trivial' (see James,
op. cit., p. 15).

31. I think that relying on existentialist concerns captures some of James' concerns. For
example, his use of the notion of `genuine options', particularly the insistence that a decision
must be `live' rather than `dead' and that it must be `momentous' rather than `trivial', point in
an `existentialist' direction. Hilary Putnam seems to have something similar in mind when he
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imprudent to walk away from them as easily as walking away from the question as
to whether extraterrestrial beings exists. One would deprive oneself of potential
vital bene�ts that way.

In sum, it is well conceivable that certain religious claims are situations in
which the stakes involved are extremely uneven. And since being extremely un-
even is one characteristic of the second condition of situations in which applying
quiescent evidentialism would be imprudent, those claims meet the second con-
dition. That is to say, those claims are good candidates for falling into the set of
situations in which applying quiescent evidentialism would be imprudent.32

3.2.2.2.2 Are religious claims decision-situations in which refraining from
deciding would be too costly or would amount to taking sides implicitly?

Above, I had argued that applying quiescent evidentialism to cases such
as that of the cancer patient considering to be treated by an alternative medical
paradigm is not an option. It leads to an outcome that is either too costly or, else,
amounts to taking sides implicitly. The same holds in the case of certain religious
claims: Applying evidentialism is (a) either too costly or, else, (b) amounts to
taking sides implicitly. Let me �esh out that claim.

With regard to (a), (certain) religious claims are equivalent to that of the
cancer patient in the following fashion. The cancer patient cannot afford to abstain
from deciding because this could result in her not being treated at all (in certain
circumstances). And the person pondering (certain) religious questions can also
not afford to walk away from deciding on them because this would be too costly�
e.g., it might deprive her of her only means to survive in miserable circumstances
or even of eternal happiness, or else, it could result in being condemned eternally
(see above, 3.2.2.2.1).

The same holds for the second undesirable outcome of applying evidential-
ism, viz. (b) that of implicitly taking sides. James seems to have something like
that in mind. In particular, his considerations on `forced options' (see above,
1.2.) and some of his examples point in that direction. For example, he speaks
of a man waiting inde�nitely before proposing marriage to a woman because he
is not perfectly sure that she will turn out to be an angel. The point James tries
to raise here is that this man implicitly makes a decision. His indecisiveness has
the same result as believing that she will not turn out to be an angel. That is the
point of his rhetorical question: `Would he not cut himself off from that particular
angel-possibility as decisively as if he went and married someone else?'33

As we have seen, in some circumstances being indecisive on certain religious
claims amounts to implicitly making a choice�viz. against religion. An example

compares James to Sartre. Considering the latter's famous example of Pierre's moral dilemma
between joining the resistance and taking care of his sick mother, Putnam contends that `the
argument of �The Will to Believe� is. . . meant to apply to existential decisions of the Pierre type'�
Renewing Philosophy (Harvard 1992), 192.

32. Whether they actually are such situations depends not only on the question whether
the second condition is met but, also, on the question as to whether the �rst condition is met at
the same time.

33. James, `Will to Believe', 30.
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that is particularly pertinent in the Christian tradition is the following. How
does one decide when confronted with Jesus' claim that whether one believes in
Him as being Christ the Son of God will decide one's future fate? The way one
responds to Jesus' claim decides the action of the Father. This idea is prominent
in the Johannine gospel and is frequently used in the existentialist tradition. For
example, Bultmann uses it to underpin his `present eschatology', i.e. the idea that
the fate of the believer will not be decided in some distant future but, rather, `here
and now'�viz., in the confrontation with the kerygma. The question whether she
believes in it or not will decide the believer's future fate.34

The reason why I bring up these examples here is that they make clear that,
in certain cases, one cannot remain neutral. You cannot remain neutral with
regard to Jesus' claim that He is Christ the Son of God. Refraining frommaking a
decision when confronted with this claim is tantamount to rejecting it, according
to (Bultmann's interpretation of) the Gospel of John. In short, in certain cases of
religious claims refraining from decision-making amounts to implicitly making
a choice�viz. in favor of unbelief.

Or, take another example that abstracts from speci�cally Christian concerns.
Let us reconsider the above provided idea that the believer is (signi�cantly) better
off than the unbeliever. Remaining indecisive on religious claims pertaining to
this idea implies logically a decision against the truth or probability of this idea.
This is the case when holding certain religious beliefs doesn't cost one very much,
say, does not pose serious restrictions on one's everyday conduct.

Disbelieving a claim the acceptance of which does not cost you very much,
but the rejection of which could result in your not obtaining eternal happiness,
would be highly imprudent. In order to do that in a prudent fashion, you will
have to, at least, tacitly presuppose that those beliefs are de�nitely false, highly
unlikely or something of that sort.35 As not deciding on the question whether
the global warming is caused by the Greenhouse effect36 implies accepting the
belief that this is not the case, not deciding on the religious claim that the believer
is (signi�cantly) better off than the unbeliever implies rejecting it. Because if
there was any realistic chance that the Greenhouse effect was indeed the cause of
the global warming or that the religious beliefs under consideration were true, it
would be imprudent or even irrational to refrain from deciding on either issue.

Whatever the details of the argument, however, my main point is that in all

34. Another prominent example would be Kierkegaard's notorious insistence on the impor-
tance of the `hic et nunc' of decision-making in religious affairs.

35. This line of reasoning may remind one of Pascal's famous wager argument and James'
argument has indeed been likened to it (e.g. Hick, Philosophy of Religion, Englewood Cliffs,
41990, 59 classi�es both under the rubric `voluntarist theories of faith'). Yet, the above reasoning
is embedded in more complex considerations regarding the abrogation of evidentialism and, as
such, is more resistant to the sort of criticism that is mounted against Pascal (see, e.g. Hick, ibid.).

36. Obviously, not deciding on this question is different from having decided on it but still
refusing to take political action. Not taking political action can be caused by a number of overriding
concerns, e.g. that, in spite of acknowledging that global warming is caused by the Greenhouse
effect, it would not be wise for a particular country, say, a third-world country, to take costly action
against it etc.
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those cases (and many more can easily be construed), we are confronted with sit-
uations in which refraining frommaking a decision on religious claims amounts
to implicitly rejecting them. Since the condition that refraining from decision-
making amounts tomaking an implicit decision is another ingredient of the second
feature of situations in which applying quiescent evidentialism is inappropriate, I
conclude that the cases provided are good candidates for being situations in which
applying quiescent evidentialism is inappropriate. Again, whether they truly are
depends on the question as to whether the �rst condition is met at the same time.

Concluding this point (3.2.2.2.2), I would like to propose that certain reli-
gious claims are decision-situations in which refraining from deciding is either
too costly or, else, amounts to implicitly taking sides. Collecting the point I
made in 3.2.2.2.1, I would like to propose as well that some religious claims
are decision-situations in which the stakes are extremely uneven. As mentioned
above, decision-situations inwhich refraining fromdeciding is either too costly or,
else, amounts to implicitly taking sides and decision-situations inwhich the stakes
are extremely uneven form the above named second condition for cases in which
applying quiescent evidentialism is imprudent or inappropriate. Thus, those reli-
gious claims are (examples of) cases that make a good chance of being situations
in which it is imprudent or inappropriate to apply quiescent evidentialism.

It will be remembered that the �rst condition for there being a situation in
which it is imprudent to apply quiescent evidentialism is that there is not enough
evidence to judge a given claim either way and there is no hope to collect suf�cient
evidence in the near future (see above, 3.2.2.1). If any of the religious claims
named under 3.2.2.2, i.e. claims that meet the second condition, meets the �rst
condition aswell, then this claimexhibits the logical features of a situation inwhich
applying quiescent evidentialism is imprudent or inappropriate. Since meeting
the �rst criterion is not particularly dif�cult for religious claims � think e.g. of
God being totaliter aliter or the Kantian rationale for placing religious claims
outside of the limits of human cognition � it is not dif�cult to construe the claims
that meet the second condition as also meeting the �rst criterion. And if they do,
then they are situations in which applying quiescent evidentialism is imprudent
or inappropriate.

In sum, in the case of all those religious claims for which, (a), there is not
enough evidence eitherway and forwhich there is no hope to collect it in the near
future and, (b) which are simultaneously decision-situations in which, (b.1.) re-
fraining from deciding is either too costly or amounts to taking sides implicitly
or, (b.2.) in which the stakes involved are extremely uneven, quiescent eviden-
tialism should not applied. It would be imprudent, inappropriate, irrational etc.
to apply quiescent evidentialism in those cases.

4 Conclusion
If the evidentialist challenge to religion is based upon a truth-oriented ev-

identialism, it is rather uninteresting. If, on the other hand, it is based upon
quiescent evidentialism, it is interesting but irrelevant for a large number of cases
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of religious claims. Moreover, as soon as it assumes universal pretensions, it
is plainly mistaken. But being either uninteresting or irrelevant/mistaken, the
evidentialist challenge of religion should not be taken as seriously any longer as
it usually is. Believers, philosophers of religion and other people engaged with the
pursuit of and/or re�ection on religion should not spend toomuch time bothering
with the evidentialist challenge. Rather, they should spend their time on more
important issues.37

37. I thank Maarten Wisse and two anonymous referees for their helpful comments on and
criticism of this paper.
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