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alvin plantinga warranted christian belief is a concept that has profoundly influenced contemporary
philosophy of religion and epistemology. Alvin Plantinga, a prominent American philosopher, developed a
sophisticated argument for religious epistemology, specifically focusing on the justification of Christian
belief. This article will delve into Plantinga's core ideas, exploring his properly basic beliefs, the role of the
sensus divinitatis, and his response to objections. We will examine how his thesis challenges evidentialist
accounts of religious knowledge and offers a framework for understanding how faith can be rational
without requiring overwhelming empirical or logical proof. Understanding Plantinga's position sheds light
on the intellectual underpinnings of Christian apologetics and the philosophical landscape of religious belief.

Understanding Alvin Plantinga's Warranted Christian Belief

Alvin Plantinga's groundbreaking work on the epistemology of religious belief, particularly his concept of
warranted Christian belief, seeks to demonstrate that Christian beliefs can be rational and justified even
without traditional philosophical or scientific evidence. He argues that certain religious beliefs are not
merely matters of subjective faith but can be properly basic, meaning they do not require further
justification from other beliefs.

The Foundation: Properly Basic Beliefs

Plantinga's theory rests on the notion of "properly basic beliefs." These are beliefs that are foundational to
our epistemic systems and are accepted without needing to be inferred from other propositions. For
instance, the belief that "I exist" or "the external world exists" are often considered properly basic. Plantinga
extends this concept to religious belief, proposing that core Christian tenets can also be properly basic for
believers.

He contends that if a belief is rational, it is warranted. Warrant, for Plantinga, is a condition that elevates
mere true belief to knowledge. A belief is warranted when it is formed by properly functioning cognitive
faculties in a suitable environment and with a particular design, aimed at truth. This internalist approach to
warrant focuses on the believer's internal epistemic condition.

The Sensus Divinitatis: God's Innate Awareness

A crucial element in Plantinga's argument for warranted Christian belief is the concept of the sensus



divinitatis. This Latin term, which he borrows from John Calvin, refers to an innate, built-in capacity or
disposition within humans to recognize God and to form beliefs about Him. Plantinga suggests that this
faculty is part of our natural cognitive equipment, designed by God Himself.

According to this view, the sensus divinitatis naturally produces beliefs about God under certain conditions,
much like our senses produce beliefs about the external world. These beliefs, such as "God exists" or "God
loves me," can arise immediately and spontaneously, without requiring deductive reasoning or extensive
empirical evidence. The experience of awe, guilt, or gratitude, for example, can be seen as manifestations of
the sensus divinitatis leading to warranted religious beliefs.

Plantinga argues that when the sensus divinitatis functions properly, the beliefs it produces are prima facie
warranted. This means they are warranted unless there are strong defeaters – reasons that would rationally
lead someone to disbelieve them. The presence of evil or suffering in the world, for instance, could be
considered a potential defeater, and Plantinga offers his free will defense as a response to this challenge.

The Role of Experience in Christian Epistemology

While Plantinga emphasizes properly basic beliefs and the sensus divinitatis, he does not dismiss the role of
experience entirely. Religious experiences, such as answered prayers, a sense of divine presence, or
profound spiritual encounters, can serve as further grounds for warranting Christian beliefs. These
experiences, when interpreted through the lens of Christian doctrine and arising from a properly
functioning sensus divinitatis, can strengthen the justification for holding Christian convictions.

Plantinga distinguishes between different types of defeaters. Strong defeaters are reasons that conclusively
show a belief to be false or irrational. Weak defeaters, on the other hand, might suggest a belief is unlikely
but do not necessarily undermine its rationality. He argues that many supposed defeaters for Christian
belief, when properly examined, turn out to be weak or inconclusive.

Challenging Evidentialism and the Burden of Proof

A significant aspect of Plantinga's contribution is his direct challenge to evidentialism. Evidentialism, a
dominant view in philosophy of religion, holds that a belief is rational only if it is supported by sufficient
evidence, often interpreted as empirical or logical proof. Plantinga's model of warrant liberates religious
belief from this stringent requirement.

He argues that evidentialism places an undue burden of proof on religious believers. If Christian beliefs are
indeed properly basic, then believers are not obligated to provide extensive evidence for them to be
considered rational. The focus shifts from demonstrating the truth of Christianity to understanding the



conditions under which Christian belief itself is warranted.

Plantinga's thesis implies that atheism, or agnosticism, might require more justification than belief. If the
sensus divinitatis is a genuine faculty for apprehending God, then the absence of belief in God might be
seen as a failure of that faculty or an indication of the presence of defeaters. This flips the traditional
apologetic burden, suggesting that doubters, rather than believers, may need to provide stronger reasons for
their position.

Responses to Objections and Counterarguments

Plantinga's work has generated considerable debate and criticism. One common objection concerns the
exclusivity of Christian belief. If the sensus divinitatis leads to Christian beliefs, why doesn't it lead to
beliefs in other religions? Plantinga's response often involves distinguishing between the general
apprehension of God and the specific content of Christian doctrine, which he argues is revealed through
Scripture and the tradition of the Church.

Another significant challenge is the problem of evil. The existence of suffering and injustice in the world is
often presented as a strong defeater for the belief in an all-powerful, all-good God. Plantinga's free will
defense is his primary strategy for addressing this objection. He argues that God could have morally
sufficient reasons for allowing evil, particularly if it arises from the free choices of creatures.

Plantinga also addresses the objection that his theory is arbitrary or leads to a proliferation of unjustified
beliefs. He maintains that his criteria for properly basic beliefs and the functioning of the sensus divinitatis
are grounded in reason and natural human cognitive capacities, not mere whim. The design plan of
cognitive faculties, aimed at truth, is central to ensuring that these beliefs are not arbitrary.

The Epistemic Status of Christian Belief

Ultimately, Alvin Plantinga's theory of warranted Christian belief aims to provide a robust philosophical
defense for the rationality and justification of faith. By positing that core Christian beliefs can be properly
basic and grounded in an innate sensus divinitatis, he offers an alternative to evidentialist models of
religious epistemology. His work empowers believers to understand their faith as epistemically sound,
even in the absence of irrefutable external proofs, and continues to be a vital topic of discussion in
contemporary philosophy of religion.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is Alvin Plantinga's core thesis regarding warranted Christian
belief?
Plantinga's core thesis, articulated in his 'proper basicality' argument, is that Christian beliefs can be
properly basic, meaning they do not require further justification from other beliefs. They can be
foundational in a person's belief system, much like beliefs about the external world or other minds.

What does Plantinga mean by 'properly basic' in the context of faith?
For a belief to be properly basic, it must be rational and warranted for the believer. Plantinga argues that
certain beliefs, including core Christian doctrines like the existence of God, can meet these criteria without
needing to be inferred from other, more fundamental beliefs.

How does Plantinga's 'proper basicality' argument challenge
evidentialism?
Evidentialism generally holds that a belief is justified only if it's supported by sufficient evidence.
Plantinga's argument challenges this by suggesting that many beliefs, including fundamental religious
ones, can be rational and warranted even if the believer doesn't possess explicit propositional evidence for
them.

What is the role of the 'sensus divinitatis' in Plantinga's argument?
The 'sensus divinitatis' (sense of the divine) is a hypothetical innate capacity within humans to recognize
God's existence and attributes. Plantinga posits that this internal testimony of God's presence can be a proper
foundation for belief in God, making it properly basic.

What are the 'Great Pumpkin' and 'Solipsism' analogies used to illustrate
Plantinga's point?
These are counter-examples used to highlight the distinction between a belief being properly basic and a
belief being irrational. Plantinga argues that while belief in the Great Pumpkin or solipsism might be 'basic'
(not inferred), they are not 'properly' basic because they lack the kind of internal or external warrant that
Christian beliefs, due to the sensus divinitatis, can possess.

Does Plantinga's argument claim that all Christians have warranted



belief?
No, Plantinga's argument is about the possibility of warranted Christian belief. It doesn't claim that every
individual Christian's belief is automatically warranted. The argument aims to show that it's rational to hold
Christian beliefs as properly basic, but individual warrant might still depend on various factors.

What are some common objections to Plantinga's concept of warranted
Christian belief?
Common objections include the difficulty in empirically verifying the 'sensus divinitatis,' the challenge of
demonstrating its universality, and the fear that accepting beliefs as properly basic could lead to an
endorsement of any unsupported belief, including irrational ones.

How does Plantinga's work relate to Reformed epistemology?
Plantinga is a prominent figure in Reformed epistemology, a philosophical tradition that emphasizes the
rationality of religious belief, particularly in the Reformed tradition. His work on proper basicality is a
cornerstone of this epistemological approach to religious faith.

What is the 'de jure' vs. 'de facto' distinction in Plantinga's arguments?
The 'de jure' objection questions whether Christian beliefs can be rational or warranted, which is what
Plantinga's argument addresses. The 'de facto' objection asks whether Christian beliefs are actually rational
or warranted for people today, which is a separate, though related, question.

What is the significance of Plantinga's 'Warranted Christian Belief' for the
philosophy of religion?
Plantinga's work has significantly reshaped contemporary philosophy of religion by offering a robust
defense of the rationality of religious belief without relying on traditional natural theology arguments. It
has encouraged a more nuanced understanding of faith, evidence, and justification.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Alvin Plantinga's warranted Christian belief, with short descriptions:

1. Warrant: The Current Debate
This foundational work by Alvin Plantinga introduces his influential theory of warrant, the condition that
elevates mere belief to justified or warranted belief. He critically examines various contemporary
epistemological theories, setting the stage for his own positive account of how beliefs can be properly
formed and thus warranted. It is essential for understanding the theoretical framework he later applies to



religious belief.

2. Warranted Christian Belief
In this pivotal book, Alvin Plantinga directly applies his developed theory of warrant to Christian belief. He
argues that properly basic Christian beliefs, such as the existence of God and the incarnation of Christ, can be
warranted for believers. Plantinga contends that these beliefs do not require extensive evidential support to
be rational and justified.

3. Faith and Reason: Explorations in the Philosophy of Religion
While not solely focused on warrant, this collection of essays by Plantinga often touches upon the
conditions for rational belief in religious propositions. He explores the relationship between faith and reason,
and how one can have justified confidence in religious claims without necessarily providing
overwhelming philosophical arguments for them. Readers will find here further insights into his
epistemological approach to religious belief.

4. The Analytic Theist: An introductory reader to Alvin Plantinga
This reader provides a curated selection of Alvin Plantinga's most important works, including significant
pieces on epistemology and the philosophy of religion. It offers an accessible entry point for understanding
his arguments for the rationality of Christian belief and his concepts of warrant. The collection highlights
the breadth and depth of his contributions to the field.

5. Warranted Mind: The Epistemology of Alvin Plantinga
This book offers a detailed exposition and critical analysis of Alvin Plantinga's theory of warrant. It delves
into the nuances of his arguments for proper basicality and externalism in epistemology. While it may not
exclusively focus on Christian belief, understanding the broader theory of warrant presented here is crucial
for appreciating his defense of warranted Christian belief.

6. The Epistemology of Religious Experience
While not exclusively by Plantinga, this book likely explores how religious experiences can contribute to
warranted belief, a concept central to Plantinga's thought. It would examine the epistemic status of such
experiences and whether they can provide a basis for justified religious claims. This volume would offer a
broader perspective on the role of experience in religious epistemology, including within Plantinga's
framework.

7. Rational Faith: The Philosophical Advancements of Alvin Plantinga
This work likely provides an overview of the philosophical achievements of Alvin Plantinga, with a
strong emphasis on his contributions to the rationality of faith. It would explore his arguments for the
possibility of knowing religious truths and the role of warrant in achieving this knowledge. Readers will
find a comprehensive look at how Plantinga has advanced the philosophical case for religious belief.

8. Theism and Atheism: The Debate Over God's Existence
This book, through its examination of theism and atheism, would inevitably engage with the epistemic
claims of both positions. It would likely discuss the evidential requirements for believing in God and the



challenges faced by atheistic denials. Within such a debate, Plantinga's ideas about the warrant of theistic
belief would serve as a significant counterpoint to evidentialist critiques.

9. Reason, Faith, and God: Philosophical Essays in Honour of Alvin Plantinga
This collection of essays honors Alvin Plantinga's influential work and likely features contributions from
scholars who have engaged with his theories. Several essays would undoubtedly explore and expand upon
his concept of warranted Christian belief, offering further arguments, critiques, and applications of his
epistemological framework. It represents a scholarly conversation inspired by his seminal ideas.
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