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Central claim
No epistemic presupposition is acceptable. A belief may occur before its reasons are articulated, but origin supplies no warrant; even
trust in logic must earn its standing through successful prediction, consistency, and correction. The slogan either mislabels
evidence-supported foundations as presuppositions or protects a doctrine from the demand for reasons. A Christian conclusion may
still be defended, but no unearned starting point can establish it.
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The target is the claim that cognitive history licenses epistemic assumptions. It does not: an inherited belief is an untested input
until reasons support it. A Christian case may still be defended with evidence, but the slogan cannot supply that evidence.
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Abstract

No epistemic presupposition is acceptable. A belief may enter cognition before its defense is
articulated, but that history supplies no warrant for retaining it. Every credence, including confidence
in logic, must answer to reasons proportionate to its strength. Logic is not merely assumed: particular
inferential rules earn trust through consistency, error detection, successful action, and a long record
of carrying supported premises into predictions that reality confirms. The slogan “everyone has
presuppositions” therefore performs a rhetorical bait-and-switch. Its broad meaning mislabels
evidence-supported beliefs and methods as presuppositions; its strong meaning asks for an ultimate
commitment exempt from adequate reasons. This paper replaces that false choice with a support-
and-update audit: ask what positive reasons support a belief, what evidence could lower confidence,
which independent checks expose error, and whether rivals face the same standard. The audit is
applied to Van Tillian and contemporary covenantal apologetics, transcendental reasoning, Bayesian
priors, Reformed epistemology, worldview holism, and alleged indispensability. The conclusion is
narrow but uncompromising: cognitive origins establish nothing epistemically, and no doctrine gains
standing by being called a presupposition. A Christian argument may still succeed, but it must
supply reasons all the way down.

Keywords: presuppositional apologetics; credence; corrigibility; background commitments; Bayesian
epistemology; Reformed epistemology; transcendental arguments

1 Introduction: A True Sentence Doing False Work

“Everyone has presuppositions” sounds like a sober correction to intellectual arrogance. Human beings
plainly acquire languages, memories, habits, and beliefs before they can explain or assess them. But
this is a fact about cognitive biography, not a grant of epistemic permission. A belief’s arrival explains
why it is present; it does not explain why anyone should retain it. The slogan turns a developmental
fact into a philosophical entitlement.

Its apologetic work begins one step later. In Van Tillian and related covenantal traditions, the claim
is used to resist the idea that Christian commitment is uniquely burdened while a critic reasons from
a neutral platform. Van Til makes the Christian system the framework within which facts become
intelligible; Bahnsen and Frame systematize that method; Oliphint presents its contemporary covenantal
form as an approach grounded in the authority of Christian revelation rather than in a supposedly
neutral court of appeal (Van Til 2008; Bahnsen 1998; Frame 1995; Oliphint 2022). The debater’s
reversal is rhetorically efficient: you accuse the apologist of starting with a conclusion, but you also
start with presuppositions. The burden therefore appears equal.

That reversal is invalid, and its rhetorical neatness conceals the failure. From the fact that two beliefs
are both present before a particular discussion, nothing follows about their evidential status. One may
already have earned strong confidence through prediction, cross-checking, and repeated correction. The
other may be held as an ultimate authority whose apparent failures are assigned to interpretation,
auxiliary claims, or the critic’s rebellion. Their temporal priority is irrelevant to their warrant. Treating
tested methods and protected doctrine as epistemic equivalents is not burden sharing; it is burden
laundering.

The term God-concept will mean a specified conception of a deity, not theism in general. The target
here is not every Christian God-concept or every religious belief. It is the burden-equalization inference:
because every person has beliefs and inferential habits already in operation, a Christian doctrine may
also be granted standing before adequate reasons are supplied. The paper rejects the premise. Existing
before explicit defense is not the same as being acceptable without defense.

The broad meaning calls any already-operative belief, norm, trust relation, or method a presupposition.
That usage should be resisted, not conceded. It erases the decisive difference between an inherited
guess and a method whose reliability has been tested. The strong meaning identifies a commitment
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granted epistemic standing without adequate reasons or protected from substantial evidential demotion.
That is the only meaning with apologetic force, and it describes an irrational privilege. The slogan
either misclassifies supported foundations or defends unsupported ones.

The correct answer to “everyone starts somewhere” is therefore not “yes, but our starting points
differ” Cognitive starting points possess zero evidential weight merely by arriving first. Some later
become justified when a record of prediction, cross-checking, and correction supports them; others
remain guesses; still others are abandoned. Their reasons, not their position in a person’s intellectual
chronology, determine which outcome is rational.

The central issue is therefore origin versus ground. Origin asks how a belief entered cognition. Ground
asks what reasons now support the confidence placed in it. A serious audit must examine both positive
support and possible correction: what has raised confidence, what could lower it, which independent
checks apply, and whether the same rules govern rivals. Reasons may be fallible, retrospective, and
mutually supporting. They need not precede a belief in time. But no belief receives an exemption from
eventually answering to them.

2 Origins Are Not Grounds

The word presupposition is often spread across four different roles. That verbal flattening makes
unsupported assumptions look indistinguishable from beliefs and methods that have earned trust. The
roles must instead be classified by the reasons they possess.

An inherited candidate belief is already operating before the present question is raised: a memory, a
linguistic habit, an expectation about other minds, or confidence in a familiar instrument. Inheritance
gives it no warrant. Continued confidence must be earned through prediction, conflict resolution,
recalibration, and independent checks. Until then, it is an untested input, not an acceptable foundation.

A methodological rule guides inquiry: prefer simpler explanations when other things are equal, cross-
check testimony, search for confounders, or treat an instrument as reliable within calibrated limits. A rule
need not be self-proving, but it must be supportable. Its standing arises from demonstrated fruitfulness,
predictive success, error control, and comparison with alternatives. Calling it a presupposition discards
the very evidence that justifies its use.

A pragmatic acceptance is a proposition used for a decision without being believed with certainty.
A surgeon must choose a treatment, a court must deliver a verdict, and a traveler must choose a
route even when the evidence remains incomplete. The action may be binary while the underlying
confidence remains graded. Reasons justify the credence; consequences help determine the action
threshold. Neither creates permission to believe beyond the evidence.

An unsupported doctrinal presupposition is different. It is granted standing before adequate reasons
are supplied, or its central status is protected so that no live evidential development may reduce
confidence substantially. Apparent counterevidence may alter peripheral interpretations, but the anchor
remains fixed by doctrinal rule, identity, or an authority already treated as indefeasible. That posture
may express allegiance. It is not epistemically acceptable, and renaming it a starting point cannot make
it so.
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Table 1: Cognitive origins do not determine epistemic standing.

Belief or rule Why it is present What could support it Epistemic status
Inherited candidate Learning history, Prediction, cross-checking, Unlicensed until
belief perception, testimony, conflict resolution, and supported; then fallibly
language, or practice new evidence warranted
Methodological rule Training, prior use, or Predictive success, error Warranted only to the
practical necessity control, calibration, and degree its record supports
superior performance
Pragmatic Action cannot wait for Evidence fixes credence; A policy for acting, never
acceptance certainty consequences fix the a license to overbelieve
decision threshold
Doctrinal Confessional authority, Adequate independent Epistemically
presupposition identity, or an asserted reasons would be required  unacceptable while
ultimate standard support is absent or barred

2.1 Logic is tested, not assumed

Logic is often offered as the supposed counterexample: surely reasoning must presuppose logic before
any evidence can be assessed. But using an inferential habit before defending it does not make the habit
epistemically acceptable by assumption. Confidence in logical rules can be earned by their extraordinary
record of preserving consistency, exposing contradiction, coordinating successful action, and carrying
supported premises into accurate predictions. Logic does not manufacture empirical premises; its tested
role is to transmit their implications reliably. Modus ponens is trusted not because it was declared
sacred at the beginning of thought, but because inferences of its form repeatedly take true premises to
true conclusions, while invalid forms repeatedly fail.

This testing is neither all-or-nothing nor finished. Particular logics can be compared by their
consequences, expressive power, fit with mathematical practice, and performance in domains involving
vagueness, inconsistency, or constructive proof. Inferential rules can be restricted, refined, or rejected.
The very plurality of logical systems shows that “logic” is not one unanalyzed axiom switched permanently
on. It is a family of rules answerable to what they successfully preserve and predict.

A logical audit necessarily performs inferences while judging them, but performing a method is not
evidence that the method works. Its standing comes from a further record that is not merely “logic
says logic works.” Inferential outputs meet partially independent consequences: bridges stand or fall,
predictions succeed or fail, programs return expected results or crash, and contradictions expose rules
that cannot jointly be maintained. A method can be assessed while it is being used when the world
supplies outcomes the method does not control. The use supplies the candidate procedure; the track
record supplies the reason for trusting it.

Reasons therefore need not form a one-way chain in which every warrant was established before the
first thought occurred. They can be retrospective and mutually reinforcing. What “reasons all the
way down” forbids is not learning before reflection; it forbids granting any retained belief or method
epistemic credit merely because reflection had to begin somewhere.

Quine’s web metaphor is often invoked to show that beliefs face experience as a connected system
rather than one at a time (Quine 1951). That point undermines a simplistic picture of isolated proof,
but it gives no presupposition epistemic standing. In a web, central beliefs resist revision because
changing them is costly and many successful inferences depend on them; their standing must still
answer to the network’s performance. Haack’s foundherentism likewise combines experience with mutual
support rather than treating foundations or coherence as independently sufficient (Haack 1993). Holism
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describes interdependence. It does not confer immunity on whichever node a speaker announces as
ultimate.

The crucial contrast is therefore supported foundation versus presupposition. A belief may be highly
credible, foundational to a network, and costly to revise because its evidential record is exceptionally
strong. That is not a presupposition; it is an earned conclusion held with proportionate confidence. A
protected belief is different: it receives credit that its reasons have not earned. Professed humility is
cheap; the support-and-update profile reveals whether the belief can justify its confidence and whether
it can actually lose.

3 The Equivocation Is Worse Than It Looks

The burden-equalization slogan faces a forced choice. Its two readings do not merely fail to work
together; each fails on its own.

On the broad reading, a presupposition is any belief or method already operating when a discussion
begins. This obtains verbal universality only by misclassification. A logical rule supported by millions
of successful applications, an instrument repeatedly calibrated against independent measures, and
an inherited prejudice are not epistemically alike. The first two possess reasons; the third may not.
Calling all three presuppositions deletes the difference between a tested foundation and an unsupported
assumption. The reading is not a harmless truth. It is a bad taxonomy built to manufacture parity.

On the strong reading, a presupposition is a commitment granted standing without adequate reasons
or protected from substantial evidential demotion. This reading gives the apologetic maneuver its
force by openly claiming the exemption that the broad reading concealed. But a belief held beyond its
evidence is irrational to that degree, whether it is theological, naturalistic, moral, or methodological. A
scientist who treats an instrument as infallible, a historian who immunizes a source, and a theologian
who bars doctrinal demotion commit the same error. The problem is not which presupposition wins.
The problem is presuppositional entitlement itself.

Table 2: Both readings fail to license presuppositions.

Reading Meaning What it hides Why the reading fails
Broad Any already-operative The difference between It gains universality by
belief, trust, norm, or tested foundations and mislabeling
method unsupported inputs evidence-supported beliefs
Strong A commitment entitled to  The absence of warrant or It makes the epistemically
confidence without protection from correction  unacceptable exemption
adequate reasons explicit

The dilemma is not a verbal trick; it exposes one. The slogan takes a psychological observation—beliefs
and habits appear before their defense is articulated—and smuggles in an epistemic conclusion—beliefs
may receive standing before adequate reasons are supplied. The conclusion does not follow. Biography
is not warrant, and unavoidable temporal priority supplies no epistemic permission.

This explains why the slogan is so durable: it performs the switch before the listener can demand
the missing reasons. Once the meanings are held apart, the maneuver loses its argument. The apologist
may still defend a Christian claim by showing its truth, reliability, explanatory power, necessity, or
warrant. But that defense would consist of reasons and evidence; it would cease to be presuppositional
in the sense under dispute. Universalizing the word presupposition cannot perform that work, and
repeating the slogan cannot repair the omission.



No Presuppositions Need Apply Phil Stilwell

Origins explain; reasons justify

From “both parties already hold beliefs” it does not follow that either belief deserves
confidence. Psychological priority explains possession. Epistemic standing must be earned
through reasons proportionate to the credence claimed.

4 Credence Gradients: A Dial Must Be Calibrated

Credence is a degree of confidence rather than an all-or-nothing state. Ramsey’s treatment of partial
belief helped establish the formal idea, and contemporary Bayesian epistemology develops norms for
probabilistic coherence and evidential updating (Ramsey 1931; Titelbaum 2022). The point relevant
here is demanding rather than modest: every degree of confidence requires support proportionate to its
height. Binary talk of belief and unbelief hides both evidential excess and evidential restraint.

A dial is useful only when it is calibrated. High confidence is rational when evidence has repeatedly
earned it; low confidence is rational when support is weak; suspension is rational when the evidence is
balanced or absent. An initial setting has no authority merely because it came first. Immunity is not
stronger confidence but a broken calibration rule. The dial also separates practical commitment from
epistemic certainty: a person may act on the best available option while openly assigning a substantial
chance to error.

Bayesianism is not needed as a complete theory of rationality for this demand to hold. Disputes
remain about unique priors, idealized agents, logical omniscience, conditionalization, and whether
accuracy-first arguments justify all proposed norms. Pettigrew defends central credence laws through
epistemic accuracy; Titelbaum presents both the core framework and its major difficulties (Pettigrew
2016; Titelbaum 2022). This paper does not settle those disputes. It uses credence language because
it reveals what binary rhetoric conceals: confidence is answerable to the quality and quantity of its
reasons at every level.

Nor does the alternative require one universal calculus of induction. Norton argues that inductive
support may depend on domain-specific facts rather than on a single formal rule (Norton 2021). His later
account describes large-scale scientific support as nonhierarchical and provisionally erected rather than
as a simple foundation resting on one self-justifying rule (Norton 2024). That is an important warning
against treating Bayesian form as the only path to rationality. It also reinforces the present point.
Whether inquiry is Bayesian, material, pragmatist, or foundherentist, its accountability appears in the
capacity of claims and methods to be corrected through their performance within a wider evidential
network.

The title “No Presuppositions Need Apply” is therefore literal as well as polemical. It does not deny
that unexamined beliefs and habits appear early in cognition. It denies that their early appearance
grants them standing. Priors, inherited trust, hinge-like beliefs, and provisional rules must all earn and
retain their weight through reasons. Foundations should be the best-supported parts of inquiry, not the
parts excused from support.

5 The Support-and-Update Test

Calling a commitment revisable is public-relations language unless someone specifies both why it deserves
confidence and what revision would involve. A serious audit asks five concrete questions.

5.1 Support: What positive reasons earn its credence?

Before asking how a belief could lose confidence, ask why it possesses any. Relevant support may include
successful prediction, explanatory superiority, reliable testimony, repeated observation, consistency with
independently supported claims, calibration, and error-correcting performance. The required amount
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rises with the confidence asserted. A tentative hypothesis can be licensed by limited evidence; certainty
would require an extraordinary record and still should not be made immune by definition.

This demand reaches foundational methods. Trust in perception is strengthened by cross-sensory
checks, agreement among observers, successful navigation, and instruments that extend or correct the
senses. Trust in memory is calibrated by records, corroboration, and known patterns of distortion.
Trust in logic is strengthened by the sustained success of valid inference in prediction, mathematics,
engineering, and ordinary action. None of these methods is accepted merely because inquiry happened
to begin with it.

5.2 Exposure: What could count against it?

A commitment is exposed when the inquirer can identify developments that would lower its standing:
failed predictions, inconsistent consequences, unreliable sources, better explanations, replicated error,
or conflict with independently supported claims. The counterevidence need not be decisive in advance.
Exposure means it is allowed into the account as evidence against the commitment rather than
automatically reclassified as misunderstanding or rebellion.

An ultimate theological claim may be connected to evidence through many auxiliary interpretations.
That complexity is not itself irrational. Every mature theory uses auxiliaries. The danger appears
when the auxiliaries function as one-way valves: favorable outcomes confirm the core, while unfavorable
outcomes revise only the periphery. A commitment that wins on success and remains untouched by
failure is not taking evidential risk; it is protecting a verdict while borrowing the language of inquiry.

5.3 Direction: May confidence decrease?

Some systems permit reinterpretation without permitting demotion. A prophecy is re-dated, a passage
becomes metaphorical, an apparent contradiction becomes mystery, or a failed expectation becomes a
test of faith, while confidence in the governing doctrine remains fixed. Any one rescue may be reasonable.
The diagnostic question is cumulative: is there a live path by which the core claim itself becomes less
credible?

Corrigibility requires more than change somewhere in the web. It requires directional permission.
Evidence must be able to push confidence down as well as up. Otherwise the language of updating
disguises a ratchet.

5.4 Independence: Can another route expose the error?

Independent checks reduce the risk that one method merely repeats its own assumptions. Perception
can be compared across senses and observers; an instrument can be tested against another instrument;
testimony can be checked against documents and incentives; a historical claim can be assessed through
multiple source streams. Independence is rarely perfect. The relevant question is whether the checks
add information rather than simply restating the privileged authority.

If a scriptural text is validated because the Christian system says it is authoritative, while the
Christian system is validated because the text says so, the circle may be confessionally coherent. It is
not thereby a public discriminator among rival self-authorizing systems. Repeating an authority through
itself does not multiply support. More premises are needed to show why that circle is truth-conducive
and why incompatible circles fail.

5.5 Symmetry: Do rivals face the same standard?

The most revealing test is often symmetry. If naturalism must explain induction, the Christian account
must explain why its own appeal to divine reliability is not merely asserted. If a critic’s background
commitments are diagnosed as circular, the apologist’s self-attestation cannot be exempted from the
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same concern. If religious experience confirms one tradition, comparable experiences in incompatible
traditions must enter the assessment rather than disappear from view.

Symmetry does not require identical evidence for unlike claims. It requires that the rule connecting
evidence to confidence not be adjusted simply to protect the favored conclusion. An evidential standard
that changes allegiance with the speaker is not a standard. It is an exemption dressed as a method.

Table 3: A practical audit of evidential support and updating.

What the test

Test Accountable answer Immunity signal .
establishes
Support Names independent Merely asserts that the Whether the belief has
reasons proportionate to belief is foundational earned any standing
the confidence claimed
Exposure Names live defeaters No result counts against Whether the claim takes
the core evidential risk
Direction Allows confidence to rise or  Revision only protects or Whether updating is
fall strengthens two-way
Independence Uses checks with partly Authority validates itself Whether error can be
separate information alone discovered externally
Symmetry Applies stable rules to Favored claims receive Whether comparison is a

relevant rivals

special rescue

level field

These tests do not yield a mechanical ranking of worldviews. They expose a more basic difference:
whether a position earns confidence through reasons and remains accountable to correction, or merely
wears the vocabulary of inquiry while reserving an unsupported privilege for its center.

6 The No-Neutrality Reply

The strongest presuppositional response is not merely that everyone has beliefs. It is that there is
no religiously neutral standpoint from which to assess ultimate commitments. Van Tilian accounts
treat the Christian framework as the precondition for intelligibility and portray autonomous reason as
dependent on truths it officially denies (Van Til 2008; Bahnsen 1998). This deserves serious treatment.
But “no neutrality” does not mean “no comparison,”
favored framework from scrutiny.

There is a thin and a thick no-neutrality thesis. The thin thesis says that reasoning is historically

and it cannot serve as a pass exempting the

situated, concept-laden, and conducted through inherited norms. As psychology, this is plausible. As
epistemology, it establishes nothing. An inherited norm must still earn its authority through successful
use, comparison, and correction. Accountability does not require erasing one’s history; it requires
refusing to mistake that history for warrant.

The thick thesis says that the Christian framework is uniquely necessary for logic, knowledge,
induction, or predication. That is no longer a reminder about starting points. It is a substantive
transcendental argument. It needs premises showing not merely that reasoning has conditions, but that
the specified Christian account uniquely supplies them and that rival accounts cannot. Békefi’s analysis
of Van Tillian transcendental arguments shows how difficult this stronger step is: ambitious arguments
must answer objections about what follows from the conditions of our thought and why the proposed
theological conclusion is uniquely licensed (Békefi 2018).

The distinction matters because the slogan routinely borrows prestige from the thick thesis without
paying its argumentative cost. “You also have presuppositions” establishes neither the necessity nor the
uniqueness of Christian revelation. At most, it blocks a naive picture of neutral reason. The apologist
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must still show why logic, induction, morality, or intelligibility depends on the particular Christian
God-concept rather than on another religious account, a non-theistic realism, a pragmatic practice, a
naturalized account, or a plural combination of resources. Until then, the thick thesis is a promissory
note, not a conclusion.

Any audit of reasoning must use some reasoning, but this procedural dependence is not a blank
cheque. A network tested through successful prediction, independent instruments, correction across
observers, and vulnerability to failure has evidential support that a self-attesting doctrine lacks. Norton’s
nonhierarchical account of inductive support is instructive: provisional hypotheses can help erect a
network and later receive support from a broader body of facts (Norton 2024). The justification is
retrospective and distributed rather than absent. Calling both cases circular conceals the difference
between a method exposed to independent outcomes and a conclusion that merely cites itself.

The reply “there is no neutral ground” therefore does not rescue burden equalization; it changes the
subject. The alternative to impossible neutrality is comparative accountability, not presuppositional
permission. Cognitive histories may differ, yet every retained claim must still face the question: what
reasons justify this confidence, and would those reasons survive fair comparison? Situated inquiry is
not licensed assumption, and invoking the former cannot excuse the latter.

7 But Bayesians Have Priors

A second strong objection targets the dial metaphor itself. Bayesian models use prior credences before a
specified body of new evidence is incorporated. Does that not confirm that everyone has presuppositions?

No. A prior is an input to a particular update, not an epistemic entitlement created from nothing.
It may summarize earlier evidence, base rates, symmetry, calibration, or conservative uncertainty. If
it has no such rationale, it is arbitrary and deserves correspondingly little confidence. The difference
becomes stark at the extremes. Assigning probability zero to a contingent rival prevents ordinary
conditionalization from ever raising it; assigning probability one prevents contrary evidence from
lowering it. Those assignments function as formal dogmatism. Calling that dogmatism a presupposition
does not rehabilitate it.

The subjectivity of priors is a genuine challenge for Bayesian epistemology, and Titelbaum treats
it among the framework’s central problems (Titelbaum 2022). Priors can be assessed for coherence,
sensitivity, fit with background information, calibration, and behavior under accumulating evidence.
Two agents may use different provisional inputs because they possess different evidence or uncertainty;
that does not make both assignments equally justified. A prior that cannot be rationally defended is a
modeling convenience, not knowledge. None of this licenses a prior whose privileged role is to prevent
learning.

More importantly, the central thesis is not Bayesian. A pragmatist, material theorist of induction,
foundherentist, or moderate foundationalist can demand reasons for foundational confidence. Bayesian
priors supply one vivid example of gradation; they do not monopolize rational inquiry, and they do not
create an exception to evidential responsibility.

The objection therefore reinforces the paper’s central conclusion. If presupposition means any
prior input, the word mislabels evidence-based summaries and arbitrary guesses alike. If it means
a prior granted standing without reasons or fixed against correction, it names an irrational practice.
Bayesianism offers no refuge for the slogan.

8 Proper Basicality Is Not a Shortcut to Parity

Reformed epistemology sharpens the disagreement because Plantinga argues that Christian belief can
have warrant without being inferred from other propositions. His Aquinas/Calvin model is conditional:
if the Christian account is true and the relevant cognitive faculties function properly in a suitable
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environment, Christian belief may be warranted, perhaps sufficiently for knowledge (Plantinga 2000).
This is more sophisticated than the universal slogan, but sophistication does not remove the need for
reasons.

Three points prevent proper basicality from rescuing presuppositional entitlement. First, non-
inferential formation is not non-evidential warrant. Perceptual beliefs may arise automatically, but
their continued default credibility is supported by successful navigation, cross-sensory agreement,
intersubjective checking, and known correction procedures. “Basic” can describe where a belief sits in
an inferential structure. It cannot make the belief rational without support.

Second, Plantinga explicitly discusses defeaters. His conclusion is not that evidence is irrelevant, but
that the proposed defeaters he examines do not defeat the warrant Christian belief may enjoy. Yet
defeating objections is not the same as supplying positive support. “This defeater fails” cannot be
converted into either “defeaters are forbidden” or “the belief is therefore warranted.” An apologist who
invokes proper basicality must still explain what evidence supports the model, why the alleged faculty
is reliable, how disagreement is handled, and what would reveal malfunction.

Third, a conditional externalist account does not by itself settle public comparison. If the Christian
model is true, then beliefs produced as the model specifies may be warranted. A parallel conditional
can be written for incompatible models. The public question is which model is true or better supported,
not whether truth would make its own reliable faculties reliable. Without reasons for choosing the
Christian conditional over its rivals, the model relocates the evidential burden rather than discharges it.
Zagzebski presses this social dimension: an epistemology of religion must engage competing claims in
ways that make rational evaluation possible rather than retreat into isolation (Zagzebski 2022).

Proper basicality thus fails to create an acceptable stopping point. If basic means non-inferentially
formed but supported by reliable performance, the belief has reasons and is not a presupposition in the
disputed sense. If basic means entitled to confidence without adequate support, the paper rejects that
entitlement. If it protects a religious conclusion from substantial demotion, it compounds the error
with immunity. Neither basic nor presupposition can do the work of the missing argument.

9 Six Objections and Their Evidential Price
9.1 “Corrigibility is itself a presupposition”
The support-and-update test does use a norm: confidence should answer to relevant evidence. That
norm is not a presupposition. It earns support from the demonstrated value of detecting error, improving
prediction, correcting failed methods, and reducing confident mistakes. It is also self-applying: a better
account of inquiry could revise our understanding of evidential responsibility. The norm’s standing
rests on performance, not on a declaration that it may never be questioned.

More fundamentally, the objection repeats the broad misclassification. Calling evidential responsibility
a presupposition ignores the reasons just given for it. A norm supported by its error-correcting record
is not epistemically equivalent to a doctrine excused from support. Giving both the same noun is
wordplay, not parity.

9.2 “Some commitments cannot be revised without reasoning collapsing”

Logic, memory, perception, and induction are often treated as indispensable. Even if inquiry cannot
suspend all of them simultaneously, use does not equal warrant. Their standing comes from a massive
but fallible record: particular memories are checked against records, perceptual conditions are tested and
corrected, inferential rules succeed or fail across applications, and inductive methods are recalibrated.
Indispensability may explain why a method is presently unavoidable; only performance explains why it
deserves confidence. Showing that some methods are operationally necessary also does not show that a
specified theology shares their evidential record. The universal slogan supplies no such bridge.

10
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Quine famously emphasized the revisability even of central commitments, though the cost of revision
varies across the web (Quine 1951). One need not accept his strongest holism to see the point. Centrality
may reflect an exceptionally strong evidential network and explain why revision is difficult. It does not
permit status inflation, much less allow a distant doctrinal claim to inherit logic’s tested standing by
association.

9.3 “The Christian system does revise”

Many Christian thinkers revise interpretations, historical judgments, auxiliary doctrines, and even major
theological positions. That fact should be credited. It also sharpens the audit. Which claims can lose
confidence, by how much, and under what conditions? If a core commitment genuinely can be demoted,
it is not immune in the strong sense and should be compared through its evidential performance. If
every apparent failure shifts only peripheral interpretation while the core remains certain, the system
merely rearranges its perimeter. Motion around an immovable anchor is not correction of the anchor.

This is not a demand that every belief be equally easy to abandon. Evidence may justify asymmetry.
It is a demand that the asymmetry be earned rather than issued in advance by labeling one source
ultimate.

9.4 “The critic presupposes naturalism”

Some critics do hold naturalism dogmatically. Others assign it a high, moderate, or low credence; others
suspend judgment; still others are theists who reject presuppositional apologetics. Asking for evidence
does not entail naturalism. It is compatible with many metaphysical positions.

Treating every request for public justification as “autonomous unbelief” therefore compresses a wide
distribution of attitudes into a binary. The move manufactures a more convenient opponent than the
one actually present. A credence approach refuses that caricature and asks what this critic believes,
why, and with what vulnerability to evidence.

9.5 “Practical commitment requires certainty”

Action often requires a yes-or-no choice, but belief need not imitate the action. A physician chooses
one treatment while retaining uncertainty; a juror votes while recognizing a threshold; a religious
practitioner may commit to a community while acknowledging unresolved evidence. Stakes affect
decisions by changing the costs of errors and benefits of action. They do not automatically change what
the evidence makes likely.

Conflating action with credence recreates the switch model. It turns “I must choose” into “I may
believe with immunity.” That is not prudence but epistemic evasion. Confidence should answer to
evidence, while action should answer to confidence plus consequences.

9.6 “All evidence is interpreted through a worldview”

Interpretation is unavoidable as a cognitive process, but no interpretive framework is justified merely
by being present. Rival frameworks can differ in predictive precision, explanatory reach, auxiliary
complexity, repair costs, and success across independent domains. Theory-ladenness does not make
evidence powerless; it makes the reasons for preferring one interpretation comparative, fallible, and
more explicit.

The worldview reply pays a high price if it denies every cross-framework constraint. A framework
that can interpret every outcome as expected cannot use favorable outcomes as distinctive confirmation.
It may preserve possibility, but it has surrendered evidence. If instead the framework makes risky
expectations, permits disconfirmation, and competes under shared observations, it has entered the
support-and-update test rather than escaped it.
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10 A More Honest Level Field

The constructive alternative is not neutral reason purified of all history. It is inquiry in which cognitive
history grants no exemption and every layer must answer to reasons. Participants can make their
support-and-update profiles visible through seven questions:

1. What is the exact proposition? Avoid letting a large worldview stand in for the specific claim
under discussion.

2. How confident are you? Use an approximate range if a number would be artificial, but
distinguish certainty, strong confidence, tentative belief, suspension, and practical acceptance.

3. What positive reasons support it? Identify observation, testimony, prediction, argument,
explanatory comparison, or another public source of warrant.

4. What supports the supporting method? State how perception, memory, logic, testimony, or
another foundation has been tested rather than labeling it basic.

5. What could lower confidence? Name live defeaters and the degree of movement they could
rationally produce.

6. Which independent checks apply? Explain how error could be discovered rather than how the
same authority repeats itself.

7. Would you accept the same rule from a rival? If not, identify a relevant difference rather
than claiming a privilege.

This protocol does not guarantee agreement. Rational people can weigh evidence differently and
dispute which reasons are strongest. It does make one maneuver unavailable: nobody may convert the
fact that beliefs have a history into a license for assumption. If a commitment needs special protection,
its defender must argue for that protection openly. If no adequate reasons can be supplied, the rational
response is to lower confidence, not rename the deficit a presupposition.

Presuppositional authors correctly observe that a critic arrives with beliefs and habits already in
operation. They err when that psychological fact is treated as epistemic permission. Ultimate questions
do expose dependencies in our reasoning, but those dependencies must themselves be audited. The
apologist may present a transcendental case, an explanatory comparison, a historical argument, or a
model of warranted religious belief. Each can be assessed on its reasons. What cannot replace them
is a slogan that converts possession into justification. A missing argument does not become present
through repetition.

11 Conclusion

Beliefs often appear before their owners can state reasons for them. That fact explains cognition; it
justifies nothing. An inherited belief is an untested input until evidence supports it. A methodological
rule deserves use only to the degree that its record supports it. A practical decision may be necessary
before certainty, but the underlying credence must still remain proportionate to evidence. At no level
does priority become warrant.

The slogan “everyone has presuppositions” survives by sliding between two meanings. Used broadly,
it mislabels already-operative beliefs and methods without asking whether they possess reasons. That
reading is not merely trivial; it is false bookkeeping, placing tested logic and inherited prejudice in
the same column. Used strongly, it claims epistemic standing without adequate support or protection
against correction. That is not a universal feature of inquiry. It is an irrational exemption.

Logic illustrates the alternative. We need not assume its efficacy merely because reasoning uses
it. Confidence in particular inferential rules is earned through their exceptional record of preserving
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truth, carrying supported premises into accurate predictions, coordinating successful action, exposing
contradiction, and outperforming invalid alternatives. The assessment itself uses reasoning, but its
consequences meet a world that reasoning does not control. Bridges stand, calculations work, programs
behave as predicted, and failed rules reveal themselves. That is an evidence-supported foundation, not
a presupposition.

The apologetic shortcut should therefore be retired. It does not level the field; it conceals an
exemption. It does not answer the critic’s request for reasons; it redescribes that request as another
faith posture. And it does not establish the Christian conclusion; it tries to make the need to establish
it disappear. That is not a victory over neutral rationalism. It is an evasion of the only standard that
can separate knowledge from allegiance: reasons adequate to the confidence claimed.

This argument does not show that Christianity is false, that every Christian belief lacks warrant, or
that one uniquely rational formalism exists. Nor does it demand that a person prove every cognitive
habit before thinking a first thought. It demands something stricter and more realistic: every belief and
method that continues to receive credence must be answerable to reasons, including the foundational
rules used to assess other reasons. A Christian commitment may earn high confidence through argument
and evidence. It may not receive confidence on presuppositional credit.

The next time “everyone has presuppositions” is offered as a debate-ending equalizer, the answer
should be a refusal. Ask what positive reasons support the belief, what supports the inferential method,
what could lower confidence, and whether a rival receives the same treatment. If those questions have
no answer, the slogan has disclosed no foundation. It has disclosed a demand to believe without one.
No presuppositions need apply because reasons are required all the way down.

A Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

This appendix reconstructs the stricter thesis in ordinary and symbolic form: cognitive priority supplies
no warrant, and no belief is epistemically acceptable merely as a presupposition. The conclusion
concerns entitlement to credence; it does not deduce the falsity of Christianity or of any specific
Christian doctrine.

A.1 Ordinary-language reconstruction

P1. A belief’s presence before its defense is articulated explains its cognitive origin but supplies no
epistemic warrant.

P2. Any credence that is epistemically acceptable must have reasons adequate to the confidence claimed.

P3. This requirement extends to foundational beliefs and methods, including perception, memory,
induction, testimony, and logic.

P4. Foundational support may be retrospective, fallible, and mutually reinforcing; it need not have
been completed before the first use of the belief or method.

P5. Confidence in logical rules can be supported by their record of preserving consistency, carrying
supported premises into accurate predictions, coordinating successful action, detecting error, and
outperforming invalid alternatives.

P6. A presupposition in the epistemically relevant sense is a belief granted standing without adequate
reasons or protected from the demand for them.

P7. Therefore no such presupposition is epistemically acceptable.

P8. Therefore “everyone has presuppositions” either mislabels reason-supported beliefs and methods or
asks that unsupported commitments receive an irrational exemption.
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The inference from premises 2 and 6 to premise 7 is deductively valid once epistemically acceptable

and presupposition are fixed. Premises 1, 3, 4, and 5 explain why this standard does not demand an
impossible proof before cognition begins: reasons may be acquired and strengthened through later
performance. The substantive premise is evidentialist—confidence must answer to reasons—and its
support is the demonstrated success of prediction, correction, cross-checking, and comparative testing.

A.2 Symbols

o O(z): z is already operative before its defender can articulate a justification for it.
e R(x): x has reasons adequate to the degree of confidence placed in it.

e J(z): x is epistemically acceptable at that degree of confidence.

e P(x): z is treated as a presupposition: epistemic standing is claimed for it despite the absence of

adequate reasons.

A.3 Epistemic standing requires reasons
Vo [J(x) = R(x)].

Plain-English annotation. The universal quantifier means “for every belief or method x.” The
arrow says that if x is epistemically acceptable at its stated confidence, then adequate reasons
support that confidence. This is the paper’s governing norm. It does not require certainty or
infallible proof; it requires support proportionate to the credence claimed.

A.4 A presupposition lacks adequate reasons
Vr [P(x) — —R(z)].

Plain-English annotation. This formula defines the epistemically relevant sense of presupposition.
If x is treated as a presupposition, adequate reasons are absent, shown by the “not” sign before
R(x), even though epistemic standing is claimed for it. The formula does not call every early or
inherited belief a presupposition; it isolates the disputed practice of claiming standing that the
reasons have not earned.

A.5 Cognitive priority can later acquire support

Jz [O(z) A R(x) A J(z)].

Plain-English annotation. The existential quantifier means “there is at least one.” The formula
says that at least one belief or method began operating before its justification was articulated,
O(z), but later possessed adequate reasons, R(z), and became epistemically acceptable, J(x).
Logic is the central example. The formula does not say that early use itself supplied the warrant.
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A.6 No presupposition is epistemically acceptable

V2 [J(z) > R()), ¥z [P(x) > ~R()]} + Ya[P(z) = ~J(2)).

Plain-English annotation. The braces collect two premises: acceptable credence requires adequate
reasons, while a presupposition lacks those reasons. The turnstile means the conclusion follows
logically. The final formula says that, for every belief or method x, if x is a presupposition, then x
is not epistemically acceptable. Presuppositions can exist psychologically; they cannot be rationally
licensed by their unsupported status. This does not show that Christianity is false or that a
Christian belief cannot be supported by evidence.

A.7 Validity and support for the premises

The last displayed inference is valid. Suppose some x were a presupposition. The second premise
would tell us that = lacks adequate reasons. If x were nevertheless epistemically acceptable, the first
premise would require adequate reasons for it. That contradiction rules out the supposition that x
is acceptable. Under the stated norm, presuppositions may be psychologically present, but none is
epistemically acceptable.

The substantive dispute concerns the first premise and the definition of P. An opponent may reject
the demand for adequate reasons, but then must explain how confidence without adequate support
differs from epistemic luck, allegiance, or arbitrary preference. Alternatively, the opponent may use
presupposition broadly for any belief that operated before its reasons were articulated. Formula three
shows why that use is misleading: an early belief can later earn support, and the support—not the early
use—accounts for its standing. A Christian commitment could likewise be defended by transcendental,
evidential, historical, or warrant-based reasons. If those reasons succeed, they justify the belief; the
label presupposition adds nothing.

“Reasons all the way down” does not require an infinite proof in which every premise is certified by
an earlier premise before cognition can begin. That picture confuses chronological order with epistemic
support once again. Reasons may be acquired after a method is first used, may come from several
partly independent routes, and may support one another within a network exposed to prediction and
correction. The requirement is that no layer receive evidential credit merely because it came first, is
deeply embedded, or is difficult to suspend. A foundation is rationally strong when its supporting
record is strong, not when further questions about it are forbidden.

Logic makes the distinction concrete. An inferential rule and the empirical premises supplied to it play
different roles. Logic alone does not tell us whether a bridge will stand; measurements, material data,
and physical hypotheses supply that content. But a rule that repeatedly carries those supported premises
into conclusions confirmed by load tests earns confidence in its implication-preserving performance.
Rules that license affirming the consequent, contradiction, or other invalid transitions predictably sever
that connection. Mathematical proof, reliable programs, engineering calculations, and ordinary planning
extend the comparison across domains. None is infallible evidence for every logical system, but together
they provide substantial reasons for trusting particular rules to particular degrees.

This is also why operational necessity cannot establish epistemic entitlement. A person may be
unable to compare every rule at once without using some currently trusted rules. The temporary use
identifies the procedure under examination; it does not certify the procedure. Its record of successful
discrimination, correction, and prediction supplies that certification. An apologist who wishes a doctrinal
commitment to occupy an equally foundational role must therefore present an equally serious evidential
record. The mere fact that the doctrine is announced as ultimate contributes nothing to that task.
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