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Central claim
A theistic question creates rational pressure only when it leaves disputed premises open, keeps terms stable, assigns
burdens to the claims actually made, and permits symmetrical challenge. Many popular apologetic questions instead
make the critic repair a frame already favorable to theism, then treat difficulty inside that frame as evidence for a
religious conclusion. Repair can uncover a serious philosophical problem, but it never makes a specified deity or
Christianity the default answer.

Preview:
Apologetic prompt Frame advantage Fair repair Evidential result
A difficult question is posed from Hidden premises, narrowed Expose assumptions, restore live The repaired question may
within a theistic frame. options, unstable terms, or shifted alternatives, define success, and identify work to do; no religious
burdens favor one answer in apply the same standard both conclusion follows merely because
advance. ways. the work is hard.

The diagnosis concerns what a question licenses as evidence. It does mot imply that every presupposition is illicit, that critics
bear no burdens, or that serious theistic questions lack defensible answers.

Visual preview:
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The inherited map identifies six moves: a question may be loaded, narrowed, semantically smuggled, categorically misplaced, or
asymmetrical; repair makes the frame inspectable. The panels organize the audit but do mot by themselves establish that any
particular question fails it.
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Abstract

Questions used in popular religious apologetics can sound open while performing argumentative
work before an answer begins. A prompt may presuppose a creator, treat morality as a law-like
object, narrow risk to Christianity versus nonbelief, switch between kinds of explanation, or require
a critic to solve an entire worldview while the religious claim under discussion escapes defense. The
problem is not that these topics are trivial. It is that the question can place a religious conclusion
inside the frame and later count the respondent’s difficulty as evidence for that conclusion.

This paper develops a procedural test from informal logic, pragmatics, dialogue theory, and burden-
of-proof analysis. A fair question must identify the standpoint at issue, disclose contested presupposi-
tions, preserve live answer options, keep key terms stable, assign burdens to the relevant claims, and
permit symmetrical challenge. Applied to morality, cosmic explanation, meaning, science, risk, and
alleged nonbeliever motives, the test separates genuine philosophical problems from frame advantage.
It also explains why rapid question cascades create an atmosphere of cumulative evidence without
supplying a cumulative argument.

The main result is evidential: a hard question does not support a specified deity or a specific
religious doctrine unless the proposed answer is independently specified and comparatively defended.
Repair may leave a serious problem, expose a real cost in a non-theistic view, or justify unequal
burdens when prior commitments differ. The limit is important. The procedure does not prove
theism false, require neutral language, or excuse critics from positive argument; it prevents difficulty,
emotion, and incompleteness from being converted into a default religious victory.

Keywords: loaded questions; theistic questions; burden of proof; framing; informal logic; religious
apologetics

1 When Inquiry Carries a Conclusion

Questions have a rhetorical advantage over assertions. An assertion announces a commitment and invites
a burden: why believe it? A question can introduce the same commitment while appearing merely
curious. If the respondent objects to the premise, the objection may look evasive; if the respondent
answers directly, the premise may enter the conversation without defense. The surface act is inquiry,
but the practical effect can be argumentative capture.

This matters in popular apologetics because the prompts are memorable and existentially charged.
How can morality survive without a supernatural lawgiver? Who created the universe? Can science
explain love? What if Christianity is true and rejection carries eternal loss? Why would a nonbeliever
resent a deity the nonbeliever denies? Each can be rebuilt into one or more serious questions. Yet each
can also be used to make the critic perform large explanatory labor inside categories chosen by the
questioner.

The paper calls a question sophistical when its persuasive force depends on an unearned feature
of its framing rather than on the comparative strength of the answer it favors. The word describes
a use, not a permanent sentence type. The same wording can be legitimate in a classroom where the
presuppositions are stipulated, unfair in a debate where those presuppositions are disputed, and pastoral
in a conversation where evidence is not the point. Context and dialogue purpose matter.

That functional approach follows a central lesson of modern fallacy theory. Fallacies are not always
malformed strings of propositions; they can be improper moves within a dialogue (Hamblin 1970; Walton
2008). Walton’s detailed treatment of question-reply exchanges likewise evaluates loaded, black-or-white,
terminologically loaded, and aggressive questions by their role in a reasoned exchange rather than by
grammar alone (Walton 1989). A question fails when it blocks or predetermines the critical work the
exchange is supposed to permit.

The intended audience is the intelligent non-specialist who encounters apologetic challenges in con-
versation, public talks, podcasts, or online debate. It also includes apologists who want their questions
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to carry rational force beyond an already committed audience. The governing thesis is simple: before
answering a dramatic question, ask what the question has already answered for you.

2 Frame Advantage and the Missing Evidential Bridge

Not every assumption is illicit. Conversation would be impossible if every sentence began from zero. A
doctor can ask where pain began after the patient reports pain; a seminar can ask what follows from
a premise accepted for discussion. The problem arises when a contested assumption is used to allocate
advantage and then concealed by the interrogative form.

Call this frame advantage. The questioner selects the objects, contrasts, meanings, and burdens that
define a satisfactory answer. The respondent must either accept that field or spend time repairing it.
Meanwhile, the favored conclusion receives a presumption it has not earned. Audience reception matters
here because an exchange is not only a sequence of statements; it is also an event in which relevance,
responsiveness, confidence, and delay affect how reasons are heard (Tindale 2015). Repair work can
look like failure even when it is the most rational response.

By a God-concept 1 mean a specified conception of a deity with identifiable attributes and relations
to the world. The definition matters because an undefined divine placeholder can absorb whatever
role a question makes available: moral ground, first cause, giver of purpose, source of consciousness, or
guarantor of hope. Moving from an unexplained feature to a God-concept requires at least two bridges.
One must show why the feature calls for the relevant kind of explanation. Another must show why the
proposed deity explains it better than live alternatives. A question supplies neither bridge merely by
being difficult.

The frame-to-evidence rule

A question supports a conclusion only when the answer favored by that conclusion is specified,
compared with live alternatives, and shown to explain the relevant facts better. If the
conclusion enters as a presupposition, a narrowed option, or a burden exemption, the question
cannot count its own frame as evidence.

The rule can be stated as a short inference.

1. If difficulty answering a question is evidence for a religious claim, the claim must explain that
difficulty or its underlying facts better than relevant alternatives.

2. A loaded question embeds or privileges the religious claim before that comparative work is done.

3. What is privileged by framing cannot also be counted as independently confirmed by the respon-
dent’s struggle within the frame.

4. Therefore, difficulty inside a loaded frame supplies no independent religious evidence until the
question is repaired and the comparative bridge is defended.

The inference is deductively valid given its premises. Its application is not automatic. Whether a
question is loaded, which alternatives are relevant, and whether a proposed answer has real explanatory
content are contextual judgments. The framework therefore needs public diagnostics rather than a label
applied by intuition.

3 A Six-Part Audit

Pragma-dialectics treats reasonable argument as a critical discussion in which parties must be able to
advance, challenge, and defend standpoints without obstructive moves (van Eemeren and Grootendorst
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2004). Strategic maneuvering is not itself a defect: arguers naturally select topics, adapt to audiences,
and choose effective presentation. It becomes fallacious when rhetorical effectiveness overrides the rules
needed to resolve the disagreement reasonably (van Eemeren 2010). The following audit translates that
distinction into six questions.

Table 1: A diagnostic ledger for deciding whether a question opens inquiry or secures frame advantage.

Audit item Diagnostic question Repair

Standpoint What claim was actually under discussion Return the exchange to that claim and explain
before the question arrived? why any new topic is relevant.

Presupposition Which disputed propositions must be accepted State them as claims and give each an ordinary
to answer directly? burden of support.

Answer set Have serious religious and nonreligious Expand the option space before asking which
possibilities been left open? account performs best.

Terms Do words such as morality, purpose, Separate the meanings and name the kind of
explanation, nothing, or science keep one answer being requested.
meaning?

Burden Is one side required to supply a complete Match the demanded detail and evidential
worldview while the other offers a placeholder? standard across competing accounts.

Symmetry Would the same question and standard be Apply the challenge across rival God-concepts,
accepted if a rival tradition posed it? doctrines, and nonreligious views.

These tests are cumulative but not mechanical. A question need not fail all six. A single hidden
presupposition can be decisive; several minor defects can interact. The ledger also separates criticism
from refusal. A respondent who names a loaded premise is not evading the question. The respondent is
answering at the level where the argumentative work occurs.

Conversational meaning often exceeds literal wording. Grice’s account of implicature helps explain
how a speaker can communicate a downgrade, contrast, or presumption without asserting it (Grice 1989).
Asking whether love is “just chemistry”, for example, may insinuate that a causal explanation removes
significance. If challenged, the speaker can retreat to the literal request for a mechanism. Macagno and
Walton’s treatment of emotive language shows how definitions, presuppositions, and value-laden word
choices can shape commitments while remaining partly implicit (Macagno and Walton 2014). The audit
therefore asks not only what the sentence says but what accepting its frame would commit the answerer
to.

4 Five Families of Apologetic Questions

4.1 Morality: one word, several problems

“How can morality exist without the Christian deity?” compresses several disputes. It may concern
whether moral facts exist, whether moral language can be true, how people know moral claims, why
people are motivated to act, why societies converge or disagree, or what authority a norm has over a
person. These are not interchangeable. A theory might explain motivation while remaining silent on
moral realism, or defend moral realism without invoking a commander.

The wording also favors a lawgiver model by speaking as though morality were a single object that
must “come from” somewhere. That model is itself a proposition requiring support. A repaired inquiry
asks: Which feature of moral life is at issue, what rival accounts address that feature, and what difference
should appear if a divine-command, natural-law, constructivist, realist, sentimentalist, or other account
is true? The theistic answer may then compete. It no longer wins because the question built a vacant
lawgiver-shaped slot.
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Symmetry adds a second burden. If non-theistic accounts must explain disagreement, motivation, and
normativity, the religious account must explain which deity, which commands, how those commands are
known, how conflicts are handled, and why the proposed authority is morally relevant. Symmetry does
not require identical questions for different theories. It requires comparable depth where the theories
make comparable claims.

4.2 Ultimate explanation: a problem is not yet a selector

“Why is there something rather than nothing?” can name a profound metaphysical problem. It does
not, without further argument, select agency as the kind of explanation required or identify a particular
deity. “Who created the universe?” goes further by placing creation and a creator inside the grammar.
A respondent who asks whether the universe was created is not avoiding the subject; that respondent
is reopening the premise.

Question repair distinguishes the explanandum from the candidate explanations. What exactly needs
explaining: contingent entities, laws, an initial state, the existence of any concrete reality, or the intelligi-
bility of the whole? What would count as an explanation at that level? Does the proposed God-concept
terminate the demand, relocate it, or explain through a principled account of necessity? How does
it compare with brute fact, necessary structure, cosmological models, or other metaphysical stopping
points?

The critic’s ignorance is not positive evidence for one answer. Nor does that principle imply that
explanatory gaps are irrelevant. A well-specified theory can gain support when it predicts, unifies, or
illuminates facts better than rivals. The correction is to demand that performance from the theory
rather than infer it from the existence of a hard question.

4.3 Meaning, purpose, and love: keeping domains apart

“What purpose can life have without divine assignment?” shifts between at least three senses: an
externally intended function, personally constructed significance, and objective value. If purpose is
defined as a creator’s intention, the answer is true by definition but dialectically thin: without a creator
there is no creator-assigned purpose. It does not follow that friendship, projects, moral commitments,
discovery, care, and achievement lack significance or value.

“Can science explain love?” likewise trades on an unstable verb. Science can investigate development,
attachment, neurobiology, behavior, and social conditions. It is not thereby offering a complete first-
person interpretation, a moral appraisal, or a reason to cherish someone. A mechanism does not become
a dismissal unless an additional premise equates causal understanding with existential deflation.

The repair is division of labor. Ask which causal, conceptual, moral, or experiential question is being
posed and which practice is suited to answer it. A category mistake can make one domain look deficient
by assigning it another domain’s task. Correcting the assignment may leave several important questions;
it removes only the manufactured competition.

4.4 Risk: reopening the option space

“What if Christianity is true and rejection is punished?” places real stakes on the table, but expected
risk depends on more than severity. It also depends on probability, mutually incompatible religious
possibilities, the consequences each assigns to sincere or insincere belief, the costs of false commitment,
and the effects of belief on present action. Treating Christianity and nonbelief as the only options
narrows the field at the very point where the argument needs a full comparison.

A repaired risk question asks how finite agents should allocate confidence and action across incom-
patible religious and nonreligious possibilities under uncertainty. It should include the possibility of a
deity who values epistemic integrity, rival salvation conditions, traditions that reject coerced profession,
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and ordinary costs borne by people whose commitments are mistaken. The revised question is harder
because it no longer contains its preferred insurance policy.

Asymmetry can sometimes be justified. A party who has accepted a doctrine may bear a different
practical burden from someone who has not, and a very small probability paired with an immense cost
can matter in decision theory. The point is not that every option receives equal weight. It is that weight
must be argued rather than manufactured by deleting alternatives.

4.5 Motive questions: replacing reasons with a diagnosis

“Why are nonbelievers angry at the deity they deny?” treats criticism of a concept, text, institution,
or alleged action as an emotion directed toward an existing being. It also shifts from the truth of a
position to the respondent’s psychology. A person can oppose a doctrine’s social effects, resent treatment
by believers, or describe a stipulated deity as morally objectionable without believing that deity exists.

Personal motives can matter when credibility, sincerity, or behavior is actually at issue. They do not
answer an argument merely by being proposed. The repaired questions are separable: What claim did
the critic make? What reasons support it? Is there independent evidence about the critic’s motive? If
the motive hypothesis were true, what bearing would it have on the claim? This sequence prevents a
speculative diagnosis from replacing engagement.

5 Hypothetical Exchanges: The Moves in Practice

The following remarks are constructed examples, not quotations from identified apologists. Nor do they
imply that every theist reasons this way. Each compresses a recognizable move so that its argumentative
function can be seen clearly. In a context where its assumptions are defended and its answer remains
open, similar wording may introduce a legitimate discussion. The defect appears when the wording is
used as a shortcut to the favored conclusion.

5.1 Loading a premise into the question

Theist: “When did you decide that objective moral obligations are only personal prefer-
ences?”

The question attributes both a conclusion and a history of choosing it. Yet rejecting a divine-command
account does not entail that moral judgments are merely personal preferences. The respondent must
now deny a position never stated before discussing morality at all. A repaired question would ask:
“Which account of moral objectivity do you accept, and how do the strongest theistic and non-theistic
accounts support it?”

5.2 Narrowing the answer set

Theist: “Either a divine mind created the universe or everything came from absolute nothing
without a cause. Which alternative makes more sense?”

The contrast excludes other possibilities before comparison begins: necessary structure, brute fact,
non-agentive cosmological explanation, and disputes about whether an absolute beginning occurred or
needs the proposed kind of cause. The religious answer wins a contest with one deliberately weak
rival. Repair begins by asking what feature of cosmic existence requires explanation and which serious
candidate accounts address that feature.



The Sophistical Question Phil Stilwell

5.3 Changing the meaning midstream

Theist: “If brain chemistry explains love, then love is only chemistry. Is that really all your
worldview can offer?”

Here explains begins as a request for causal mechanism and ends as a claim about exhaustive meaning
or value. The word only performs the slide. A causal account of attachment does not by itself settle
what love means, whether it is valuable, or what reasons it gives us. The repaired question separates
those inquiries: “What can a biological account explain about love, and which questions about meaning
and value remain?”

5.4 Assigning one domain another domain’s task

Theist: “Can science tell you what your life is for? If not, why trust science over religion?”

Science is asked for a vocation or ultimate purpose and then judged deficient for not supplying one.
The exchange also turns limited methods and broad religious traditions into global rivals, as though
accepting a scientific explanation required treating it as a complete philosophy of life. Repair identifies
the task first: “Which parts of this question are empirical, ethical, personal, or theological, and what
warrants the answer in each domain?”

5.5 Making rejection wait for a complete rival worldview

Theist: “Before you reject Christianity, give me a complete naturalistic explanation of con-
sciousness.”

The respondent is required to finish a difficult theory before declining the proposed religious expla-
nation. But rejecting one account as underspecified is not the same as claiming to possess a complete
alternative. If the respondent advances a naturalistic theory, that theory acquires its own burden. The
symmetrical question is: “What does each proposed account explain about consciousness, what does it
leave open, and what evidence favors one over the others?”

5.6 Turning criticism into a motive diagnosis

Theist: “If you do not believe the biblical deity exists, why are you so angry with him?”

The question converts criticism of a stipulated character, doctrine, institution, or alleged action into
anger toward an existing being. It then makes the critic’s psychology the topic instead of the critic’s
reasons. A fair exchange asks separately what claim is being criticized, why, whether there is evidence
of a personal motive, and whether that motive would bear on the claim’s truth.

5.7 Presenting risk with the alternatives removed

Theist: “What could you possibly lose by believing, compared with eternal punishment if
Christianity is true?”

The question displays one possible cost while deleting incompatible religions, different salvation con-
ditions, the costs of false commitment, and the problem of manufacturing sincere belief for insurance.
Severity matters, but it cannot substitute for probability and a complete option set. The repaired in-
quiry asks how a person should act across the relevant religious and nonreligious possibilities, with the
costs and evidential support of each made explicit.
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5.8 Replacing cumulative support with a cascade

Theist: “All right, but without a deity where do morals come from? Who created the
universe? What makes consciousness possible? What gives life meaning? What if you are
wrong?”

The topic changes before any answer is completed, compared, or allowed to count. The respondent’s
unfinished work accumulates visually and emotionally, while the religious proposal remains a repeated
label rather than a set of defended explanations. Repair freezes one question, identifies what success
would look like for every live account, assesses the result, and only then moves to the next strand.

These examples show why the audit concerns argumentative use rather than forbidden sentences. The
initial question may point toward a real philosophical problem. What it cannot do is supply the missing
premise, comparison, or evidence by making the respondent speak inside a conclusion-shaped frame.

6 Question Cascades and Counterfeit Cumulation

A rapid apologetic exchange may move from morality to existence, consciousness, meaning, beauty,
fear of death, miracle reports, and eternal risk. Each new question arrives before the preceding frame
is repaired or the answer compared. The critic appears surrounded by unexplained phenomena; the
audience experiences breadth as cumulative pressure.

But a cumulative case requires more than accumulation of topics. Each strand must identify what
the religious hypothesis leads us to expect, what the record shows, how alternatives fare, and how much
independent support the strand adds. A list of unsolved or partially solved problems lacks those bridges.
If every gap is assigned to the same undefined divine answer, the apparent convergence may come from
repeating a placeholder rather than from independent evidence.

The cascade exploits an asymmetry of completion. The critic is asked for a full naturalistic meta-
physics, ethics, theory of mind, cosmology, and account of meaning. The apologist is permitted to
answer each domain with a short divine label. Yet explanatory standards should rise with the breadth
claimed. A proposal that explains everything must say enough about its mechanism, expectations, and
limits to distinguish explaining from naming.

The one-question discipline

Freeze the standpoint, repair one question, agree on what would count as an answer, compare
the live options, and assess the result before moving on. Breadth without closure produces
rhetorical momentum, not cumulative warrant.

This discipline benefits both sides. It prevents critics from answering serious challenges with slogans,
and it prevents questioners from treating unfinished work as concession. It also restores a distinction
hidden by performance: a worldview can face an explanatory burden without its rival thereby being
confirmed.

7 A Practical Repair Protocol

Repair should be efficient enough for real conversation. Six moves are usually sufficient.

1. Name the standpoint. State the proposition currently requiring support. If the discussion began
with resurrection evidence, explain why a new question about morality bears on that claim.

2. Expose the load. Rewrite presuppositions as declarative premises. Ask which are shared, which
are stipulated temporarily, and which need support.
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3. Separate the meanings. Define the crucial noun and the kind of explanation sought. Split one
compressed prompt into distinct questions when needed.

4. Restore the comparison. Include serious rival answers, including alternatives within theism and
within non-theistic thought. Do not make one vague residual category carry every opposing view.

5. Allocate burdens. The person advancing a claim supports it. A critic who advances a rival claim
supports that rival. Mere rejection of an unsupported proposal does not require a complete theory
of everything.

6. Set success and return. Agree on what would count as progress, accept partial answers where
appropriate, and return to the original standpoint after the repaired question is assessed.

Burden allocation is more precise than the slogan that the claimant always bears everything. Dialogue
contains burdens of production, burdens of responding, and varying standards of proof. Presumptions
can be reasonable when backed by common ground or prior evidence (Walton 2014). The defect is not
movement of burdens; it is movement without a stated reason, especially when the shift protects the
conclusion at issue.

Question-begging can also be dialectical rather than a neat circular sentence (Walton 1991). A
respondent may be pushed to grant a premise through the structure of the exchange and later have that
commitment cited against the respondent. Repair makes the commitment visible before it is used. It
therefore improves inquiry even when all parties ultimately accept the premise.

8 Strong Objections

8.1 Every useful question presupposes something

Correct. The relevant distinction is not between assumption-free and assumption-laden language. It
is between shared or openly stipulated assumptions and contested assumptions that do decisive work
while escaping their ordinary burden. The audit does not demand neutral vocabulary. It demands that
a disputed frame remain rejectable without the rejection being counted as evidence of ignorance or bad
faith.

8.2 Critics also owe positive accounts

Yes, when they make positive claims. A naturalist who says moral realism is fully explained, conscious-
ness is reducible, or cosmic existence is metaphysically necessary incurs substantial burdens. The present
argument does not grant a blanket exemption. It distinguishes two positions: rejecting an inadequately
supported religious explanation and proposing a complete rival. The first does not logically entail the
second.

This distinction is useful to apologists as well. Once a critic advances a rival account, focused
questions can reveal its costs or missing premises. A repaired question may therefore create genuine
rational pressure. What it cannot do is make the critic’s inability to finish every rival theory confirm
the religious account by default.

8.3 Public debate requires compression

Time limits and ordinary conversation make full qualification impossible. Compression is not auto-
matically deception. A concise question can stand for a larger argument when the context makes its
assumptions and standards available. The repair need not become a lecture; a respondent can ask one
clarifying sentence: “Do you mean moral facts, moral knowledge, or motivation?”
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Efficiency becomes sophistical when the omitted material is exactly what would weaken the favored
inference. If there is time to repeat a dramatic question, there is time to identify the premise on which
its force depends.

8.4 Emotion and existential need are relevant

They are relevant to practical reasoning, pastoral care, and the human importance of a belief. Hope, fear,
grief, belonging, and meaning affect what choices cost and what support people need. Argumentation
theory need not treat emotion as the enemy of reason; audience and emotive meaning are part of how
reasons function (Macagno and Walton 2014; Tindale 2015).

The evidential boundary remains. A belief’s power to comfort does not by itself show that its object
exists, just as a disturbing conclusion is not false because it disturbs. Honest dialogue can address the
need and the truth claim separately. Doing so protects vulnerable people from having an emotional
need recruited as proof.

8.5 Some standpoints deserve unequal burdens

Agreed. A position supported by established evidence need not restart from zero whenever challenged.
An extraordinary claim may face a higher burden; a critic who contradicts well-supported common
ground may face one too. Symmetry means relevantly similar claims receive similar standards, not that
every claim receives identical treatment.

The questioner must therefore name the difference-maker: prior evidence, accepted commitment,
explanatory success, or the limited purpose of the dialogue. Unequal burdens can be earned. They
cannot be smuggled in merely by choosing the interrogative form.

9 From Repaired Questions to Genuine Evidence

Repair is not a debunking endpoint. It is the beginning of a stronger argument. Once the frame is open,
a theistic proposal can be evaluated through four steps.

First, specify the God-concept and the feature to be explained. A maximally vague deity cannot
yield discriminating expectations. Second, state the bridge from that concept to the expected feature.
Why should this deity produce this moral, cosmic, experiential, or historical pattern? Third, compare
the proposal with live alternatives at comparable depth. Fourth, identify what observation or argument
would lower confidence in the proposal.

These requirements do not assume that all rational support is scientific prediction. Metaphysical,
moral, historical, and experiential arguments use different forms of warrant. They share a need for
contrast. A reason favors a conclusion only to the extent that it fits that conclusion better than relevant
rivals or follows from independently supported premises.

The repaired form of a question can therefore be demanding. It may reveal that a non-theistic theory
has a real explanatory cost, that a religious tradition preserves resources a critic overlooked, or that
both sides rely on unproved stopping points. Those are substantive results. They differ from the cheap
result in which one side asks the other to solve a mystery and counts the mystery itself as a point.

For public dialogue, the practical implication is modest but sharp. Audit before answer. When
the question survives repair, answer it. When it does not, show the hidden premise, narrowed option,
semantic shift, misplaced category, or burden asymmetry. Then invite the questioner to continue on
terms under which either side could genuinely lose.

10 Conclusion

The sophistical question hides argument inside inquiry. Its force comes from placing contested assump-
tions, favored contrasts, unstable meanings, or unequal burdens in the frame before the respondent

10
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speaks. The critic must then choose between apparent evasion and apparent concession. In popular
apologetics, that device can make the difficulty of morality, existence, meaning, consciousness, or risk
appear to confirm theism without a comparative argument.

The six-part audit restores the missing work. Identify the standpoint, expose disputed presuppo-
sitions, reopen the answer set, stabilize terms, allocate burdens, and apply standards symmetrically.
Question cascades should then be slowed until each strand supplies its own bridge from problem to
proposed answer. This procedure does not guarantee agreement, and it does not prove theism or Chris-
tianity false. It may leave a repaired theistic question stronger than before.

The requested intellectual change is therefore not hostility to questions. It is refusal to mistake a frame
for evidence. A serious question earns its force by allowing assumptions to be challenged, alternatives
to remain live, and every proposed answer to bear an appropriate burden. When a religious conclusion
survives that repair and performs better than its rivals, the question has opened inquiry. When its force
disappears with the hidden load, the question was defending faith by controlling the doorway.

A Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

The central inference concerns the evidential force of loaded theistic questions, not the truth or falsity
of theism.

P1. A question provides public evidence for a religious conclusion only if the conclusion is supported by
premises or comparative explanatory performance not already supplied by the question’s framing.

P2. A question whose persuasive force depends on a disputed presupposition, narrowed answer set,
unstable key term, misplaced category, or unjustified burden shift supplies part of the favored
conclusion through its framing.

P3. Difficulty answering within such a frame therefore cannot count as independent support for the
conclusion favored by that frame.

P4. Many popular apologetic questions exhibit one or more of these frame-dependent features when
deployed as shortcuts from an unsolved problem to a God-concept or specific doctrine.

P5. Making presuppositions explicit, restoring live alternatives, stabilizing terms, assigning burdens, and
applying standards symmetrically removes the unearned advantage while preserving any genuine
philosophical problem.

C. Therefore, where an apologetic question depends on frame advantage, it supplies no independent
public evidence for its favored religious conclusion until the question is repaired and that conclusion is
comparatively defended.

The conclusion follows validly from P1-P5: P1 states the independence condition, P2 identifies the
violation, P3 states its evidential consequence, P4 places a bounded class of actual uses under the
diagnosis, and P5 distinguishes repair from dismissal. Validity does not settle the premises. P1 is an
epistemic claim about what counts as evidence; P2 and P4 require contextual analysis of particular
exchanges; and judgments about relevant alternatives and justified burdens remain defeasible. The
inference neither proves every common theistic question sophistical nor shows that a repaired religious
answer must fail. It withdraws only the support created by the loaded frame.

11



The Sophistical Question Phil Stilwell

References

Grice, H. Paul (1989). Studies in the Way of Words. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. URL:
https://www.harvard.com/book/9780674852716 (visited on 08/28/2026).

Hamblin, Charles L. (1970). Fallacies. London: Methuen.

Macagno, Fabrizio and Douglas N. Walton (2014). Emotive Language in Argumentation. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. DOI: 10.1017/CB09781139565776. URL:
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/emotive-language-in-
argumentation/FDEEE4E07871A4CBB355D7C5D4943C8A (visited on 08/28/2026).

Tindale, Christopher W. (2015). The Philosophy of Argument and Audience Reception. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press. DOI1: 10.1017/CB09781316181645. URL:
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/philosophy-of-argument-and-audience-
reception/philosophy-of-argument-and-audience-reception/7B58D1BC02ACF3D7295538CE3518BDA8
(visited on 08/28/2026).

Van Eemeren, Frans H. (2010). Strategic Maneuvering in Argumentative Discourse: Extending the
Pragma-Dialectical Theory of Argumentation. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. DOI: 10.1075/aic.2. URL:
https://benjamins.com/catalog/aic.2 (visited on 08/28/2026).

Van Eemeren, Frans H. and Rob Grootendorst (2004). A Systematic Theory of Argumentation: The
Pragma-Dialectical Approach. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. bor: 10.1017/CB097805116163809.
URL: https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/systematic-theory-of-
argumentation/contents/402A3BBF120E8EC5BESDA6D21825642E (visited on 08/28/2026).

Walton, Douglas N. (1989). Question-Reply Argumentation. New York: Greenwood Press. URL:
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/questionreply-argumentation-9780313267895/ (visited on
08/28/2026).

— (1991). Begging the Question: Circular Reasoning as a Tactic of Argumentation. New York: Greenwood
Press.

— (2008). Informal Logic: A Pragmatic Approach. 2nd ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. DOI:
10.1017/CB09780511808630. URL:
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/informal-logic/B760E514F6559E92A9BED28162ACDF32
(visited on 08/28/2026).

— (2014). Burden of Proof, Presumption and Argumentation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. DOI:
10.1017/CB09781107110311. URL: https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/burden-of-proof-
presumption-and-argumentation/7A0CE6323BD75D5B6AB44DFEA4A88594 (visited on 08/28/2026).

12


https://www.harvard.com/book/9780674852716
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139565776
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/emotive-language-in-argumentation/FDEEE4E07871A4CBB355D7C5D4943C8A
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/emotive-language-in-argumentation/FDEEE4E07871A4CBB355D7C5D4943C8A
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781316181645
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/philosophy-of-argument-and-audience-reception/philosophy-of-argument-and-audience-reception/7B58D1BC02ACF3D7295538CE3518BDA8
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/philosophy-of-argument-and-audience-reception/philosophy-of-argument-and-audience-reception/7B58D1BC02ACF3D7295538CE3518BDA8
https://doi.org/10.1075/aic.2
https://benjamins.com/catalog/aic.2
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511616389
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/systematic-theory-of-argumentation/contents/402A3BBF120E8EC5BE5DA6D21825642E
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/abs/systematic-theory-of-argumentation/contents/402A3BBF120E8EC5BE5DA6D21825642E
https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/questionreply-argumentation-9780313267895/
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511808630
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/informal-logic/B760E514F6559E92A9BED28162ACDF32
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781107110311
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/burden-of-proof-presumption-and-argumentation/7A0CE6323BD75D5B6AB44DFEA4A88594
https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/burden-of-proof-presumption-and-argumentation/7A0CE6323BD75D5B6AB44DFEA4A88594

	When Inquiry Carries a Conclusion
	Frame Advantage and the Missing Evidential Bridge
	A Six-Part Audit
	Five Families of Apologetic Questions
	Morality: one word, several problems
	Ultimate explanation: a problem is not yet a selector
	Meaning, purpose, and love: keeping domains apart
	Risk: reopening the option space
	Motive questions: replacing reasons with a diagnosis

	Hypothetical Exchanges: The Moves in Practice
	Loading a premise into the question
	Narrowing the answer set
	Changing the meaning midstream
	Assigning one domain another domain's task
	Making rejection wait for a complete rival worldview
	Turning criticism into a motive diagnosis
	Presenting risk with the alternatives removed
	Replacing cumulative support with a cascade

	Question Cascades and Counterfeit Cumulation
	A Practical Repair Protocol
	Strong Objections
	Every useful question presupposes something
	Critics also owe positive accounts
	Public debate requires compression
	Emotion and existential need are relevant
	Some standpoints deserve unequal burdens

	From Repaired Questions to Genuine Evidence
	Conclusion
	Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

