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Abstract: In his article ‘Divine hiddenness and the demographics of theism’

(Religious Studies,  (), –) Stephen Maitzen develops a novel version of
the atheistic argument from divine hiddenness according to which the lopsided
distribution of theistic belief throughout the world’s populations is much more to
be expected given naturalism than given theism. I try to meet Maitzen’s challenge
by developing a theistic explanation for this lopsidedness. The explanation I offer
appeals to various goods that are intimately connected with the human cognitive
constitution, and in particular, with the way in which we depend upon social belief-
forming practices for our acquisition of much of our knowledge about the world –

features about us that God would value but that also make probable a lopsided
distribution of theistic belief, or so I argue.

Introduction

Stephen Maitzen () has developed a version of the atheistic argument
from divine hiddenness that focuses not upon the mere existence of non-culpable
non-belief in God, but rather, upon the lopsided manner in which non-culpable
non-belief appears to be distributed across the globe. He claims that this
version of the argument from divine hiddenness can circumvent a whole range
of theistic responses to J. L. Schellenberg’s (, ) version of the hiddenness
argument – responses which seek to explain instances of non-culpable non-belief
in terms of various moral, spiritual, or epistemic deficiencies on the part of human
individuals. Reflecting on a collection of essays on divine hiddenness in which a
number of theistic philosophers present responses to Schellenberg (see
Howard-Snyder & Moser ()), Maitzen writes that:
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Those contributors who explain all non-belief in terms of the epistemic or moral defectiveness

of non-believers never address the question ‘Why does that defectiveness vary dramatically

with cultural and national boundaries?’. Moreover, given the widely held assumption that,

generically speaking, epistemic and moral defects are evenly distributed among the world’s

peoples, it is hard to see how that question could be answered. Those contributors who grant

the existence of blameless non-belief, and try to explain why God tolerates it, never ask why

God tolerates it so unevenly. (Maitzen (), )

The version of the argument from hiddenness that Maitzen is offering seems best
construed as a probabilistic rather than deductive argument against the existence
of God. Maitzen isn’t claiming that the lopsided distribution of theistic belief is
logically inconsistent with theism, but rather, that such a distribution is not at
all what we would expect to see given theism. I take it that by ‘theism’ Maitzen
means monotheism and by ‘theistic belief’ he means monotheistic belief, and I
shall use the terms in the same way. So, where E is the proposition that the distri-
bution of theistic belief is heavily lopsided, Maitzen’s comparative likelihoods
claim would seem to be as follows:

(C) Pr(E|theism) is much lower than Pr(E|naturalism).

Now, (C) is consistent with its being true that theism is more probable than natur-
alism when everything else is taken into consideration. Still, the truth of (C) would
be bad news for the theist in that it would place increased pressure upon her to
show that other salient bits of evidence favour theism over naturalism.
My aim in this article, then, is to try to show that (C) is significantly less plausible

than Maitzen supposes it to be. To that end I shall argue that it is likely – at least
given certain versions of theism – that God would want human beings to be sign-
ificantly dependent upon one another for acquiring much of their knowledge
about the world. Such mutual epistemic dependence makes possible a range of
goods that God would probably want to realize, so I shall argue, but it also has
the effect of tending to produce a geographical ‘clustering’ of particular sets of re-
ligious beliefs among particular groups of people. This story is meant to go a sub-
stantial way towards explaining why God would permit E to obtain.

I noted that my concern will only be with certain versions of theism. Specifically,
I am concerned only to defend what we might call inclusive theism, that is, a
version of theism according to which it is not the case that every human being
who is cognitively capable of having religious beliefs and who lacks theistic
belief at the end of her earthly life will receive damnation. This is to be distin-
guished from austere theism, according to which everyone cognitively capable of
religious belief who dies a non-theist will be damned. I take it to be extremely im-
probable given austere theism that God would permit E to obtain, though I won’t
argue for that claim here. I would add that there is some reason to think that
inclusive theism occupies much (if not most) of the theistic portion of the prob-
ability space. For one thing, nothing in bare theism – the view that there exists
an omniscient, omnipotent, perfectly good person who created and sustains the
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cosmos – makes it especially likely that God would insist upon theistic belief as a
necessary condition of human salvation. For another, perfect divine goodness
would seem to entail that no human being is disadvantaged with respect to salva-
tion by factors that are outside of his or her control, such as the time and place in
which he or she is born or the people by whom he or she is surrounded in life. But
whether a human being comes to hold theistic belief is something that is almost
inevitably influenced to some degree or other by factors outside that human
being’s control, at least, given a world that is remotely like our own.

Mutual epistemic dependence

Let’s begin by getting clearer on what it might mean to say that humans are
mutually epistemically dependent. Humans appear to be cognitively constituted in
such a way that it is a practical necessity that we rely upon testimony for much of
what we know about the world and in such a way, moreover, that we are liable to
be significantly influenced by what those around us believe, particularly when it
comes to matters that aren’t readily susceptible to empirical investigation, includ-
ing religious matters. This is the actually obtaining state of affairs that I am calling
‘mutual epistemic dependence’ (MED, for short). Thomas Reid () is well
known for having drawn attention to these features of human nature, at a time
when many of his philosophical near-contemporaries were actively seeking to en-
gender a deep suspicion about testimony as a source of knowledge. In particular,
Reid drew attention to two tendencies that he recognized as being native to human
beings: the tendency to tell (what we take to be) truth and the tendency to trust
what others tell us. More generally Reid points out that our pursuit of epistemic
goods is a deeply communal enterprise. With the exception of knowledge about
our own mental states, immediate surroundings, memories of our past experi-
ences, and a handful of self-evident truths, humans are cognitively constituted
in such a way as to be significantly dependent for our acquisition of a wide
range of truths upon a massive division of epistemic labour amongst ourselves.
Recent cognitive science is further shedding light on the nature of our depend-

ence on testimony. Justin Barrett points to two types of cognitive bias that play a
significant role in determining how plausible we will tend to find a given item of
testimony (Barrett (), –). On the one hand, there are context biases,
having to do with the apparent character of the testifier and the circumstances
in which the testimony is presented. Examples of context biases include conform-
ity biases which incline us to fall in line with the majority opinion of our peers,
prestige biases which incline us to trust those of high standing in our communities,
and similarity biases which incline us to trust those who appear to be similar to
ourselves in various important respects.
On the other hand, there are content biases, having to do with the intrinsic

plausibility of what is being asserted by a testifier. A key theoretical postulate of
contemporary cognitive science is that the operation of the human mind involves
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two parallel processing systems, namely, the intuitive system (System ) and the
reflective system (System ). According to Daniel Kahneman (, ), one
of the foremost proponents of this ‘dual-processing’ view of cognition, the intuitive
system is quick, effortless, emotion-laden, and automatic, compared with the
reflective system, which is slow, deliberate, and involves significant mental
effort. The operations of the intuitive system and the reflective system are
thought to interact in several important ways, including that the deliverances of
intuitive cognition constrain what an individual is liable to endorse upon reflec-
tion, as well as that intuitive judgements are liable to serve as defaults for reflective
beliefs in the absence of consciously accessible reasons for rejecting them. So, for
example, if someone tells you about a species of animal of which you have never
previously heard and then goes onto explain how these animals give birth to
babies who are physically similar to themselves, this latter claim is likely to
strike you as highly plausible, and your judgement here can be explained by the
fact that the claim in question comports very well with your intuitive expectations
concerning living things, sometimes known as ‘folk biology’. A noteworthy hypoth-
esis in the cognitive science of religion is that certain ideas that deviate in small but
striking ways from our intuitive expectations about the world are especially liable
to be remembered and passed on via testimony. Pascal Boyer has termed such
ideas ‘minimally counterintuitive’, and has suggested that the minimally counter-
intuitive character of many religious concepts – for instance, concepts of deities
who are in many ways like humans but have striking supernatural powers such
as invisibility and the ability to read minds – is part of the explanation for why re-
ligious beliefs are so easily spread via testimony (Boyer (), –).
It should not come as a surprise that mutually epistemically dependent crea-

tures such as we are tend to be copycats, so to speak. More specifically, it
should not come as a surprise that certain propositions concerning the nature
of ultimate reality would be believed bymany such creatures in some communities
and by hardly any of them in other communities. After all, such creatures have
bodies, and given that they have bodies and hence must be located in particular
physical locations alongside some of their fellow creatures and not others, and
given that they form communities that are mutually isolated to some degree, the
extent to which some creature A is liable to be influenced by the testimony of
another creature B depends greatly upon the physical proximity of A to B. And
in so far as such creatures are social in nature, the degree to which they trust
the testimony of others will be influenced by the degree to which they personally
know and trust others. What’s more, propositions concerning such matters as
metaphysics, religion, politics, and morality tend to be such that, for creatures
who are subject to such cognitive limitations as we are, it is frequently far from
obvious how to adjudicate the truth or falsity of these sorts of propositions with
reference to perceptual experience. So, even though all such creatures share
broadly the same range of perceptual experiences, and even though all such crea-
tures are naturally inclined to accept broadly supernaturalistic claims (as current
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cognitive science of religion alleges), these facts significantly underdetermine
which religious propositions such creatures will end up believing. Therefore,
whereas one would not expect much divergence among such creatures with
respect to their beliefs about the physical properties of publicly observable,
medium-sized physical objects, it would not be at all surprising to find that they
diverge considerably with respect to the contents of their religious beliefs. And
since they are liable to be influenced most heavily by the testimony of those
who are most physically proximate, and perhaps in particular, by those whom
they personally trust and respect, we would expect to see that the religious
beliefs of such creatures tend to cluster up geographically and culturally in some-
thing a lot like the way that we in fact observe that human religious beliefs cluster
up. For these reasons it is very plausible that

() Pr(E|MED) is high.

Of course, this much doesn’t tell us anything about the ratio of Pr(E|naturalism) to
Pr(E|inclusive theism). The naturalist too will surely appeal to something like MED
in order to explain E. The interesting question to which I now turn is whether
Pr(MED|naturalism) is much higher than Pr(MED|inclusive theism).

Mutual epistemic dependence and competing goods

Let’s grant that it is not very surprising given naturalism that there exist em-
bodied beings with roughly our cognitive constitution, that is, that it is not very sur-
prising on naturalism that MED obtains. Doubtless some theists would wish to
dispute this by appealing to thought that consciousness, which is obviously a ne-
cessary condition for MED, is highly improbable on naturalism. But here I am
aiming to establish only the much more modest claim that:

() Pr(MED|inclusive theism) isn’t much lower than Pr(MED|naturalism).

To that end, I shall now try to show that it would be fairly unsurprising given in-
clusive theism that there should exist creatures who are cognitively constituted
roughly as humans are.
If God exists and chooses to create intelligent, morally sensitive, free creatures,

he has open to him a range of possible types of such creatures, of which humans
are just one type. There are possible races of creatures who have significantly
greater cognitive powers than us – for instance, who possess the ability to read
minds, to perceive spatially remote occurrences, and so on. At the same time,
there are possible races of intelligent, morally sensitive, free creatures who have
significantly lesser cognitive powers than us – for instance, who lack even our
ability to make various competent inferences about one another’s beliefs,
desires, and intentions from their facial expressions, tones of voice, and body lan-
guage. If it could be shown that our cognitive constitution is the best one for God to
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bestow upon a race of intelligent, morally sensitive, free creatures, then the prob-
ability that God would create beings with such a cognitive constitution (i.e. that
God would bring about MED), given that he creates intelligent, morally sensitive,
free creatures at all, would be . But I can’t think of a way to show that our cogni-
tive constitution is the best one for a race of intelligent, morally sensitive, free crea-
tures to have. Indeed, I doubt very much that there is a best cognitive constitution
for such creatures to have.
What I’m going to suggest is that there are certain trade-offs between competing

goods that would have to be made were God choosing what kind of cognitive con-
stitution to bestow upon a race of intelligent, morally sensitive, free creatures.
(Goods here are to be understood as including preventions of harms or evils.)
Whilst there are clearly undesirable extremes wherein one good is realized to
the excessive detriment of another good with which it is in competition, in
between the extremes lies a range of possible configurations none of which is
clearly better than another, but any of which is clearly better than the extremes.
I now want to suggest that MED – the state of affairs in which humans have
roughly the sort of cognitive constitution that we actually do; in which we are mu-
tually epistemically dependent to roughly the degree that we are – is such as to
strike a balance between competing goods that clearly lies between two undesir-
able extremes, so that it would be unsurprising were God to bring about a race
of creatures who are so constituted. It would be unsurprising, that is, were God to
bring about MED. To that end, I shall discuss three pairs of competing goods,
and in each case will try to show that our actual cognitive constitution very plausibly
makes for a balance between them that is favourable, even if not uniquely optimal.

Exercising interpersonal trust versus being invulnerable to deception

By ‘interpersonal trust’ I mean the following: a person S places trust in
another person R just in case S is less than certain that R has the property of
being benevolently disposed towards S in some respect – for instance, the property
of being a faithful spouse to S, the property of being willing and able to catch S’s
fall, the property of intending to make good on a promise to S, the property of
loving S, the property of being honest towards S, and so on – and yet, despite
her uncertainty, S undertakes action(s) that will have a favourable outcome for S
only if R does indeed possess the property in question. Now, I don’t intend this
as a theory about ordinary language usage of the term ‘trust’, which may well
have a plurality of interconnected meanings. I simply want to suggest that the
activity that I have stipulated herein as the meaning of ‘interpersonal trust’ is
one in which it is very valuable for humans to engage.
Clearly enough, having the opportunity to engage in interpersonal trust, as I

have defined it, requires having some degree of uncertainty about the relevant
properties of the person in whom one places one’s trust. And this in turn requires
that we are not so constituted as to be able very easily to acquire certainty on a
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wide range of propositions concerning one another’s thoughts, intentions, feel-
ings, capabilities, and so on, independently of what others tell us about them-
selves. In short, having significant opportunities to place interpersonal trust in
one another requires our being cognitively limited in roughly the ways in which
we in fact are: in particular, it requires that we cannot simply read one another’s
minds, and more generally, that others can do things in private about which we
cannot learn independently of their testimony.
Now, the good of having opportunities to trust one another is in tension with the

good of not being vulnerable to deception or betrayal by one another. Themore we
are cognitively constituted so as to have to trust one another, the more we will be at
risk of being duped by one another. But the degree to which humans are in fact
dependent upon one another’s testimony for learning about one another and
the world is such as to permit a favourable balance between having significant op-
portunities to place trust in one another, on the one hand, and yet still being
capable of discerning enough about one another via non-testimonial means so
as to prevent us from being excessively at risk of deception by one another, on
the other hand. Consider, for example, the degree to which we are able, independ-
ently of testimony, to learn about one another’s inner lives and about what is going
on elsewhere in the physical world. If we were a lot more capable in these regards
than we actually are – if, say, we could read one another’s minds, had X-ray vision,
and could immediately perceive events in distant spatial locations – we would
rarely have any opportunity to place trust in others, and what’s more, it would
be very difficult indeed for us to keep things to ourselves, which in turn would
make it very difficult to engage in the sorts of free actions for good or ill that
require that our thoughts and intentions are not immediately obvious to everyone
around us. On the other hand, if we were much less able in these regards – if, say,
we were unable to make the sorts of competent inferences that we often make con-
cerning people’s thoughts, intentions, and feelings from observing their facial
expressions, body language, and tones of voice – it would be far harder to make
competent initial judgements about whether to trust a person, which in turn
would render us excessively vulnerable to others’ evil intentions.

Sharing responsibility for one another’s acquisition of epistemic goods versus

practicing epistemic self-reliance

By epistemic goods, I have in mind such goods as true belief, justified belief,
knowledge, understanding, wisdom, and so on. Sharing responsibility for one
another’s acquisition of such goods adds substantially to the range of morally sign-
ificant free actions that are available to humans, and hence, to the range of morally
good states of affairs that humans are able to realize. Specifically, it affords a
human person the morally significant choice between depriving others of their
knowledge or sharing it with them, between wilfully distorting or suppressing
the truth and trying their best to relay it faithfully, between cooperating with
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others in the search for truth or trying to thwart others in that search, and so on. As
Robert Roberts and Jay Wood rightly note,

It is possible to be generous in the conduct of intellectual practices, or stingy and greedy, just as

in the handling of material and other goods. The reason is that the intellectual life has its own

set of goods, and these can be shared with others and given to others, or grasped and hoarded

for oneself. (Roberts & Wood (), )

Now, the good of our sharing responsibility for one another’s acquisition of epi-
stemic goods is obviously in tension with what some epistemologists also regard
as a significant good, namely, epistemic self-reliance (see, for instance, Fricker
() ). To practise epistemic self-reliance is to try to figure things out by
oneself. Roughly speaking, the more our cognitive constitution is such as to
force us to be epistemically reliant upon one another, the fewer opportunities
we will have to practise epistemic self-reliance, and vice versa. Ryan Byerly
() has recently argued that the value of epistemic self-reliance lies in the
way in which cognitive successes that are attained solely through one’s own cog-
nitive competences typically count as greater cognitive achievements than they
would do were those same successes the result of relying upon others. I don’t
wish to dispute this, but the way in which humans are actually cognitively consti-
tuted is evidently somewhere in between the twin extremes of being so cognitively
weak that we are forced to rely upon one another almost continually and being so
cognitively well-endowed that we seldom need help from others in order to get at
the truth. Our actual cognitive constitution seems to be such as to permit a rather
favourable balance between the competing goods of sharing responsibility for one
another’s intellectual well-being and practising epistemic self-reliance. What’s
more, it looks as though the sorts of self-reliant cognitive achievements that we
find valuable are frequently such that they manifest intellectual virtues that have
been acquired and cultivated through a host of intellectual practices that involve
reliance upon others: reliance, for instance, upon one’s schoolteachers and
parents, and later on, one’s colleagues and interlocutors. Our being mutually
epistemically dependent to roughly the degree that we in fact are seems to
afford us a wide range of opportunities for cultivating the intellectual virtues
that are required for exercising epistemic self-reliance. This leads me to discuss
one last pair of competing goods.

Opportunities to acquire, practise, and perfect the intellectual virtues versus

freedom from intellectual obstacles and challenges

Just as there are virtues of character pertaining to moral conduct, so too
there are virtues pertaining to our intellectual conduct, pertaining to the
manner in which we go about acquiring and managing our beliefs about the
world and transmitting the contents of those beliefs to others. Jason Baehr
defines an intellectual virtue as ‘a character trait that contributes to its possessor’s
personal intellectual worth on account of its involving a positive psychological
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orientation toward epistemic goods’ (Baehr (), ). Roberts and Wood have
suggested that ‘An intellectual virtue is an acquired base of excellent epistemic
functioning’ (Roberts & Wood (), ). Lists of intellectual virtues presented
by Linda Zagzebski (), Roberts & Wood (), and Baehr (, –)
include such character traits as intellectual justice, fair-mindedness, impartiality,
open-mindedness, intellectual integrity, honesty, intellectual humility, transpar-
ency, self-awareness, self-scrutiny, intellectual generosity, and intellectual courage.
Just as our having the opportunity to acquire, practise, and perfect a wide range

of moral virtues requires that human life unfold against a backdrop of struggle and
adversity, similarly, our having the opportunity to acquire, practise, and perfect a
wide range of intellectual virtues requires that our intellectual lives – our strivings
to acquire intellectual goods – take place against a backdrop of intellectual adver-
sity: a backdrop which includes such things as persistent disagreements over
deeply important matters; withholding or suppression of information by those
who occupy positions of power; uncertainty about the best means to acquire im-
portant truths about the nature of reality; temptation to deceive ourselves about
our own motivations, including our motivations for believing various things; pres-
sure to conform our opinions to a prevailing consensus; pressure to be untruthful
in our dealings with others in order to gain a competitive advantage; temptation to
malign a person rather than engage her arguments; and so on. What’s more, the
existence of such obstacles, challenges, and temptations requires that our cogni-
tive capacities be limited in some of the following sorts of ways: in particular,
that we are significantly dependent upon one another for acquiring a great deal
of the truths that are needed for living a worthwhile life; that our perceptual experi-
ence of the world is generally insufficient to settle decisively a wide range of deeply
important questions, such as those pertaining to politics, morality, metaphysics, and
religion; that our opinions and plausibility judgements – especially on questions that
cannot be decisively settled through empirical investigation – are prone to be
influenced by the norms and consensuses that prevail within the intellectual com-
munities in which we find ourselves; that our reasoning processes are prone to be
influenced by unconscious, emotional biases, which must be effortfully overcome.
Having a significant range of opportunities to acquire, cultivate, and perfect the

intellectual virtues seems to require that the degree to which we are subject to the
various aforementioned obstacles lies somewhere in between two extremes. To il-
lustrate what I mean, consider the following analogy. Having the opportunity to
become skilled at driving a car requires that one gets some practice at driving in
challenging conditions: in bad weather; in built-up areas; in heavy traffic; whilst
carrying noisy passengers. Part of the skill of driving is having the ability to
respond appropriately to such challenges. But if these challenges are too severe –
if, say, one’s passengers continually try to distract one, the weather is so dreadful
that visibility is almost nil, pedestrians are frequently running out into the road at
random, other vehicles are continually making hazardous lane changes all
around – then it will be extremely hard to acquire in the first place the skills
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involved in being a good driver. One will not even be able to get off the ground. On
the other hand, if the challenges are too insubstantial – if, for instance, one only
ever drives around an empty practice circuit inside a warehouse – then one
won’t ever be called upon to respond to adverse circumstances, the skilful hand-
ling of which is involved in being a good driver. The same seems to be true of ac-
quiring virtues of intellectual character. Acquiring them requires that one face
intellectual challenges and obstacles that are neither too severe nor too insubstan-
tial. And it looks plausible that the way in which humans are actually cognitively
constituted is such as to present us with an array of intellectual challenges and
obstacles that is not so severe that we can scarcely make any headway in acquiring
virtues of intellectual character, nor is so insubstantial that we seldom encounter
any situations that call for the exercise of such virtues.
Let’s take the virtue of intellectual courage as an example. Baehr suggests that

‘intellectual courage is (at least roughly and generally) a matter of () pursuing
an intellectual good () despite the fact that doing so involves a certain threat or
potential harm to oneself’ (Baehr (), ). Consider a race of creatures
who are cognitively much stronger than us: for instance, who are constituted in
such a way that each one on their own can arrive at knowledge of almost all of
the truths they desire or need to know, without relying upon testimony. Such crea-
tures would seldom have cause to exercise intellectual courage. We humans, in
virtue of our more modest epistemic capabilities, fairly often encounter opportun-
ities to risk our reputation or well-being in some way (even if only in a small way)
in order to improve the epistemic situation of others. In particular, due to the ways
in which we are cognitively limited we fairly frequently have opportunities to ex-
ercise intellectual courage in proclaiming (what we take to be) truths of which
others are ignorant or towards which others are hostile, and furthermore, our cog-
nitive limitations provide us with opportunities to exercise courage in the sense of
engaging in intellectual inquiries which may turn out to be dead-ends or to put our
reputations and well-being at risk. Displays of such courage might include com-
municating to a friend some truth that is hard for her to hear, holding firm to a
view that one’s peers think contemptible or laughable, engaging in a risky inves-
tigation to uncover some truth that has been wilfully suppressed by others, or
perhaps more dramatically, blowing the whistle on institutional malpractice.
Presumably, the extremely cognitively strong creatures I mentioned would seldom
have opportunities to benefit the epistemic situations of their fellows in these
ways. On the other hand, consider a race of creatures who are much cognitively
weaker than us: who, for instance, have such weak cognitive faculties that they
can decisively establish very little of significance by way of them, or are so prone
to conformity that for any one of them to think independently of their peers requires
monumental effort, or who are subject to all sorts of overwhelmingly powerful,
error-prone biases in their reasoning processes. Though these creatures might
well face an even greater array of situations than we do in which they could
benefit the epistemic situations of their peers by risking their own well-being,
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their extreme cognitive frailties will tend overwhelmingly to prevent them from use-
fully doing very much to alleviate the epistemic impoverishment of their fellows.

If, as I have argued, we have good reason to think that () Pr(E|MED) is high and
that () Pr(MED|inclusive theism) isn’t much lower than Pr(MED|naturalism), then
we have good reason to doubt that Pr(E|inclusive theism) is much less than Pr(E|
naturalism), and hence to doubt Maitzen’s contention. In the remainder of the
article I want to try to address some potential objections to () before concluding
the article with some remarks on the scope and strength of the overall claim that I
am advancing here.

Objections and clarifications

Personal relationship with God

An important potential objection to () concerns the seeming inability of
individuals in non-theistic cultures to have a meaningful personal relationship
with God during their earthly lives. One might well think that having such a rela-
tionship would require having explicit theistic belief, which in turn suggests that
God would not want to create the human race with a tendency to end up with di-
vergent sets of beliefs about the character of the divine reality. I want to try to cast
doubt on this thought, however. My suggestion is that individuals who lack explicit
theistic belief – the belief that there exists an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly
good person who created the universe – might nevertheless be able to relate per-
sonally to God under a more limited description. The basic line of thought here is a
familiar one, but I wish to develop it in some novel ways.
For a person to relate to God without realizing that it is God with whom she is in

relationship would be for her to relate de re to God. That is, she wouldn’t self-de-
scribe her situation in terms of ‘engaging in relationship with God’, since she
wouldn’t realize that it is God to whom she is relating, even though relationship
with God would in fact be what is occurring. But since it may be less than
obvious that it is even possible to engage in personal relationship with X
without realizing that one is in relationship with X, let’s first look at what seems
to be a human-to-human case of de re relationship:

Molly and Ted work in the same office building, but have never spoken to
one another. One day, whilst staring out across the office in an idle
moment, Ted notices that Molly appears to be extremely stressed. On top of
all her other responsibilities, she has just been assigned the burdensome
task of stuffing hundreds of envelopes with invitations for a forthcoming
promotional event. When everyone else including Molly has gone home,
Ted decides to stay late and stuff the envelopes for Molly, leaving only an
anonymous note: ‘I saw you looking a bit overworked – I hope this helps.’
When Molly comes in the next morning and finds the note with the com-
pleted pile of envelopes she feels deep gratitude to the person who did this
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kind thing for her. She goes out and buys an expensive box of chocolates,
and leaves them in the break room with a note: ‘These are for the lovely
person who helped me out yesterday – thank you so much!’ Once everyone
else is out of sight, Ted gratefully takes the gift, and replaces it with another
note of his own: ‘Thank you for these! I’m glad to have been able to help.’
We can imagine that they carry on in this fashion for a while until Molly
finally learns that her anonymous helper was Ted, whereupon the two of
them begin to engage in friendship in the more usual sorts of ways.

Molly in this case starts out by personally relating de re to Ted. She wouldn’t have
described her situation in terms of ‘relating to Ted’, since she didn’t recognize the
person who helped her out as Ted, but a personal relationship with Ted was none-
theless what was really going on. Now, I want to suggest that if God exists, some-
thing analogous to this case can and probably does occur between God and many
human beings who recognize God only under a limited description. Clearly
enough, though, it matters a good deal which descriptions someone uses to pick
out God. When Molly is relating de re to Ted, the description she uses in thinking
about Ted is something like the person who helped me out yesterday at a really
stressful time. It is in virtue of her thinking about Ted under this description that
she is liable to feel such gratitude towards him and to want to express her gratitude
towards him in the sorts of ways that she does. If instead Ted had not helped out
Molly in this way, but rather, had (say)merely disposed of the used coffee cup on her
desk, and if Molly had thought about the person who disposed of my used coffee cup,
she would presumably have felt a far weaker and more fleeting sort of gratitude
towards Ted than she in fact did feel towards him and she presumably would not
have been motivated to engage in the sorts of expressions of gratitude that she did.
A similar point seems to be true of the divine–human case. Only some of the

infinitely many definite descriptions that God satisfies, if he exists, are such that
if one thinks about God under those descriptions, then one will be able and
liable to express the appropriate sorts of emotional attitudes towards God. The
descriptions I have in mind might include the moral lawgiver, the ground of
being, the creator of the universe (or some specific part thereof), The Good. A
person who feels emotions of awe and wonder towards the creator of the universe
will thereby be feeling those attitudes de re towards God. The same is true of the
person who feels gratitude towards the ground of my being. The sort of gratitude
that is involved here is plausibly the sort of gratitude that would be fitting for a
person to have towards God if God exists – that is, gratitude for one’s very life
and the good things it contains. Again, if someone strives to obey the moral law-
giver, then her striving will be directed de re towards God.
One might very reasonably wonder, though, how de re relationship with God is

supposed to work in cases where the human party to the would-be relationship
has substantially false beliefs about who it is that satisfies descriptions like the
moral lawgiver and the creator of the universe, and so on, or in cases where
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such descriptions are included within more detailed descriptions that are overall
false of God, for instance, the moral lawgiver who placed the earth on the back
of an elephant. I want to attempt to develop a couple of thoughts about how
this worry might be addressed.
One thought is this. There may be some such cases – though perhaps not all will

be like this – in which a human subject uses descriptions that God does not satisfy
and yet the subject nonetheless succeeds in picking out God by employing those
descriptions in the purely referential manner to which Keith Donnellan () has
drawn attention. There appear to be at least a couple of mechanisms by which a
subject might succeed in picking out a certain object with a definite description
despite the fact that the description is false of that object.
For one thing, it might be that the subject who is using the description has some

kind of direct cognitive contact with the object and is merely using the definite de-
scription as a means of ostension. By ‘direct cognitive contact’, I mean that the
object is in some way present to the consciousness of the subject, perhaps as an
object of her perception or as a proximate cause of some salient aspect of her per-
ceptual experience. In a case in which the subject has direct cognitive contact
with God in some such manner, the subject might use a description that is false
of God and yet because the description is simply a means of ‘pointing to’ the
object of her experience, she nonetheless succeeds in referring to God.
Another mechanism might be as follows. Suppose the subject employs a de-

scription involving several properties – for instance, the x which is F, G, and H –

some of which are possessed by the object in question and some which are not.
The mechanism by which the subject succeeds in referring to the object with
that description might be the greater salience, in the context at issue, of the prop-
erties that are possessed by the object as compared with the properties that
aren’t. What I mean is this. Recall the case of Molly and Ted. Suppose that
Molly is gratefully reflecting upon her pleasant discovery of the pile of stuffed
envelopes with the anonymous note, and suppose that she mistakenly assumes
that the person who is responsible is a woman, but that that assumption isn’t
playing much of a role at all in causing her to feel grateful for the kind deed.
The description Molly is using in thinking about her anonymous helper is the x
who is a woman and who kindly stuffed the envelopes for me. But it isn’t too im-
plausible, I think, that Molly’s gratitude is still directed towards Ted, even though
Ted is not a woman. And the reason is that the property of being the x who
stuffed the envelopes for Molly is significantly more salient than the property of
being a woman in the context at issue: Molly’s belief that someone possesses the
former property plays a much greater role in causing her feeling of gratitude than
does her belief that someone possesses the latter property. Similarly, it might be
that in some cases in which a person uses a description involving some properties
that God possesses and some that God doesn’t possess – for instance, the x who
created the universe and who made the earth flat – those properties that God does
possess are more salient than those that God doesn’t possess, in the sense that
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the subject’s beliefs about the properties that God does possess are playing a much
greater role in generating her feelings of gratitude, reverence, awe, or whatever.
Perhaps, though, there remain some recalcitrant cases in which neither of these

two mechanisms is plausibly exemplified. Perhaps, that is, there are some cases in
which the human subject’s descriptions fail altogether to pick out God. Still, even if
her descriptions are such that she fails to refer to God, there may yet be a kind of
quasi-relationship with God that is available to her. Consider the following case:

Gracie, like many children, has been told that Santa Claus is the person who
brings her Christmas presents each year. She has been told all about Santa’s
Lapland dwelling, his portly appearance and his red and white outfit, and
his impressive ability to distribute Christmas presents across the entire
globe in a single evening. Of course, the person who really brings the
Christmas presents each year is Gracie’s father, Bill. But let’s grant that in
thinking about Santa, Gracie doesn’t even implicitly have her father in
mind; she doesn’t refer to him by the name ‘Santa’. Now, Gracie knows that
the person who brings the Christmas presents is to be thanked. (This is the
analogue of a religiously relevant proposition such as that the person who
created the universe is to be thanked.) But since she also believes that the
person who brings the Christmas presents = Santa Claus, let’s grant that her
feelings of gratitude are directed towards the non-existent Santa rather than
towards her father, Bill. Nonetheless, Bill, knowing his daughter’s character
intimately, knows that were Gracie to be apprised of the true identity of the
person who brings the Christmas presents, she would direct her gratitude
towards him (i.e. Bill). Bill thus chooses to ‘count’ Gracie’s gratitude as
though it were rightly directed towards him. Seeing Gracie’s delight and
thankfulness towards Santa when she opens her presents, Bill is deeply
gladdened. And whenever Gracie sends a thank-you note to Santa, Bill
replies to it warmly in what Gracie takes to be Santa’s hand. Eventually
Gracie learns of the non-existence of Santa and of the fact that her father
was really the person who brought the Christmas presents each year and
replied to her thank-you notes. Once she has got over the initial shock,
Gracie comes to see those episodes in which she had thought she was
interacting with Santa as something to be deeply cherished for what they
show of her father’s love for her.

Similarly, God might very well count the expressions of gratitude, reverence, and
obedience that a human being directs towards some non-existent deity as though
they were directed towards God, so long as God knows that she would direct
those same attitudes towards him were she apprised of the true identity of the
moral lawgiver, the creator of the universe, and so on. Now, even if one insists
that in the case just described Gracie was not in any way relating to her father
during those episodes when she thought she was relating to Santa, it seems hard
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to deny that those episodes retrospectively take on an importance within her rela-
tionship with her father once she becomes apprised of what was really going on.
In that sense, those episodes make an important contribution to the value of her re-
lationship with her father. Likewise, episodes during which a person takes herself to
be engaging in relationship with some non-existent deity (without thereby referring
to God) could come to have a similar retrospective significance – if indeed it was
really God who was causally responsible for that which she took the non-existent
deity to be responsible for – once she meets God ‘face-to-face’.
Significantly, this latter suggestion seems to be applicable even to cases in which

the human subject does not believe in the existence of any supernatural persons
whatsoever. Suppose that Anders is an atheist for whom theism has never been
a live option. Anders believes that he owes his existence to an impersonal
source, but often feels a deep sense of gratitude towards the source of his blessings.
Anders seeks to live a life that expresses his deep sense that the good things in his
life are in some sense a gift that he has not earned. If God exists, then God is in fact
the source of Anders’s blessings. Suppose we grant that Anders cannot be said to
be grateful to God – not even de re – since the impersonal object that Anders
believes to be the source of his blessings, namely, the cosmos, is too unlike God
in its metaphysical nature. Still, it could very well be true that if Anders were
to come to believe that God rather than a set of impersonal forces is the source
of his blessings, then Anders would direct his attitude of thankfulness towards
God. God, knowing this counterfactual truth about Anders, could count
Anders’s feelings of gratitude as though they were directed towards God. True,
Anders had previously not thought of the source of his blessings in personal terms,
but we can imagine nonetheless that once he becomes apprised of the true identity
of the source of his blessings, that those earlier episodes inwhich he felt and sought to
express his gratitude could come to take on a deep retrospective significance within
his relationship with God once he is able to say ‘It was you all along!’
Still, even supposing de re relationship with God could be as widely available as I

have claimed, wouldn’t it be unfair of God to permit a situation in which the level
of awareness of God that is available to people in various parts of the world is
subject to such variation, and therefore quite unlikely that God would permit
such an uneven geographical distribution of explicitly theistic belief? Well, con-
sider that on inclusive versions of theism on which there is an afterlife and on
which the opportunity to spend that afterlife in the presence of God is extended
to all who have not explicitly and knowingly rejected God at the end of their
earthly lives, the differences between various individuals’ levels of awareness of
God during this lifetime will pale in comparison to the difference between the
keenest awareness of God that is available in this lifetime and the awareness of
God that will be available in the life to come. If we add to this the thought
that, at least given specifically Christian versions of inclusive theism, God wants
human beings to participate in the task of communicating special revelation to
the world, it doesn’t seem unlikely that God would permit a situation in which
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the level of awareness of God that is available during this lifetime to individuals
across various parts of the world is subject to significant variation.

God’s failure to speed up the testimonial transmission process

Another potential worry is this: one wonders, given his omnipotence, why
God couldn’t have ensured that theistic belief more rapidly and more thoroughly
permeated the earth’s populations than it actually has done, whilst at the same
time still managing to secure a desirable balance between those competing
goods outlined in the previous section. That is a very natural worry. However, I
suspect that were we to try to sharpen up the worry here, it would end up being
parallel to a complaint that is sometimes raised in debates about the problem of
evil: namely, that there is some minimum number of horrific occurrences such
that that number of horrors but no more than that number is necessary for bringing
about the goods that God desires to realize, and that it seems that there have ac-
tually occurred more than that minimum number of horrors. But in fact, it is quite
plausible that there is no such non-arbitrary minimum, either in the case of
horrors or in the case of the uneven distribution of theistic belief. Let n represent
the number of people whom the testimonial transmission of explicitly theistic
belief fails to reach (or at any rate, for whom such testimony is not successful in
rendering explicitly theistic belief a live option). For any n, if the existence of n un-
reached individuals is consistent with God’s realizing the favourable balance of
competing goods that he wishes to realize through permitting humans to be sign-
ificantly mutually epistemically dependent, then the existence of n –  unreached
individuals would be equally consistent with God’s realizing a favourable balance
of the aforementioned goods, as would the existence of n +  unreached indivi-
duals. If God allows testimonial belief-forming practices to play any role at all
in the propagation of theistic belief, as I have suggested he has good reason to
do, then some amount of uneven distribution (both temporal and spatial) is un-
avoidable, and it would seem that there is no non-arbitrary threshhold amount
such that he ought to allow no more than that amount.

Conclusion

I have argued that we have good reason to think that () Pr(E|MED) is high
and that () Pr(MED|inclusive theism) isn’t much lower than Pr(MED|naturalism).
We therefore have good reason to doubt that Pr(E|inclusive theism) is much less
than Pr(E|naturalism), and hence to doubt Maitzen’s contention. In closing I
should like to make some final remarks concerning the scope of my argument.
I conceded at the outset that the theistic explanation I have offered here for E

doesn’t fully explain E, which is why I claim only that this explanation, if plausible,
casts significant doubt on Maitzen’s contention rather than refuting it outright. In
particular, whilst the story on offer here postulates God’s reasons for wanting
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human beings to be mutually epistemically dependent, the story I have offered
doesn’t purport to explain why God would want humans to exemplify all the
specific cognitive mechanisms that are in fact involved in our mutual epistemic de-
pendence, some of which (according to current cognitive science of religion) make
humans prone in the absence of certain kinds of cultural input to adopt what are
(from the point of view of theism) substantially erroneous conceptions of the
supernatural, involving limited and morally imperfect deities and spirits. Jason
Marsh () has argued that these considerations raise a ‘problem of natural
non-belief’; a problem of why a loving God would allow humans to be cognitively
constituted in such a way that our default religious stance (apart from certain kinds
of cultural input) is much nearer to animism and polytheism than it is to belief in
an omnipotent, omniscient, morally perfect God. So while the theistic explanation I
have offered for E goes a significant way towards accounting for the fact that diver-
gent sets of religious beliefs are found geographically ‘clustered’ according to culture
rather than being evenly smattered across the surface of the globe, it doesn’t attempt
to address Marsh’s problem of natural non-belief. For that reason, an additional ex-
planation – one that postulates God’s reasons for permitting this aspect of E to
which Marsh draws attention – would be needed in order to fully explain E.
But is it not worrying that theists need to invoke such a plurality of explanatory

mechanisms in trying to account for E, whereas the naturalist merely needs to
invoke a combination of bio-psychological and cultural factors, factors which
the theist (this one at any rate) already grants? Isn’t it the case that, even supposing
the theist can come up with other explanations which (in conjunction with some-
thing like the one offered in the present article) suffice to explain E, the theist is
burdened with a considerably less parsimonious and hence intrinsically less prob-
able account of E?
First, the parsimony or simplicity of a hypothesis is generally held to be a prop-

erty that it possesses relative to a given body of evidence. That is, even supposing
a hypothesis H is a more complex way of accounting for some evidence E than a
rival hypothesis H is, it doesn’t follow that H is a more complex way of account-
ing for the evidence than H when the evidence under consideration is widened to
include E & E & E & . . . En. So even supposing that the theistic explanation of the
lopsided distribution of theistic belief is more complex than the naturalistic ex-
planation of that phenomenon, it doesn’t follow that theism is less simple than nat-
uralism when the evidence under consideration is widened to include all the other
evidence for which these competing hypotheses seek to account: the existence of a
complex, life-friendly physical universe, the conformity of material objects to
natural laws, the existence of consciousness, and so on.
Second, explanations of a given occurrence which appeal to the agency of a

person are often more complex than explanations that invoke purely non-personal
physical causes, at least in a certain sense. In particular, the former often appeal to
a wider array of possible explanatory mechanisms than the latter, and yet the
former are not necessarily less intrinsically probable than the latter for all that.
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The following example should illustrate the point. Suppose one is trying to explain
the fact that the gnome in one’s front garden has been knocked over during the
night. One hypothesis is simply that the wind blew it over. Another hypothesis
is that a person deliberately pushed it over, and one will presumably want to fill
out this hypothesis with a range of possible reasons that a person might have
had for committing such an act. There is an important sense in which the latter
hypothesis is more complex than the former – it certainly involves more moving
parts than the former – and yet it isn’t obvious that the latter is much less intrin-
sically probable than the former. More generally, if a certain hypothesis already
includes the agency of a person, as the hypothesis of theism does, then it isn’t
obvious that, by filling out the hypothesis with a wide range of possible reasons
that the person might have had for bringing about (or permitting) the occurrence
at issue, one is thereby complexifying one’s hypothesis in a way that substantially
drives down its intrinsic probability.
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Notes

. Theodore Drange () has advanced an ‘argument from non-belief’ which has some similarities with
Maitzen’s, though Drange’s argument only targets soteriologically exclusivist versions of Christian theism,
whereas Maitzen’s argument is meant to apply to theism generally.

. In favour of interpreting him as making this claim about comparative likelihoods, Maitzen states in a
subsequent article, in which he responds to Jason Marsh’s () response to the original article, that ‘I’ve
never alleged the logical incompatibility of theism and the lopsided distribution of theistic belief we
observe in the world . . . All I claim is that the lopsided distribution of theistic belief is less surprising on
naturalistic explanations than on theistic ones’ (Maitzen (), , ).

. To be sure, such a story doesn’t fully explain E, for it doesn’t address the undoubtedly troubling question
to which Marsh () has drawn attention concerning why early human societies apparently lacked
anything that closely resembled theistic belief. Still, in so far as it constitutes a significant partial ex-
planation for E and in so far as it is plausible, the story I am about to present ought to detract substantially
from the plausibility of (C).

. Inclusive theism encompasses universalist theism, according to which all humans will ultimately be saved,
as well as non-universalist versions of theism according to which humans who lack theistic beliefs at the
end of their earthly lives may still receive salvation depending, for instance, on how they have responded
to whatever revelation has been available to them during their earthly lives or on how they respond post-
mortem to God.

. The responses to Maitzen presented by Marsh () and T. J. Mawson () are also offered on behalf of
inclusive versions of theism. By contrast, William Lane Craig’s () response (to what is in effect the
problem posed by Maitzen) is offered on behalf of an austere version of theism.
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. Reid calls these tendencies, respectively, the ‘principle of veracity’ and the ‘principle of credulity’ (Reid
(), ).

. It should be noted that, while influential, the dual-processing framework is controversial.
. See Barrett () and Boyer ().
. Lara Buchak’s () decision-theoretic analysis of faith is along these lines.
. See Simpson ().
. For a comprehensive list of epistemic goods, see Roberts & Wood (), –.
. Richard Swinburne goes so far as to suggest that ‘We cannot do good or harm to each other in many ways

without humans already cooperating in the acquisition of knowledge’ (Swinburne (), ).
. See Duncan Pritchard’s () account of the role of communal epistemic practices in education in

cultivating the cognitive abilities that are required for the highest-grade cognitive achievements. See also
Roberts & Wood (), –.

. This thought plays a central role in so-called ‘soul-making’ theodicies, notable examples of which include
John Hick’s () and more recently Eleonore Stump’s (). Trent Dougherty () has notably
applied a similar line of thought in developing a theodicy for the suffering of non-human animals.

. For an extended discussion of intellectual courage, see Roberts & Wood (), –.
. Possessing an intellectual virtue does, after all, require that one fairly frequently succeeds in one’s exercise

of that virtue. A virtue is a kind of ability, and as John Greco notes, having an ability with respect to some
range of outcomes R in a certain range of conditions C entails attaining a high rate of success with respect
to R in C across a set of relevantly close possible worlds (Greco (), ).

. See Wainwright (), ; Poston & Dougherty (); , Moser (), . Notably, the theologian
Karl Rahner held that it is possible for a non-Christian to be an ‘anonymous Christian’; to possess saving
faith in the God of Christianity through an implicit awareness of God which is ubiquitous (Rahner (),
). C. S. Lewis may have at least had toyed with a similar idea in the final instalment of his Narnia
Chronicles, The Last Battle.

. The following case has some similarities with one described in Poston & Dougherty (), –.
. Donnellan suggests, for instance, that a partygoer who points to a gentleman at the other side of the room

and asks ‘Who is the man drinking a martini?’ has successfully referred to the intended individual, even if
the individual in question is actually drinking water rather than martini (Donnellan (), ). The
explanation is that the description here ‘is merely one tool for doing a certain job – calling attention to a
person or thing – and in general any other device for doing the same job, another description or a name,
would do as well’ (ibid., ).

. Someone might have direct cognitive contact with God by way of a perceptual religious experience of the
sort William Alston () discusses, or an experience of a striking and unusual event that is proximately
caused by God’s special, local activity.

. Thanks to Trent Dougherty for raising this suggestion in conversation.
. Jeroen de Ridder and René van Woudenberg () express scepticism about the idea that adherents of

non-Abrahamic religions could refer to the God of Abrahamic monotheism if he exists. This final proposal
of mine is supposed to work even granting that such scepticism is well-founded.

. Benjamin Cordry suggests that it is implausible to ascribe to a human subject de re attitudes towards God in
caseswhere the human subject has an ontology that doesn’t include anything like God (Cordry (), –).

. Christian theism notably involves the idea that there will be an enormous difference between the level of
awareness of God available to anyone during this lifetime as compared with the next. Saint Paul writes
that: ‘For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face-to-face: now I know in part; but then shall I
know even as also I am known’ ( Corinthians :).

. This parallels Peter van Inwagen’s response to the ‘minumum number of horrors’ objection (van Inwagen
(), ).

. See Barrett (), .
. See, for example, Swinburne (), .
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