
Our debate about whether or not we 
should be agnostic or more positive with 
respect to our knowledge of possible 
values as well as disvalues began in 
December 2016. Recently, we have writ-
ten two responses to each other in 
Theofilos and continued the debate by 
sending exactly twelve e-mails back and 
forth and we have now decided to end the 
debate by agreeing to disagree.  

The debate centered around the agnos-
tic value thesis presented in Jonbäck’s 
book The God Who Seeks but Seems to 
Hide. According to the thesis we should 
be agnostic about whether we know all, 
or even a representative sample, of the 
possible goods and possible evils that 
there are. An implication is that we 
should not say that probably there is 
pointless divine hiding or pointless evils, 
since God may have a good plan with it 
that we do not understand. 

In Theofilos 2018/1, Atle Ottesen 
Søvik quite extensively discussed the 
agnostic value thesis. Among other 
things, Søvik argued that the agnostic 
value thesis counts against the principle 
of credulity according to which some -
thing seeming p are to be taken as prima 
facie evidence for p. 

In Theofilos 2019/1, Jonbäck offered a 
reply claiming that he could see no  
contradiction between the agnostic value 
thesis and the principle of credulity. He 
claimed that we should believe that things 
are as they seem, but to him it does not 
seem that our understanding of goods 
and evils are either representative or not, 
and thus he is agnostic. Since Søvik clai-
med that we probably have a represen -
tative view with respect to possible goods 
and evils (which Jonbäck calls the 
Søvikian proposition), Jonbäck challen-
ges Søvik to defend it.  

So, there are two interconnected issues 
here. The first concerns whether or not 
there is a contradiction between the value 
agnostic thesis and the principle of credu-
lity. The second concerns whether or not 
we should be agnostic or more positive 
with respect to having representative 
knowledge of possible goods and evils.  

We both agree that there is no straight-
forward contradiction between the thesis 
and the principle. However, according to 
Søvik, there is another practice-oriented 
contradiction lurking in the bushes. At 
least in our moral practice and delibe -
ration on how to act, it is vital that we 
can use a negative version of the principle 
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of credulity. If the agnostic value thesis is 
correct, then we cannot act on the basis 
that “the act does not seem to have bad 
consequences (lead to any overall bad sta-
tes)” so “probably it will not have any 
bad consequences”. Thus, Søvik argues, 
we should be more positive with respect 
to our knowledge about the realm of 
values. 

Jonbäck also thinks that this is a prob -
lem, but that this is a problem for atheists 
and not for theists. He has argued else -
where that theists have independent or 
worldview-related reasons (reasons con-
ditioned on the existence of God) for 
believing that the class of goods and evils 
with the property of being able to figure 
in reasons humans have for deliberating 
and acting are representative.1  

Søvik does not think that this restric-
ted strategy Jonbäck uses works because, 
as he argued in Theofilos 2018/1, the 

value agnostic thesis also entails global 
agnosticism and skepticism with respect 
to trusting God. Jonbäck disagrees and 
has presented two defeaters for that argu-
ment elsewhere.2 

Søvik and Jonbäck agree that there 
may well be a lot of goods and evils that 
we do not know about. Søvik neverthe-
less wants to say at the present moment 
that probably these are (roughly) all the 
goods and evils there are, while being 
open to the fact that the future may prove 
him wrong. Jonbäck on the other hand 
prefers to say that since he cannot find 
reasons for believing that our sample of 
possible goods and evils are representative, 
we should not say today that probably we 
know (roughly) all the goods and evils 
there are, but rather we should be agnos-
tic. We leave it up to the readers to make 
their own decision.  
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Notes 
1. See Francis Jonbäck, The God who Seeks but Seems to Hide (Leuven: Peeters, 2017), 66. 
2. See Francis Jonbäck ‘Why Skeptical Theists are Not Involved in a Scenario of Olly-Style Deception’, Forum 
Philosophicum 23, no. 1 (2018).


