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416 Miracles 

the event but whether nature was in fact the sole c I . question. ausa agent m the case in 

Finally, many philosophical discussions revolve around th 
whether the undisputed occurrence of certa·1n un I e question of h h . usua events could . 

onest, t .oughtful individuals to acknowledge that G d h require all 
m ea:thly affairs. Some maintain that in-
healmgs or resurrections) would force all to '.e:g., as-

Other philosophers argue that althou h belief . g.e d1vin.e .in-
may at times be acceptable for those al read .direct d1v1ne 

exists, no single event or series of events could ever com I y el1:ve that God 
to assent to the existence of a perfectly good people 
ample, the tremendous amount of horrific evil in th Id . agent. For ex-
people to offset or counterbalance whatever degree :o:d is. tal kfen by many 
peal to miracle might have. v1 ent1a orce the ap-

DAVID HUME The Evidence for 
Miracles Is Weak 

This selection contains a classic and influential argument against belief in mir-
acles crafted by David Hume (1711-1776). The wise person, Hume informs us, 
will always proportion his or her belief to the evidence. He goes on to say that 
our belief in the relevant laws of nature are based on uniform, public, past ex-
perience, which provides a great amount of objective evidence, while the evi-
dence supporting alleged violations of these laws consists solely of personal tes-
timonies that cannot be substantiated by independent testing. Hume then 
concludes that it is always most reasonable to assume that alleged miracles did 

not occur as reported. 

A miracle is a violation of the laws of nature; and as a firm and unalterable 
experience has established these laws, the proof against a miracle, from the 
very nature of the fact, is as entire as any argument from experience can pos-
sibly be imagined. Why is it more than probable, that all men must die; that 
lead cannot, of itself, remain suspended in the air; that fire consumes wood, 
and is extinguished by water; unless it be, that these events are found agree-
able to the laws of nature, and there is required a violation of these laws, or 
in other words, a miracle to prevent them? Nothing is esteemed a miracle, if 
it ever happen in the common course of nature. It is no miracle, if it ever hap-
pen in the common course of nature. It is no miracle that a man, seemingly in 
good health, should die of a sudden, because such a kind of death, though 
more unusual than any other, has yet been frequently observed to happen. 
But it is a miracle, that a dead man should come to life; because that has never 
been observed in any age or country. There must, therefore, be a uniform ex-
perience against every miraculous event, otherwise the event would not 
merit that appellation. And as a uniform experience amounts to a proof, there 
is here a direct and full proof, from the nature of the fact, against the existence 
of any miracle; nor can such a proof be destroyed, or the miracle rendered 
credible, but by an opposite proof, which is superior. 

The plain consequence is (and it is a general maxim worthy of our at-
tention), "That no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the tes-
timony be of such a kind, that its falsehood would be more miraculous, than 
the fact, which it endeavors to establish; and even in that case there is a mu-
tual destruction of arguments, and the superior only gives as an assurance 
suitable to that degree of force, which remains, after deducting the inferior." 

From "Of Miracles," in An EnquinJ concerning Human Understanding. 
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When anyone tells me, that he saw a dead man restored to life, I immediately 
consider with myself, whether it be more probable, that this person should 
either deceive or be d_eceived, or the fact'. which he relates, should really 
have happened. I weigh the one miracle agamst the other; and according to 
the superiority, which I discover, I pronounce my decision, and always reject 
the greater miracle. If the falsehood of his testimony would be more miracu-
lous, than the event which he relates; then, and not till then, can he pretend 
to command my belief or opinion. 

In the foregoing reasoning we have supposed, that the testimony, upon 
which a miracle is founded, may possibly amount to an entire proof, and that 
the falsehood of that testimony would be a real prodigy: But it is easy to 
show, that we have been a great deal too liberal in our concession, and that 
there never was a miraculous event established on so full an evidence. 

For first, there is not to be found, in all history, any miracle attested by a 
sufficient number of men, of such unquestioned good sense, education, and 
learning, as to secure us against all delusion in themselves; of such undoubted 
integrity, as to place them beyond all suspicion of any design to deceive oth-
ers; of such credit and reputation in the eyes of mankind, as to have a great 
deal to lose in case of their being detected in any falsehood; and at the same 
time, attesting facts performed in such a public manner and in so celebrated a 
part of the world, as to render the detection unavoidable: All which circum-
stances are requisite to give us a full assurance in the testimony of men. 

Secondly. We may observe in human nature a principle which, if strictly 
examined, will be found to diminish extremely the assurance, which we 
might, from human testimony, have, in any kind of prodigy. The maxim, by 
which we commonly conduct ourselves in our reasonings, is, that the objects, 
of which we have no experience, resemble those, of which we have; that what 
we have found to be most usual is always most probable; and that where 
there is an opposition of arguments, we ought to give the preference to such 
as are founded on the greatest number of past observations. But though, in 
proceeding by this rule, we readily reject any fact which is unusual and in-
credible in an ordinary degree; yet in advancing farther, the mind observes 
not always the same rule; but when anything is affirmed utterly absurd and 
miraculous, it rather the more readily admits of such a fact, upon account of 
that very circumstance, which ought to destroy all its authority, the passion 
of surprise and wonder, arising from miracles, being an agreeable emotion, 
gives a sensible tendency towards the belief of those events, from which it is 
derived. And this goes so far, that even those who cannot enjoy this pleasure 
immediately, nor can believe those miraculous events, of which they are in-
formed, yet love to partake of the satisfaction at second-hand or by rebound, 
and place a pride and delight in exciting the admiration of others. 

With what greediness are the miraculous accounts of travelers received, 
their descriptions of sea and land monsters, their relations of wonderful ad-
ventures, strange men, and uncouth manners? But if the spirit of religion join 
itself to the love of wonder, there is an end of common sense; and human tes-
timony, in these circumstances, loses all pretensions to authority. A religion-
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. . . he sees what has no reality: he may 
. t may be an enthusiast, and imagme . . t with the best intentions 

his narrative to be false, and m or even where this 
in the world, for the sake a operates on 
delusion has not place, vamty, ex / k" d ·n any other circumstances; 
him more powerfully than on the o not have, and commonly 
and self-interest with equal force. His audiht? what judgment they 

ff . t "udgment to canvass is evi . b" t have not, su icien J . . . these sublime and mysterious su 1ec s: 
have, they renounce by ?r:nciple, m lo it assion and a heated imagination 
or if they were ever _so to emt.Ponsy Tteir credulity increases his impu-

b h gulanty o its opera i · 
distur t e . over owers their credulity. 
dence: and his l . h t pitch leaves little room for reason or re-

Eloquence, whe_n its 1ig ' fanc or the affections, captivates 
flection;_but addressing itself Happily, this pitch it 
the wilhng hearers, and Demosthenes could scarcely effect over 
seldom attains. But u y or a Capuchin every itinerant or stationary 
a Roman or Athenian audience, eve7t f and in a higher degree, 
t cher can perform over the genera 1 y_o ' 
ea . h nd vulgar passions. 

by touching sue gross a . des and prophecies, and supernatu-
The many instances of forged 1:1"hua b ' detected by contrary, evidence, 

h" h . all ages have eit er een h ral events, w 1c 'm ' h . b dity prove sufficiently t e strong 
or which detect the1:1"selves by t eu ad the marvelous, and ought 
propensity of mankind to the extra?r of this kind. This is our 
reasonably to beget a suspicion a?ahms d to the most common and most 

f h" k" ven wit regar .1 natural way o t m mg, e . k" d of report which rises so eas1 y, 
credible events. instance: places and provincial towns, as 
and spreads so qmckly, y h th t two young persons of equal con-

. rriages· msomuc a d" t 1 those concerning ma ' . but the whole neighborhood imme. ia e y 
dition never see each other twice, 11" iece of news so interesting, of 
J"oin them together. The pleasure ?f te mg tap of it spreads the intelligence. 

. d f being the first repor ers ' h propagating it, an o f sense gives attention to t ese re-
And this is so well known,_ man o greater evidence. Do not the same 
ports, till he find them so;e the enerality of mankind to be-
passions, and others still stronger, me ;e ceg and assurance, all religious 
lieve and report, with the greatest ve emen 

miracles? tion a ainst all supernatural and 
Thirdly. It forms a strong presbump d to abound among igno-

1 ti that they are o serve c d . . miraculous re a ons, . . . T d ople has ever given a m1ss10n 
rant and barbarous nations; or_ if a c1v1 t received them from igno-
to any of them, that people will be them with that inviolable 
rant barbarous_ s attend received opinions. When we pe-
sanchon and authonty, which . y t to imagine ourselves trans-. h" . f all nations we are ap . . . d ruse the first istones o ' h h 1 frame of nature is d1s1omte ' rid· where t e w o e h t ported into some new wo '. ations in a different manner, from w a 
and every element performs its oper til ce famine and death, are never 
it does at present. Battles, :p:rience. Prodigies, omens, or-
the effect of those natural causes, w ic 
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acles, judgments, quite obscure the few natural events, that are intermingled 
with them. But as the former grow thinner every page, in proportion as we 
advance nearer the enlightened ages, we soon learn, that there is nothing 
mysterious or supernatural in the case, but that all proceeds from the usual 
propensity of mankind towards the marvelous, and that, though this inclina-
tion may at intervals receive a check from sense and learning, it can never be 
thoroughly extirpated from human nature. 

It is strange, a judicious reader is apt to say, upon the perusal of these 
wonderful historians, that such prodigious events never happen in our days. But 
it is nothing strange, I hope, that men should lie in all ages. You must surely 
have seen instances enough of that frailty. You have yourself heard many 
such marvelous relations started, which, being treated with scorn by all the 
wise and judicious, have at last been abandoned even by the vulgar. Be as-
sured, that those renowned lies, which have spread and flourished to such a 
monstrous height, arose from like beginnings; but being sown in a more 
proper soil, shot up at last into prodigies almost equal to those which they 
relate. 

It was a wise policy in that false prophet, Alexander, who though now 
forgotten, was once so famous, to lay the first scene of his impostures in Pa-
phlagonia, where, as Lucian tells us, the people were extremely ignorant and 
stupid, and ready to swallow even the grossest delusion. People at a distance, 
who are weak enough to think the matter at all worth enquiry, have no op-
portunity of receiving better information. The stories come magnified to 
them by a hundred circumstances. Fools are industrious in propagating the 
imposture; while the wise and learned are contented, in general, to deride its 
absurdity, without informing themselves of the particular facts, by which it 
may be distinctly refuted. And thus the impostor above mentioned was en-
abled to proceed, from his ignorant Paphlagonians, to the enlisting of 
votaries, even among the Grecian philosophers, and men of the most eminent 
rank and distinction in Rome: nay, could engage the attention of that sage 
emperor Marcus Aurelius; so far as to make him trust the success of a mili-
tary expedition to his delusive prophecies. 

The advantages are so great, of starting an imposture among an ignorant 
people, that, even though the delusion should be too gross to impose on the 
generality of them (which, though seldom, is sometimes the case) it has a much bet-
ter chance for succeeding in remote countries, than if the first scene had been 
laid in a city renowned for arts and knowledge. The most ignorant and bar-
barous of these barbarians carry the report abroad. None of their countrymen 
have a large correspondence, or sufficient credit and authority to contradict 
and beat down the delusion. Men's inclination to the marvelous has full op-
portunity to display itself. And thus a story, which is universally exploded in 
the place where it was first started, shall pass for certain at a thousand miles 
distance. But had Alexander fixed his residence at Athens, the philosophers of 
that renowned mart of learning had immediately spread, throughout the 
whole Roman empire, their sense of the matter; which, being supported by so 
great authority, and displayed by all the force of reason and eloquence, had 
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. · sing by chance d h e es of mankind. It is true; LuClan, pas . 
entirely opene t y ortunit of erforming this good office. But, 
through not aiwa:s that every Alexander 
though m . d t ex ose and detect his impostures. . 
meets with which diminishes the authority of prodi-

1 may a as a J' . ven those which have not been ex-
gies, that there is no e an infinite number of witnesses; so 
pressly detecte:, the Iredit of testimony, but the 
that not this the better understood, let us tha\iln 
destroys itse . . . . different is contrary; and that it is impossi e 
matters of rehgion, whatever is f T k of Siam and of China should, all of 
the religions of _ancient d miracle, therefore, pre-
them, be established on \n an of these religions (and all of them 
tended !bee) n -:;o scop?is to establish the particular system to 
abound m mirac es ' as i s f thou h more indirectly, to over-
which it is attributed; so has it the orce,_ I it likewise destroys 
throw every other In was so that all 
the credit of those _miracles, to regarded as contrary facts; and 
the prodigies of different weak or strong, as opposite to each 
the evidences of these prodigies, w . hen we believe any miracle 

d" t th·s method of reasoning, w f f other. Accor mg o i h for our warrant the testimony o a ew 
of Mahomet or his successors, we haveh d e are to regard the authority of A b · . And on the ot er an , w . 
barbarous ra ians. . d . h t of all the authors and 
Titus Livius, Plutarch, Tacitus, an s 'have related any miracle in their 
Grecian, Chinese, and Roman Cat o ic, testimony in the same light as 
particular religion; I say, we are to regar . I and had in express terms 
if they had mentioned that for the miracle they re-
contradicted it, with the same certainty refined· but is not in reality 
late This argument may appear over su e oses that the credit of two 

from the reasoning_ of a jud?e, w o supp is destroyed by the testi-
. . . cnme against any one, d" witnesses, mamtammg a . . h b n two hundred leagues is-
h ho affirm him to ave ee . d mony of two ot ers, w . . . d to have been comm1tte . . t nt when the cnme is sai hi hi:; tant, at the same ms a d . 1 sin all profane history, is that w c ac-

One of the best atteste mirac e bl" d in Alexandria, by means of 
f u · who cured a m man . itus reports o vespasian, h f his foot· in obedience to a v1-. d 1 an by the mere touc o ' h E his spittle, an a ame m d . . d them to have recourse to t e m-

sion of the god Serapis, who ha en101ne be seen in that fine histo-
. 1 cures The story may d peror, for these miracu ous . t dd weight to the testimony, an 

riani; where every of argument and eloquence, if 
might be displayed at large wit a f the evidence of that exploded and 
any one were now concerned to age and probity of so great an 
idolatrous superstition. The gravity, soi i f'hi i-fe conversed in a familiar 

h h h the whole course o s i ' d" emperor, w o, t roug . nd never affected those extraor !-
manner with his friends and courtiers, d Demetrius. The historian, a 
nary airs of divinity assumed by Alexan edr an city and withal the greatest 

. t ted for candor an vera ' ' contemporary wn _er, no . h of all antiquity; and so free from any 
and most penetrating genius, per aps, 
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tend.ency to credulity, that he even lies under the contrar . . 
atheism and profaneness: The persons from wh '! imputation, of 
miracle, of established character for i·udgm t odse auth?nty he related the . en an veracity as 

eye-witnesses of the fact, and confirmin th . , we may Well 
Flavian family was despoiled of the em . d g 1 e1r testimony, after the d . pire, an cou d no longe · 
war , as the pnce of a lie. Utrumque, qui i11te1fuere nunc r give any re-
postquam nullum mendacio pretium. To which if w ' me111orant, 
facts, as related, it will appear that no .de add the pubhc nature of the 
t f ' ' evi ence can well b 

s ronger o: so gross and so palpable a falsehood. e supposed 
There IS also a memorable story related b C . 

well deserve our consideration. When t de which may 
Spain, to avoid the persecution of h's politician fled into 
the capital of Arragon, where he thlrough Saragossa, 
served seven years as a doorkee e , ca e ra 'a man, who had 
town, that had ever paid his t;:: ;ell known to everybody in 

long a time, wanting a leg; but recovered had seen, for 
011 upon the stump· and the d" 1 Y the rubbmg of holy 1 , car ma assures us th th h" 
egs. This miracle was vouched by all th f a e saw im with two 

company in town were a ealed to fore canoi:s o t.he church; and the whole 
cardinal found by thei·r pzp 1 d confirmation of the fact: whom the . , ea ous evotlon to b th h . 
m1racle. Here the relater was also t ' e oroug believers of the . con emporary to the d . 
an mcredulous and libertine chara t 11 suppose prodigy of 

f 
. ' c er, as we as of gre t · h ' 

o so szngular a nature as could s 1 d . a gemus; t e miracle carce ya m1t of a c t f . 
nesses very numerous and all of th . oun er e1t, and the wit-

h
. , em, in a manner sp t t f 

w ich they gave their testimon And wh ors o the fact, to 
evidence, and may double our y. . at adds mightily to the force of the . surprise on this · · himself, who relates the story . occasion, is, that the cardinal , seems not to give an d"t . quently cannot be suspected of y ere i to it, and conse-
sidered justly, that it was not in holy fraud. He con-
to be able accurately to disprove thee,t m ?r er to re1ect a fact of this nature, 
through all the circumstances of knave:stlmony, and. to its falsehood, 
He knew, that, as this was common! y and which produced it. 

of time and place; so was it impossible at any small dis-
mediately present, by reason of the bi ot/ i icult, even one was im-
of a great part of mankind He th f g y, gnorance, cunnmg, and roguery 

h 
. ere ore concluded rk . 

sue an evidence carried falsehood h ' I e a 1ust reasoner, that 
de, supported by any human t f upon t every face of it, and that a mira-
sion than of argument. es imony, was more properly a subject of deri-

There surely never was a greater b . 
son, than those, which were lately sa. er miracles ascribed to one per-
the tomb of Abbe Paris the fam i o ave een wrought in France upon 
were so long deluded. The whose sanctity the people 
sight to the blind, were every hearing to the deaf, and 
sepulchre. But what is more ext d" e o as t e usual effects of that holy 
d

. raor mary· many f th · 1 iately proved upon the spot b f . , o e mirac es were imme-
t db 

. , e ore judges of unq r d . . 
este y witnesses of credit and d. f . . ues wne mtegnty, at-1s mctlon, m a learned age, and on the most 
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eminent theatre that is now in the world. Nor is this all: a relation of them was 
published and dispersed everywhere; nor were the Jesuits, though a learned 
body, supported by the civil magistrate, and determined enemies to those 
opinions, in whose favor the miracles were said to have been wrought, ever 
able distinctly to refute or detect them. Where shall we find such a number of 
circumstances, agreeing to the corroboration of one fact? And what have we 
to oppose to such a cloud of witnesses, but the absolute impossibility or 
miraculous nature of the events, which they relate? And this surely, in the 
eyes of all reasonable people, will alone be regarded as a sufficient refutation. 

Is the consequence just, because some human testimony has the utmost 
force and authority in some cases, when it relates the battle of Philippi or 
Pharsalia for instance; that therefore all kinds of testimony must, in all cases, 
have equal force and authority? Suppose that the Casarean and Pompeian 
factions had, each of them, claimed the victory in these battles, and that the 
historians of each party had uniformly ascribed the advantage to their own 
side; how could mankind at this distance, have been able to determine be-
tween them? The contrariety is equally strong between the miracles related 
by Herodotus or Plutarch, and those delivered by Mariana, Bede, or any 
monkish historian. 

The wise lend a very academic faith to every report which favors the pas-
sion of the reporter; whether it magnifies his country, his family, or himself, 
or in any other way strikes in with his natural inclinations and propensities. 
But what greater temptation than to appear a missionary, a prophet, an am-
bassador from heaven? Who would not encounter many dangers and diffi-
culties, in order to attain so sublime a character? Or if, by the help of vanity 
and a heated imagination, a man has first made a convert of himself, and en-
tered seriously into the delusion; who ever scruples to make use of pious 
frauds, in support of so holy and meritorious a cause? 

The smallest spark may here kindle into the greatest flame; because the 
materials are always prepared for it. The avidwn genus auricularum,2 the gaz-
ing populace, receive greedily, without examination, whatever soothes su-
perstition, and promotes wonder. 

How many stories of this nature have, in all ages, been detected and ex-
ploded in their infancy? How many more have been celebrated for a time, 
and have afterwards sunk into neglect and oblivion? Where such reports, 
therefore, fly about, the solution of the phenomenon is obvious; and we judge 
in conformity to regular experience and observation, when we account for it 
by the known and natural principles of credulity and delusion. And shall we, 
rather than have a recourse to so natural a solution, allow of a miraculous vi-
olation of the most established laws of nature? 

I need not mention the difficulty of detecting a falsehood in any private 
or even public history, at the place, where it is said to happen; much more 
when the scene is removed to ever so small a distance. Even a court of judi-
cature, with all the authority, accuracy, and judgment, which they can em-
ploy, find themselves often at a loss to distinguish between truth and false-
hood in the most recent actions. But the matter never comes to any issue, if 
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truste.d to the common method of altercations and d . 
espeoally when men's passions have taken part flymg rumors· 

I th · f on e1 er side ' 
n e m ancy of new religions, the wise and 1 . 

the matter too inconsiderable to deserve their att commonly esteem 
afterwards they would willingly detect the che ion regard. And when 

multitude, the season is now past or er to undeceive the 
which might clear up the matter have b e and witnesses, 

No of detection rem;in, but those whi?on recovery. 
very testimony itself of the report . d h h must be drawn from the 
with the judicious and knowing ae::· an t though always sufficient 
comprehension of the vulgar. ' common y too find to fall under the 

Upon the whole, then, it appears, that no testi . 
acle has ever amounted to a prob b·1· mony for any kmd of mir-. . a 1 ity, much less to a p f- d 
supposmg it amounted to a proof it Id b roo 'an that, even 
rived from the very nature of h by another proof; de-
It is experience only, which gives autho:it ic t would to establish. 
same experience, which assures us of th; 1 o ur1}an testimony; and it is the 
these two kinds of experience are contrar aws o nature: When, therefore, 
tract the one from the other d b y, we have nothmg to do but sub-' an em race an 0 · · · h other, with that assurance wh1'ch . f pm1on, e1t er on one side or the 
th . . anses rom the rem . d B e prmc1ple here explained th1·s s bt . . am er. ut according to . ' u raction with re d t 11 
g10ns, amounts to an entire annihilation· d' h gar o a popular reli-
a maxim, that no human testimon h' an t erefore we may establish it as 

d k 
. Y can ave such fore t an ma e it a just foundation f h e as o prove a miracle 

I beg the limitations here system of religion. ' 
acle can never be proved, so as to be t:e fe when I say, that a mir-
For I own, that otherwise, there ma of a system of religion. 
usual course of nature of such k'ydp y be.miracles, or violations of the ' a m as to admit of ff mony, though, perhaps, it will be im .b _rroo rom human testi-
records history. Thus, suppose, all le. to find any such in all the 
from the first ofJanuary 1600 th m all languages, agree, that f . , ere was a total' darkn h ' 
or eight suppose that the tradition f . ess ov.er t e whole earth 

and lively among the people· th t this extraordmary event is still 
e1?n countries, bring us accounts of the s:; return from for-
ahon or contradiction: it is evident th e tradition, ':"1thout the least vari-
doubting the fact, ought to it :: p:esent philosophers, instead of 
causes whence it might be deriv d Th d rtam, and to search for the 
nature, is an event rendered dissolution of 
nomenon, which seems to have t d y any analogies, that any phe-
within the reach of human . that catastrophe, comes 
uniform. y, 1 at testimony be very extensive and 

But suppose, that all the historians who tr 
that, on the first of January 1600 Q Er eat of England, should agree 
after her death she was seen b' died; that both before and 
usual with persons of her that h ys1cians and the whole court, as is 
proclaimed by the Parliament·' and w.as acknowledged and 

' a ' a ter een mterred a month, she 
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again appeared, resumed the throne, and governed England for three years: 
I rnust confess that I should be surprised at the concurrence of so many odd 
circumstances, but should not have the least inclination to believe so miracu-
lous an event. I should not doubt of her pretended death, and of those other 
public circumstances that followed it: I should only assert it to have been pre-
tended, and that it neither was, nor possibly could be real. You would in vain 
object to me the difficulty, and almost impossibility of deceiving the world 
in an affair of such consequence; the wisdom and solid judgment of that 
renowned queen; with the little or no advantage which she could reap from 
so poor an artifice: All this might astonish me; but I would still reply, that the 
J<navery and folly of men are such common phenomena, that I should rather 
believe the most extraordinary events to arise from their concurrence, than 
admit of so signal a violation of the laws of nature. 

But should this miracle be ascribed to any new system of religion; men, 
in all ages, have been so much imposed on by ridiculous stories of that kind, 
that this very circumstance would be a full proof of a cheat, and sufficient, 
with all men of sense, not only to make them reject the fact, but even reject it 
without farther examination. Though the Being to whom the miracle is as-
cribed, be, in this case, Almighty, it does not, upon that account, become a 
whit more probable; since it is impossible for us to know the attributes or ac-
tions of such a Being, otherwise than from the experience which we have of 
his productions, in the usual course of nature. This still reduces us to past ob-
servation, and obliges us to compare the instances of the violation of truth in 
the testimony of men, with those of the violation of the laws of nature by mir-
acles, in order to judge which of them is most likely and probable. As the vi-
olations of truth are more common in the testimony concerning religious mir-
acles, than in that concerning any other matter of fact; this must diminish 
very much the authority of the former testimony, and make us form a general 
resolution, never to lend any attention to it, with whatever specious pretence 
it may be covered. 

Lord Bacon seems to have embraced the same principles of reasoning. 
"We ought," says he, "to make a collection or particular history of all mon-
sters and prodigious births or productions, and in a word of every thing new, 
rare, and extraordinary in nature. But this must be done with the most severe 
scrutiny, lest we depart from truth. Above all, every relation must be consid-
ered as suspicious, which depends in any degree upon religion, as the prodi-
gies of Livy: And no less so, every thing that is to be found in the writers of 
natural magic or alchemy, or such authors, who seem, all of them, to have an 
unconquerable appetite for falsehood and fable."3 

I am the better pleased with the method of reasoning here delivered, as 
I think it may serve to confound those dangerous friends or disguised ene-
mies to the Christian Religion, who have undertaken to defend it by the prin-
ciples of human reason. Our most holy religion is founded on Faith, not on 
reason; and it is a sure method of exposing it to put it to such a trial as it is, 
by no means, fitted to endure. To make this more evident, let us examine 
those miracles, related in scripture; and not to lose ourselves in too wide a 
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field, let us confine ourselves to such as we find in th p t t 
shall examine, according to the principles of these "".hich We 
as the word or testimony of God himself but as th d . nshans, not h · d · . ' e pro uchon of a 

uman wnter an historian. Here then we are first t "d mere 
sented to us by a barbarous and ignorant people w "tto c?nsi er a book, pre-.11 , n enmanagewh h 
were sh more barbarous, and in all probability long after th f en_t ey 
relates, corroborated by no concurring testimon d be. acts which it 1 . y, an resem lmg tho f b 
u ous accounts, which every nation ives of "t . . se a -
book, we find it full of prodigies and i o:igm. Upon reading this 
of the world and of human nature entirely an :ccount of a state 
fall from that state: Of the age of man extend d ;n rom t e present: Of our 
the destruction of the world by a o a thousand years: Of 
ple, as the favorites of heaven· and that p. 1 ar itrary choice of one peo-
Of their deliverance from by eJ. of the author: 
nable: I desire any one to lay his hand pro i;.ies t e most astonishing imagi-
sideration declare, whether he thinks after a serious con-
ported by such a testimony would b oo_ of such a book, sup-
th 11 

/ e more extraordmary d · 
an a the miracles it relates· wh· h. h an miraculous 

ceived, according to the mea;ures bnecessary t? make it be re-a i i a ove established. 

NOTES 

2
1. Hist. Lib. V. Cap. 8. Suetonius gives nearly the same account in vita Vesp 
. Lucret. · 

3. Nov. Org. Lib. ii. aph. 29. 

RICHARD 
SWINBURNE Miracles and 

Historical Evidence 
Hume argues that the · · I b. . 
allegedly miraculous e:emn1tma' su Ject1ve supporting the report of an 

can never outweigh the ·d d b" . 

i\ e::::;ted 
:vidence for such an event 

y our own apparent memories, the testimony of others, the rele-
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vant physical traces, or some combination of these factors, and could in some 
cases outweigh the familiar and seemingly uncontrovertible counterevidence. 

[I have claimed] that we could have good reason to suppose that event E, if it 
occurred, was a violation of a law of nature L. But could one have good evi-
dence that such an event E occurred? At this point we must face the force of 
Hume's own argument. This, it will be remembered, runs as follows. The ev-
idence, which ex hypothesi is good evidence, that L is a law of nature is evi-
dence that E did not occur. We have certain other evidence that E did occur. 
In such circumstances, writes Hume, the wise man "weighs the opposite ex-
periments. He considers which side is supported by the greater number of 
experiments." Since he supposes that the evidence that E occurred would be 
that of testimony, Hume concludes "that no testimony is sufficient to estab-
lish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such a kind, that its falsehood would 
be more miraculous, than the fact which it endeavors to establish." 

We have four kinds of evidence about what happened at some past in-
stant-our own apparent memories of our past experiences, the testimony of 
others about their past experiences, physical traces and our contemporary 
understanding of what things are physically impossible or improbable. (The 
fourth is only a corrective to the other three, not an independent source of de-
tailed information.) A piece of evidence gives grounds for believing that 
some past event occurred, except in so far as it conflicts with other pieces of 
evidence. In so far as pieces of evidence conflict, they have to be weighed 
against each other. . . . 

The fundamental idea involved in ... weighing evidence seems to be 
to obtain as coherent a picture as possible of the past as consistent as possible 
with the evidence. We can express this idea in the form of one basic principle 
for assessing evidence and several subsidiary principles limiting its opera-
tion. The most basic principle is to accept as many pieces of evidence as pos-
sible. If one witness says one thing, and five witnesses say a different thing, 
then, in the absence of further evidence (e.g., about their unreliability) take 
the testimony of the latter. If one method of dating an artifact gives one result, 
and five methods give a different result, then, in the absence of further infor-
mation accept the latter result. 

The first subsidiary principle is-apart from any empirical evidence 
about their relative reliability-that evidence of different kinds ought to be 
given different weights. How this is to be done can only be illustrated by ex-
amples. Thus one's own apparent memory ought as such to count for more 
than the testimony of another witness (unless and until evidence of its rela-
tive unreliability is forthcoming). If I appear to remember having seen Jones 
yesterday in Hull, but Brown says that he had Jones under observation all 
day yesterday and that he went nowhere near to Hull, then-ceteris paribus-
I ought to stand by my apparent memory. This is because when someone else 
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gives testimony it always makes sense to suppose that he is lying; whereas 
when I report to myself what I appear to remember I cannot be lying p th' 
1
. . ' . or e 
1ar 1s someone who says what he believes be false. But if I report what 1 

appear to remember (and I can know for certam what I appear to rememb ) 
I cannot be lying. Secondly, if I feel highly confident that I remember 
event, my apparent memory ought to count for more than if I am only mod-
erately confident. My apparent memory has a built-in weight apart fro 

· · 1 ·d · ' mem-p.mca ev1 ence whICh may be forthcoming about its reliability in different 
circumstances (e.g., that it is not reliable when I am drunk). In these and oth 
ways for non-empirical reasons different pieces of evidence ought to beg· er 
d .ff t . h . . iven 1 eren we1g ts m assessmg the balance of evidence. 

The second subsidiary principle is that different pieces of evide 
ought to given weights in accordance with any empirical 
dence which 1:1ay be available about their different reliability, obtained by a 

whICh I may term narrowing the evidence class. In general we nec-
essanly assume or. have reason to believe that apparent memory, testimony 
and states of types are reliable evidence about past states and 
eve.nts. But of evidence casts doubt on this. So we test the reliability of 
a piece of evidence by classifying it as a member of a narrow class and · _ 
vestigating the reliability of other members of that class which .. '. 
have to classes whose men:bers :vere described by projectible predicates. !f the of Jones conflicts with the testimony of Smith, then we must 

not the worth of testimony in general, but the worth of Jones' tes-
and of Smith's testimony. We do this by seeing if on all other occa-

when we can ascertain what happened Jones or Smith correctly de-
sc:1bed what happened. In so far as each did, his testimony is reliable. Now 
this :"ill only work in so far as we can at some stage ascertain with 
suff1c1ent what happened without bringing in empirical evidence 
about.the ?f the evidence about what happened. Unless we could 
establish with suff1c1ent certainty by mere balance of evidence what ha _ 

on a certai:1 occasion, without testing the worth of each piece 
evidence by cons1dermg the worth of evidence of a narrow class to which it 
belongs, we could never establish anything at all. For the testing of evidence 
of one can only be performed if we presuppose the reliability in general 
of o.ther evidence. Thus, to test Jones' testimony we have to find out-by the 
testimony of others and traces-what happened on a number of occasions 
and then see whether Jones correctly reported this. But to do this we have to 
be to. ascertain what did happen on those occasions, and we will have 
vanous pieces of evidence as well as that of Jones about this. Unless the 
agreement of evidence apart from the testimony of Jones suffices to do this, 
we could Jones to be a reliable or unreliable witness. We may 
have about the reliability of such other evidence, but as 
such ev1d.ence of more empirical evidence, we have to stop some-
:Vhere, with evidence which we can take to be reliable without empirical ev-
idence thereof. 
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Similar tests to these tests of the reliability of testimony can be made of 
the reliability of traces, e.g., of methods of dating ancient documents. 

for a given number of pieces of evidence in the class, the narrower the 
evidence class chosen for the assessment of the worth of a particular of 
evidence, the more reliable the assessment yielded by it.. If we .exa1:1me the 
worth of a particular piece of testimony given by a certam Sov1e.t diplomat, 
Stamkovsky, to an official of M.1.5 by examining the worth of n pieces of 
f mony given by Soviet diplomats, then we have some knowledge of its 1 rth better than our knowledge of the worth of testimony in general. But 
WO I f . 
we have a better assessment of its worth if we examine the o n 
of testimony given by Stamkovsky and an even better estimate :Ve consider 
the worth of n pieces of testimony given by Stamkovsky to Bnhsh co.unter-
intelligence officers. But this raises a well-known difficulty about 
classes-that the narrower the evidence class we choose, the pieces of 
evidence we will have on which to base our assessment. We will have plenty 
of pieces of evidence by Soviet diplomats the reliability of we can 
check, but few pieces of evidence given by Stamkovsky to Bnhsh counter-
intelligence agents the reliability of which we can check. The narrower the ev-
idence class the better, but so long only as we have sufficient evidence to put 
in it to reach a well-substantiated conclusion. 

The third subsidiary principle is not to reject coincident (unless 
the evidence of its falsity is extremely strong) unless an explanation. can be 

iven of the coincidence; and the better substantiated is that explanation, the 
justified the rejection of the coincident evidence. If witnesses all .say 

the same thing and we wish to reject their evidence, we are. m general not !us-
tified in doing so unless we can explain why they all said thmg. 
Such explanations could be that they were subject to or all 
plotted together to give better su?stanhated is an 
explanation the better justified is our reiechon the 
of the theory of a common plot would be provided by evidence that wit-
nesses were all seen together before the event, that they stood to ga11:1 from 
giving false testimony, etc. But ultimately the evidence rests on 
about particular past events and would itself need to be substantiated m 
ways earlier described. . 

These subsidiary principles, and perhaps others I .have not 
scribed, then qualify the basic principle of accepting the maionty of evi-
dence. They are the standards of investigation adopted, I would claim, by 
and large by all historical investigators. . . . . . . 

Bearing in mind these considerations about evidence and 
these principles for assessing different ways we1ghmg are 
we to say when there is a conflict between evidence .of the first three kmds 
that an event E occurred and evidence of the fourth kind that an event of the 
type of Eis physically impossible? answer · ... was that ex-
ceedingly strong evidence of other would be 
needed for evidence about physical rmposs1b1hty to be outweighed. A more 



430 Miracles 

extreme answer is given by Antony Flew in a passage in his Hume's Philoso-
phy of Belief 

The justification for giving the "scientific" this ultimate precedence here 
over the "historical" lies in the nature of the propositions concerned and in 
the evidence which can be displayed to sustain them ... the candidate 
historical proposition will be particular, often singular, and in the past 
tense .... But just by reason of this very pastness and particularity it is no 
longer possible for anyone to examine the subject directly for himself ... 
the law of nature will, unlike the candidate historical proposition, be a gen-
eral nomological. It can thus in theory, though obviously not always in 
practice, be tested at any time by any person. 

Flew seems here to be taking the view that evidence of the fourth kind 
("scientific" evidence) could never be outweighed by evidence of the first 
three kinds ("historical" evidence), an answer suggested also by Hume's de-
tailed discussions of three purported miracles. Flew's justification for this 
view is that while a historical proposition concerns a past event of which we 
have only the present remains (viz. evidence of the first three kinds), the sci-
entific proposition, being a general statement (viz. about all entities of some 
kind at all times and places), can go on and on being tested by any person 
who wishes to test it. Flew's suggestion seems to be that the historical propo-
sition cannot go on and on being tested by any person at any time. 

If this is Flew's contrast, it is mistaken. Particular experiments on partic-
ular occasions only give a certain and far from conclusive support to claims 
that a purported scientific law is true. Any person can test for the truth of a 
purported scientific law, but a positive result to one test will give only limited 
support to the claim. Exactly the same holds for purported historical truths. 
Anyone can examine the evidence, but a particular piece of evidence gives 
only limited support to the claim that the historical proposition is true. But in 
the historical as in the scientific case, there is no limit to the testing which we 
can do. We can go on and on testing for the truth of historical as of scientific 
propositions. True, the actual traces, apparent memories and testimony, 
which I may term the direct evidence, available to an inquirer are unlikely to 
increase in number, at any rate after a certain time. Only so many witnesses 
will have seen the event in question and once their testimony has been ob-
tained no more will be available. Further, it is an unfortunate physical fact, as 
we have noted, that many traces dissipate. But although the number of pieces 
of direct evidence about what happened may not increase, more and more 
evidence can be obtained about the reliability of the evidence which we have. 
One could show the evidence yielded by traces of certain types, or testimony 
given by witnesses of such-and-such character in such-and-such circum-
stances was always correct. This indirect evidence could mount up in just the 
way in which the evidence of the physical impossibility of an event could 
mount up. Hence by his examining the reliability of the direct evidence, the 
truth of the "historical" proposition like the "scientific" can also "be tested at 
any time by any person." 
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But if Flew's justification of his principle is mistaken, what say 
ositively for or against the principle itself? Now I urge that it is an 

principle since claims that some formula L is a of nature, 
and claims that apparent memory, testimony ?f types are to 
b lied on are claims established ultimately in a s1m1lar kind of way · · · 
e lewill be strong or weak for the same reasons, and so neither ought to take 

:tomatic preference over the other. To make _supposition that they are 
be treated differently is to introduce a complicating nd hoc procedure for as 

;,.,g evidence As we have seen, formulae about how events succeed each sesSu• · ·d th t other are shown to be laws of nature by the fact that they prov1 e . e m?s 
· le and coherent account of a large number of observed data. Likewise 

s1mp f · k. d s-testimony given by certain kinds of people or o certain in s are e 
tablished as reliable by well-established correlations between present and 
ast henomena. (The reliability of apparent memory also be assessed 

fn same way but we will ignore this for the i_mportant 
the few who claim to have observed miracles.) The r_eliab1lity of C14 dating is 
established by showing that the postulated correlation between the_ propor-
. f c in artifacts and their age since manufacture clearly established.by 

holds of the large number of cases studied without exception 
0 de is the simplest correlation that does. That testimony given by Jones on 

is to be relied on is to be established by showing that whatever Jones 
said on oath is often by other methods shown to be true and never to 
be false, and there is no other simple account of the matter coheren.t with the 
data than that Jones tells the truth on oath (e.g., the account that in each of 
these cases he told the truth because he knew that a lie could be.detected) .. 

So then a claim that a formula Lis a law of nature a that testi-
mony or trace of a certain type is reliable are established in the.same 
wa -by showing that certain formulae connect observed data in a 

hy t way This being so whether we take the evidence of an established co eren . / · th t 
law of nature that E did not occur or the evidence trace. or testimony 
it did would seem to be a matter of the firmness with the i: reh-
bl forbids and the firmness with which the trace or testimony, if 

:st:blishes the occurrence of E, and of the of If is uni-
1 it will firmly rule out an exception; if it is statistical, it will merely 
'an exception to be highly improbable: . . . Likewise or testi-

mony may, in virtue of the us.ed, either show to be certain or show 
to be highly probable the event in quest10n. . . . 

If the correlation between (e.g.) testimony of a certain kind of witness 
and the past event testified to is statistical (e.g. "witnesses o.f such such a 
type are reliable in 99% cases") then it shows that the event in quest10n 
the witness reported) having happened is highly If the. corr;,lation 
· · sal ("witnesses of such and such a type are invanably reliable ) then 1s un1ver . ( . · th t th 
it makes certain the occurrence of the event in quest10n viz. given e ru 
of the correlation, it is then certain that the event happened). the 
evidence on balance supports or opposes the of E 1s firstly 
ter of whether the law or correlation in question is universal or statistical m 



432 Miracles 

form. It is secondly a matter of how well established the law or correlatio · . 
t . . 11 h n1& a s ahshca aw may :ery_ strong evidence in its favor. The basic laws of 

quantum theory are statistical m form but the evidence in their favor is e nor-
mously strong. On the other hand, some universal laws are, though estab-

i:ot very established. Such are, for example, many of the gen-
of b10logy or anthropology. If L is a law, universal or statistical, 

to whICh the occurrence of E would be an exception, and Tis a trace or piece 
of testimony of the occurrence of E, shown to be such by an established cor-
relation C,_ whether the evidence on balance supports or opposes the occur-
rence of E 1s a matter of whether Land Care universal or statistical, and how 
well established respectively are L and C. 

. If C is universal and better established than L, then, surely, whether Lis 
uni or the evidence on balance supports the occurrence of E; 

1f L 1s universal and is better established than C, then, whether c is 
universal or merely statistical, the evidence is against the occurrence of E. If 
C and Lare both statistical, and C is no less well established than L, and C ren-

the occurrence of Emore probable than L renders it improbable, then the 
e_v1dence balance supports the occurrence of E. If C and L are both statis-
tical, L is no less well established than C, and L renders the occurrence of 
Emore improbable than C renders it probable, then the evidence on balan · · h ce is agamst t e occurrence of E. What we are to say in other cases depends on 
whether we can measure antitatively how well established are C and L and 
compare these figures with the probability and the improbability which the 
respectively ascribe to E. How well established or confirmed are L or c 
matter of how well they (or the scientific theory of which they are part) inte-
grate a large number of data into a simple and coherent pattern. Whether one 
can and how to measure quantitatively this degree of confirmation 
of s_c1enhfic laws and of generalizations are disputed issues. They are the 
subJect of a branch_ of philosophy of science known as confirmation theory 
which has not yet yielded any results of the kind which we could apply to our 
concern. 

In so far as we several traces or pieces of testimony that E occurred, 
to that exten_t evidence provided by traces and testimony will be very 
1:1uch the weightier. Suppose for example that we have traces or pieces of tes-
timony T1 and T2 that E occurred, and that E if it occurred would be an ex-
ception to a universal law of nature L. T1 is evidence that E occurred in virtue 

universal correlation C1, and T2 is evidence that E occurred in virtue of a 
universal correlation C2. If Lis true with no exceptions at all then E did not 
occur, but the of T1 and T2 if either C1 or C2 is true, then E did 
occur. will be more likely that one of C1 and C2 is true than that C1 true or 
that_ C2 is true. Hence T1 and T2 together produce more evidence in favor of E 
h_avmg_occurred than does just one of them. It is clearly in virtue of such con-

that the principle of coincident evidence, which I cited earlier 
holds. This is the principle that we should not reject coincident evidence tha; 
an event E occurred _unless the that E did not occur is extremely 
strong or an explanation can be given of the coincidence. Evidence that E did 

Miracles and Historical Evidence 433 

not occur would be extremely strong if L was very well supported and far 
better supported than any of the very few correlations C1 ... C11 adduced 
as evidence of the reliability of traces of testimony T1 ••• T,, to occurrence 
of£. Evidence that the coincident evidence is susceptible of another 
tion is evidence of further traces and testimony backed by other correlations 
c 

1 
••• C

11 
that exceptional circumstances hold under which T1 ... T,, 

a;; not evidence that E occurred. But in general we assume (because 
Ti ... T,, being traces, it is highly likely) or have evidence that those cir-
cumstances do not hold. 

It is not always easy to compare the strength of support for various pro-
posed laws or correlations, let alone measure such strength quantitatively. 
But, as we have seen, laws and correlations are supported-in a similar kind of 
way by instances. Hence it seems reasonable to suppose that in the 
degree of support for any correlation C or disjunction of correlat10ns could 
exceed the degree of support for any law and hence render it more probable 
than not that the cited event E occurred. Flew's principle can only be saved if 
we suppose that support for the C's and support for Lare to be treated dif-
ferently just because of the different role which the C's and L play in sup-
porting or opposing the occurrence of E. But this seems to be_ to ma_ke a com-
plicating, ad hoc supposition. Flew's principle ad:ocate_s treatmg for 
generalizations in a different way from the way m which we ordmanly treat 
it and is therefore for this reason to be rejected. 
' It must however be admitted that in general any one correlation C will 

be less well established than L, and since L will usually be a universal law, its 
evidence will in general be preferred to that of C. However, the more pieces 
of evidence there are that E occurred (e.g., The testimony of many independ-
ent witnesses), the more such evidence by its cumulative effect will tend to 
outweigh the counter-evidence of L. This accounts for our previous third sub-
sidiary principle. 

Although we do not yet have any exact laws about the reliability of tes-
timony of different kinds, we have considerable empirical 
is not yet precisely formulated. We know that witnesses with axes to gnnd 
are less to be relied on than witnesses with no stake in that to which they tes-
tify; that primitive people whose upbringing conditions them to expect 
usual events are more likely to report the occurrence of unusual events which 
do not occur than are modern atheists (perhaps too that modern atheists are 
more likely to deny the occurrence of unusual events which in fact occur in 
their environment than are primitive people); and so on. 

I venture to suggest that generalizations of this kind about the reliability 
of testimony, although statistical in character, are extremely well established, 
perhaps better established than many laws of nature. However it must be 
added that while we can construct wide and narrow generalizations about 
the reliability of contemporary witnesses which are well confirmed, general-
izations about the reliability of past witnesses will be more shaky, for we have 
less information about them and it is in practice often difficult to obtain more. 

Now, although we are in no position yet (if ever we will be) to work out 
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numerically the degree or balance of support for a violation E of a law of na-
ture L having taken place, since a priori objections have been overruled w 

I e 
can surely cite examples where the combined testimony of many witnesses t 
such an event is in the light of the above considerations to be accepted. 

0 

One interesting such example is given by Hume himself: 

Thus, suppose, all authors in all languages agree, that, from the first of Jan-
uary 1600, there was a total darkness over the whole earth for eight days: 
s.uppose that the tradition of this extraordinary event is still strong and 
lively among the people: that all travellers, who return from foreign coun-
tries, bring us accounts of the same tradition, without the least variation or 
contradiction: it is evidence, that our present philosophers, instead of 
doubting the fact, ought to receive it as certain, and ought to search for the 
causes whence it might be derived. 

Hume unfortunately spoils this example by going on to suggest that 
such an event, although extraordinary, is not physically impossible, since 

The decay, corruption, and dissolution of nature, is an event rendered prob-
able by so many analogies, that any phenomenon, which seems to have a 
tendency towards that catastrophe, comes within the reach of human testi-
mony, if that testimony be very extensive and uniform. 

We with our knowledge of natural laws, in particular the laws of mete-
orology and the motion, would not judge the matter in this way, 
but would surely judge the event to be physically impossible. Indeed Hume 
originally introduced it as an example of "violations of the usual course of 
nature, of such a kind to admit proof from human testimony." (He allowed 
in the?ry,. it be that there could be such, "though, per-
haps, rt to fmd any such in all the records of history.") The 
example rs s1m1lar to many which might be artificially constructed in which 
the diversity and detail of testimony to the occurrence of E surely 
suffices to overwhelm any information provided by science that E is physi-
cally impossible. 

So I conclude that although standards for weighing evidence are not al-
ways clear, apparent memory, testimony and traces could sometimes out-

the evidence of physical impossibility. It is just a question of how much 
evidence of the former kind we have and how reliable we can show it to have 

Hui:ne's point
1

must be admitted, that we should accept the his-
torical evidence, vrz. a man s apparent memory, the testimony of others and 
traces, only if the falsity of the latter would be "more miraculous," i.e., more 

"than the event which he relates." However, my whole discussion 
m this chapter has ignored "background evidence." In so far as there is 
substantial other evidence in favor of the existence of God, less would 
be required in the way of historical evidence in favor of the occurrence of a 
miracle than this chapter has supposed hitherto. If we have already good 
grounds for believing that there is a gorilla loose in snowy mountains, we re-
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quire less by way of evidence of footprints to show that he has visited. a par-
ticular place. Conversely, if there is substantial evidence against the existence 
of God, more is required in the way of historical evidence in favor of the oc-
currence of a miracle than this chapter has supposed-for we have then sub-
stantial evidence for supposing that nothing apart from laws of nature deter-
mines what happens. 

J. L. MACKIE Miracles and Testimony 

In this selection, J. L. Mackie (1917-1981) presents an updated version of 
Hume's argument against miracles. Those who want to claim that a miracle has 
occurred, he argues, have a double burden: to establish that the event has oc-
curred and that it has violated a natural law. He emphasizes that the attempt to 
establish both points simultaneously is quite problematic, since the stronger the 
evidence for believing that an event has actually violated a natural law the 
weaker the evidence for believing that this event actually occurred as reported. 

What Hume [expounds in Of Miracles] are the principles for the rational ac-
ceptance of testimony, the rules that ought to govern our believing or not be-
lieving what we are told. But the rules that govern people's. 
of testimony are very different. We are fairly good at detectmg dishonesty, m-
sincerity, and lack of conviction, and we readily reject what we are told by 
someone who betrays these defects. But we are strongly inclined simply to 
accept, without question, statements that are obviously assured and 
As Hume would say, a firm association of ideas links someone else's saymg, 
with honest conviction, that p, and its being the case that p, and we pass au-
tomatically from the perception of the one to belief in the other. Or, as he 
might also have said, there is an intellectual sympathy by which we tend au-
tomatically to share what we find to be someone else's belief, analogous to 
sympathy in the original sense, the tendency to share what we see to be soi:ie-
one else's feelings. And in general this is a useful tendency. People's behefs 
about ordinary matters are right, or nearly right, more often than they are 
wildly wrong, so that intellectual sympathy enables correct 
tion to be passed on more smoothly than it could be if we were habitually 
cautious and constantly checked testimony against the principles for its ra-
tional acceptance. But what is thus generally useful can sometimes be mis-

From Tlze Miracle of Tlleism. Copyright© 1982 by Joan Mackie. Reprinted by permission of Ox-
ford University Press. 
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leading, and miracle reports are a special case where we need to restrain 
· · · f h our o . onest statements, and go back to the basic rational 
principles which determine whether a statement is really reliable or not. Even 
where we are cautious, and hesitate to accept what we are told-for exam 1 
by a witness in a legal case-we often do not go beyond the question "Hp e 
intrinsically reliable is this witness?" or, in detail, "Does he seem to be 

Does he ha_ve a _motive. for misleading us? Is he the sort of person 
might tell plausible hes? Or is he the sort of person who, in the circumstan 
m_ight have i:nade a mistake?:' If we are satisfied on all these scores, we 

to says, without weighing very seriously the 
question How mtrms1cally improbable is what he has told us?" But 
Hume insists, this further question is highly relevant. His general 
to the problem of when to accept testimony is certainly sound. 

Hume's case against miracles is an epistemological argument: it does not 
try to show that miracles never do happen or never could happen, but only 
that we never reasons for believing that they have happened. It 

be_cl:arly d1stmguished from the suggestion that the very concept of a 
miracle is incoherent. That suggestion might be spelled out as follows. Am· _ 
acle is,_ br definition, a ':'iolation of a law of nature, and a law of 
by definition, a regularity-or the statement of a regularity-about what 
happens, about the way the world works; consequently, if some event actu-
ally occurs, no regularity which its occurrence infringes (or, no regularity-
statement which it falsifies) can really be a law of nature; so this event, how-
ever unusual _or surprising, cannot after all be a miracle. The two definitions 
together entail that whatever happens is not a miracle, that is, that miracles 
never happen. This, be it noted, is not Hume's argument. If it were correct it 
would make Hume's argument unnecessary. Before we discuss Hume's 

we should consider whether there is a coherent concept of a 
which not thus rule out the occurrence of miracles a priori. 

If are to their traditional function of giving spectacular 
support to theistic claims, or the authority 
of some specific rehg10n or some particular sect or individual teacher-the 
concept must be so weakened that anything at all unusual or remarkable 
counts as a miracle. We must keep in the definition the notion of a violation 
of natural law. But then, if it is to be even possible that a miracle should occur 
we modify the definition given above of a law of nature. What we 

do is contrast the order of nature with a possible divine or supernatural 
laws of nature, we must say, describe the ways in which the 

world-mcludmg, of course, human beings-works when left to itself when 
not interfered with. A miracle occurs when the world is not left to itself when 
something distinct from the natural order as a whole intrudes into it. ' 

This notion of ways in which. the world works is coherent and by no 
means We know how to discover causal laws, relying on a principle 
of the uniformity of the course of. nature-essentially the assumption that 
there are some laws to be found-m conjunction with suitable observations 
and experiments, typically varieties of controlled experiment whose under-
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lying logic is that of Mill's "method of difference." Within the laws so estab-
lished, we can further mark off basic laws of working from derived laws 
which hold only in a particular context or contingently upon the way in 
which something is put together. It will be a derived law that a particular 
clock, or clocks of a particular sort, run at such a speed, and this will hold 
only in certain conditions of temperature, and so on; but this law will be de-
rived from more basic ones which describe the regular behavior of certain 
kinds of material, in view of the way in which the clock is put together, and 
these more basic laws of materials may in turn be derived from yet more basic 
Jaws about sub-atomic particles, in view of the ways in which those materi-
als are made up of such particles. In so far as we advance towards a knowl-
edge of such a system of basic and derived laws, we are acquiring an under-
standing of ways in which the world works. As well as what we should 
ordinarily call causal laws, which typically concern interactions, there are 
similar laws with regard to the ways in which certain kinds of things simply 
persist through time, and certain sorts of continuous process just go on. These 
too, and in particular the more basic laws of these sorts, help to constitute the 
ways in which the world works. Thus there are several kinds of basic "laws 
of working."l For our present purpose, however, it is not essential that we 
should even be approaching an understanding of how the world works; it is 
enough that we have the concept of such basic laws of working, that we know 
in principle what it would be to discover them. Once we have this concept, 
we have moved beyond the definition of laws of nature merely as (statements 
of) what always happens. We can see how, using this concept and using the 
assumption that there are some such basic laws of working to be found, we 
can hope to determine what the actual laws of working are by reference to a 
restricted range of experiments and observations. This opens up the possi-
bility that we might determine that something is a basic law of working of 
natural objects, and yet also, independently, find that it was occasionally vi-
olated. An occasional violation does not in itself necessarily overthrow the 
independently established conclusion that this is a law of working. 

Equally, there is no obscurity in the notion of intervention. Even in the 
natural world we have a clear understanding of how there can be for a time 
a closed system, in which everything that happens results from factors within 
that system in accordance with its laws of working, but how then something 
may intrude from outside it, bringing about changes that the system would 
not have produced of its own accord, so that things go on after this intrusion 
differently from how they would have gone on if the system had remained 
closed. All we need do, then, is to regard the whole natural world as being, 
for most of the time, such a closed system; we can then think of a supernatu-
ral intervention as something that intrudes into that system from outside the 
natural world as a whole. 

If the laws by which the natural world works are deterministic, then the 
notion of a violation of them is quite clear-cut: such a violation would be an 
event which, given that the world was a closed system working in accor-
dance with these laws, and given some actual earlier complete state of the 
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world, simply could not have happened at all. Its occurrence would then be 
clear proof that either the supposed laws were not the real laws of working 
or the earlier state was not as it was supposed to have been, or else the 
tern was not closed after all. But if the basic laws of working are statistical or 
probabilistic, the notion of a violation of them is less precise. If something 
happens which, given those statistical laws and some earlier complete state 
of the world, is extremely improbable-in the sense of physical probability: 
that is, something such that there is a strong propensity or tendency for it not 
to happen-we still cannot say firmly that the laws have been violated: laws 
of this sort explicitly allow that what is extremely improbable may occasion-
ally come about. Indeed it is highly probable (both physically and episterni-
cally) that some events, each of which is very improbable, will occur at rare 
intervals.2 If tosses of a coin were governed by a statistical law that gave a 50 
per cent propensity to heads at each toss, a continuous run of ten heads 
would be a highly improbable occurrence; but it would be highly probable 
that there would be some such runs in a sequence of a million tosses. Never-
theless, we can still use the contrast between the way of working of the natu-
ral world as a whole, considered as a normally closed system, and an inter-
vention or intrusion into it. This contrast does not disappear or become 
unintelligible merely because we lack decisive tests for its application. We 
can still define a miracle as an event which would not have happened in the 
course of nature, and which came about only through a supernatural intru-
sion. The difficulty is merely that we cannot now say with certainty, simply 
by reference to the relevant laws and some antecedent situation, that a certain 
event would not have happened in the course of nature, and therefore must 
be such an intrusion. But we may still be able to say that it is very probable-
and this is now an epistemic probability-that it would not have happened 

and so is likel_Y to be such an intrusion. For if the laws made it phys-
ically improbable that it would come about, this tends to make it epistemi-
cally improbable that it did come about through those laws, if there is any 
other way in which it could have come about and which is not equally im-
probable or more improbable. In practice the difficulty mentioned is not 
much of an extra difficulty. For even where we believe there to be determin-
istic laws and an earlier situation which together would have made an oc-
currence actually impossible in the course of nature, it is from our point of 
view at best epistemically very probable, not certain, that those are the laws 
and that that was the relevant antecedent situation. 

Consequently, whether the laws of nature are deterministic or statistical, 
we can give a coherent definition of a miracle as a supernatural intrusion into 
the normally closed system that works in accordance with those laws, and in 
either case we can identify conceivable occurrences, and alleged occurrences, 
which if they were to occur, or have occurred, could be believed with high 
probability, though not known with certainty, to satisfy that definition. 

However, the full concept of a miracle requires that the intrusion should 
be purposive, that it should fulfil the intention of a god or other supernatural 
being. This connection cannot be sustained by any ordinary causal theory; it 
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resupposes a power to fulfil intentions directly, without means, 
... is highly dubious; so this requirement for a miracle will be par-

ticularly hard to confirm. On the other hand it is worth noting that 
rophecy could be regarded as a form of miracle for which ther.e could m 

be good evidence. If someone is reliably recorded as havmg proph-
esied at 1

1 
an event at 12 which could not be predicted at 11 on any natural 

grounds, and the event occurs at 12, then at any later time 13 we can the 
evidence for the claims both that the prophecy was made at t1 and that its ac-
curacy cannot be explained either causally (for example, on the groun? that 
it brought about its own fulfilment) or as accidental, and hence that it was 
probably miraculous. . . . . . 

There is, then, a coherent concept of miracles. Their poss1b1hty is not 
ruled out a priori, by definition. So we must consider whether Hume's argu-
ment shows that we never have good reason for believing that any have 
occurred. 

Hume's general principle for the evaluation of testimony, that we have 
to weigh the unlikelihood of the event reported against the that 
the witness is mistaken or dishonest, is substantially correct. It is a corollary 
of the still more general principle of accepting whatever hypothesis gives the 
best overall explanation of all the available and relevant evidence. But some 
riders are necessary. First, the likelihood or unlikelihood, the epistemic prob-
ability or improbability, is always relative to some body of information, a.n? 
may change if additional information comes in. any spec1f1c 
decision in accordance with Hume's principle must be prov1s1onal. Secondly, 
it is one thing to decide which of the rival hypotheses in the field at time 
should be provisionally accepted in the light of the evidence then available; 
but it is quite another to estimate the weight of this evidence, to say how well 
supported this favored hypothesis is, and whether it is likely that its c.laims 
will be undermined either by additional information or by the suggesting of 
further alternative hypotheses. What is clearly the best-supported view of 
some matter at the moment may still be very insecure, and quite likely to be 
overthrown by some further considerations. For example, if .a public 
poll is the only evidence we have about the result of a commg election, this 
evidence may point, perhaps decisively, to one result rather than another; yet 
if the poll has reached only a small sample of the electora.te, or if it 
some time before the voting day, it will not be very reliable. There is a di-
mension of reliability over and above that of epistemic probability relative to 
the available evidence. Thirdly, Hume's description of what gives support to 
a prediction, or in general to a judgment about an unobserved case that 
would fall under some generalization, is very unsatisfactory. He seems to say 
that if all so far observed As have been, Bs, then this amounts to a "proof" that 
some unobserved A will be (or is, or was), a B, whereas if some observed As 
have been Bs, but some have not, there is only a "probability" that an unob-
served A will be a B.3 This mixes up the reasoning to a generalization with the 
reasoning from a generalization to a particular case. It is true that the pre.m-
ises "All As are Bs" and "This is an A" constitute a proof of the conclusion 



440 Miracles 

"This is a B," whereas the premises "x percent of As are Bs" and "This is an 
A" yield-if there is no other relevant information-a probability of x percent 
that this is a B: they probabilift; the conclusion to this degree, or, as we can say, 
the probability of the conclusion "This is a B" relative to that evidence is x 
percent. But the inductive argument from the observation "All so far ob-
served As have been Bs" to the generalization "All As are Bs" is far from se-
cure, and it would be most misleading to call this a proof, and therefore mis-
leading also to describe as a proof the whole line of inference from "All so far 
observed As have been Bs" to the conclusion "This as yet unobserved A is a 
B." Similarly, the inductive argument from "x percent of observed As have 
been Bs" to the statistical generalization "x percent of As are Bs" is far from 
secure, so that we cannot say that "x percent of observed As have been Bs" 
even probabilities to the degree x percent the conclusion "This as yet unob-
served A is a B." A good deal of other information and background knowl-
edge is needed, in either case, before the generalization, whether universal or 
statistical, is at all well supported, and hence before the stage is properly set 
for either proof or probabilification about an as yet unobserved A. It is harder 
than Hume allows here to arrive at well-supported generalizations of either 
sort about how the world works. 

These various qualifications together entail that what has been widely 
and reasonably thought to be a law of nature may not be one, perhaps in 
ways that are highly relevant to some supposed miracles. Our present un-
derstanding of psychosomatic illness, for example, shows that it is not con-
trary to the laws of nature that someone who for years has seemed, to him-
self as well as to others, to be paralyzed should rapidly regain the use of his 
limbs. On the other hand, we can still be pretty confident that it is contrary 
to the laws of nature that a human being whose heart has stopped beating 
for forty-eight hours in ordinary circumstances-that is, without any special 
life-support systems-should come back to life, or that what is literally 
water should without addition or replacement turn into what is literally 
good-quality wine. 

However, any problems there may be about establishing laws of nature 
are neutral between the parties to the present debate, Hume's followers and 
those who believe in miracles; for both these parties need the notion of a well-
established law of nature. The miracle advocate needs it in order to be able to 
say that the alleged occurrence is a miracle, a violation of natural law by su-
pernatural intervention, no less than Hume needs it for his argument against 
believing that this event has actually taken place. 

It is therefore not enough for the defender of a miracle to cast doubt (as 
he well might) on the certainty of our knowledge of the law of nature that 
seems to have been violated. For he must himself say that this is a law of na-
ture: otherwise the reported event will not be miraculous. That is, he must in 
effort concede to Hume that the antecedent improbability of this event is as 
high as it could be, hence that, apart from the testimony, we have the 
strongest possible grounds for believing that the alleged event did not occur. 
This event must, by the miracle advocate's own admission, be contrary to a 
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m. e not merely a supposed, law of nature, and therefore maximally im-
genu ' · f h t f probable. It is this maximal improbability that the weight o t e es imony 
would have to overcome. . . 

One further improvement is needed in Hume's theory of t_estimony. It 
11 known that the agreement of two (or more) independent witnesses consh-

very powerful evidence. Two independent m?re 
twice as good as each of them on his own. The reason for this plam. If 1ust 
one witness says that p, one explanation of this be it was case 
that p and that he has observed this, remembered it, a_nd is now makmg an 
honest report; but there are many for examp_le 
he observed something else which he mistook for its p, or is mis 
remembering what he observed, or is telling a lie. But if two witnesses 

be shown to be quite independent of one another both say that p, while 
can·n one explanation is that each of them has observed this and remembered 

is reporting honestly, the alternative are not so 
They face the question "How has there come about this agreement m their 

orts, if it was not the case that p? How have the witnesses managed mis-
to the same effect, or to misremember in the same way'. or to hit 1:1pon 

the same lie?" It is difficult for even a single liar to keep on telling a co1!s1stent 
false story; it is much harder for two or to do so. Of _course if th 
is any collusion between the witnesses, or if either has been influenced, 
rectly or indirectly, by the other, or if both stories have a common this 
uestion is easily answered. That is why the o_f the witnesses 
so important. This principle of the improbability of coincident has 

two vital bearings upon the problem of miracles. On the one hand, it means 
that a certain sort of testimony can be more powerful evidence than Hume's 
discussion would suggest. On the other, it means that where we seem to have 
a plurality of reports, it is essential to check _they really are 
independent of one another; the difficulty of this would 
be an important supplement to the points made Part II of Hume s 
Not only in remote and barbarous times, but also m recent ones, we are usu 
lly justified in suspecting that what look like distinct reports of a 

arise from different strands of a single tradition between which 
there has already been communication. 

We can now put together the various parts of our argument. Where there 
is some plausible testimony about the occurrence of what would appear to be 
a miracle those who accept this as a miracle have the double burden of show-
ing both fuat the event took place and that it violated the laws of nature. But 
it will be very hard to sustain this double burden. For whatever tends to show 
that it would have been a violation of natural law tends for that reason 
to make it most unlikely that it actually happened. those 
who deny the occurrence of a miracle have two alternative Imes of d:fense. 
One is to say that the event may have occurred, but in accordance wi_th the 
laws of nature. Perhaps there were unknown circumstances that made it pos-
sible; or perhaps what were thought to be the relevant laws of nature are 
strictly laws; there may be as yet unknown kinds of natural causation 



442 Miracles 

through which this event might have come about. The other is to say that this 
event would indeed have violated natural law, but that for this very reason 
there is a very strong presumption against its having happened, which it is 
most unlikely that any testimony will be able to outweigh. Usually one of 
these defenses will be stronger than the other. For many supposedly miracu-
lous cures, the former will be quite a likely sort of explanation, but for such 
feats as the bringing back to life of those who are really dead the latter will 
be more likely. But the fork, the disjunction of these two sorts of explanation, 
is as a whole a very powerful reply to any claim that a miracle has been 
performed. 

However, we should distinguish two different contexts in which an al-
leged miracle might be discussed. One possible context would be where the 
parties in debate already both accept some general theistic doctrines, and the 
point at issue is whether a miracle has occurred which would enhance the au-
thority of a specific sect or teacher. In this context supernatural intervention, 
though prima facie unlikely on any particular occasion, is, generally speak-
ing, on the cards: it is not altogether outside the range of reasonable expecta-
tion for these parties. Since they agree that there is an omnipotent deity, or at 
any rate one or more powerful supernatural beings, they cannot find it ab-
surd to suppose that such a being will occasionally interfere with the course 
of nature, and this may be one of these occasions. For example, if one were al-
ready a theist and a Christian, it would not be unreasonable to weigh seri-
ously the evidence of alleged miracles as some indication whether the 
Jansenists or the Jesuits enjoyed more of the favor of the Almighty. But it is a 
very different matter if the context is that of fundamental debate about the 
truth of theism itself. Here one party to the debate is initially at least agnos-
tic, and does not yet concede that there is a supernatural power at all. From 
this point of view the intrinsic improbability of a genuine miracle, as defined 
above, is very great, and one or other of the alternative explanations in our 
fork will always be much more likely-that is, either that the alleged event is 
not miraculous, or that it did not occur, that the testimony is faulty in some 
way. 

This entails that it is pretty well impossible that reported miracles should 
provide a worthwhile argument for theism addressed to those who are ini-
tially inclined to atheism or even to agnosticism. Such reports can form no 
significant part of what, following Aquinas, we might call a Summa contra 
Gentiles, or what, following Descartes, we could describe as being addressed 
to infidels. Not only are such reports unable to carry any rational conviction 
on their own, but also they are unable even to contribute independently to 
the kind of accumulation or battery of arguments referred to in the Introduc-
tion. To this extent Hurne is right, despite the inaccuracies we have found in 
his statement of the case. 

One further point may be worth making. Occurrences are sometimes 
claimed to be literally, and not merely metaphorically, miracles, that is, to be 
genuine supernatural interventions into the natural order, which are not even 
prirna facie violations of natural law, but at most rather unusual and unex-

Miracles and Testimony 443 

t d but very welcome. Thus the combination of weather conditions 
1

facilitated the escape of the British Army from Dunkirk in mak-
. the Luftwaffe less than usually effective but making it easy for ships ?fall 

to cross the Channel, is sometimes called a miracle. However, :ven if we 
accepted theism, and could plausibly assume that a. deity 
have favored the British rather than the Germans m 1_940, this explanat10n 

ld still be far less probable than that which treats it as a mere meteoro-wou d. logical coincidence: such weather conditions can occur in the or mary course 
of events. Here, even in the context of a debate among those alr:ady ac-

t theistic doctrines, the interpretation of the event as a miracle is .much 
than the rival natural explanation. A fortiori, instances of this 

are utterly without force in the context of fundamental debate about theism 
. 

There is, however, a possibility which Hume's argument seems to ig-
nore-though, as we shall see, he did not completely ignore.it. The argument 
has been directed against the acceptance of miracles on testimony; but what, 
it may be objected, if one is not reduced to reliance on has ob-
served a miracle for oneself? Surprisingly, perhaps, does not 
make very much difference. The first of the above-ment10ned Imes of defense 
is still available: maybe the unexpected event that one has observed 
did indeed occur, but in accordance with the laws of nature. Either the rele-
vant circumstances or the operative laws were not what had supposed 
them to be. But at least a part of the other line of defer:se is also 
Though one is not now relying literally on witness or other wit-
nesses, we speak not inappropriately of the evidence of our s.enses, and what 
one takes to be an observation of one's own is open to quest10ns of the same 
sort as is the report of some other person. I may have misobse:ved 
place, as anyone knows who has ever be.en fooled by a c?niurer or 
. " and though this is somewhat less hkely, I may be misremembering or c1an, , b · f 

deceiving myself after an interval of time. And ?f t.he corro o 
one or more independent witnesses would brmg m the testimony of 
others which it was the point of this objection to do without. Nevertheless, 
anyone who is fortunate enough to have carefully and carefully 
recorded, for himself, an apparently miraculous is. no d?ubt ra-
tionally justified in taking it very but even here it .will be m order 
to entertain the possibility of an alternative natural . 

As I said, Hume does not completely ignore this poss1bihty. The Christ-
ian religion, he says, cannot at this day be believed by 
without a miracle. "Mere reason is insufficient to convince us of its 
And whoever is moved by Faith to assent to it, is conscious of a c?ntinued 
miracle in his own person, which subverts all the of his 
standing."4 But of course this is only a joke. What is of 
in his own person, though it may be a mode of thmk1:11g that 
"custom and experience," and so is contrary to the or?ma:y rational princi-
ples of the understanding, is not, as an occurrence, a v10lation .of natural 
Rather it is all too easy to explain immediately by the automatic commumca-
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tion of beliefs between persons and the familiar psychological pro · h f lf'l · cesses of w1s u l ment, and ultimately by what Hume himself was later to 11" 
natural history of religion." ca the 

NOTES 

1. The notion of basic laws of working is fully discussed in chaps. 8 and 9 of m The Ceme 
the U111verse: A Study of Cn11sntio11 (Oxford: Oxford University, Press, 1974and1980). 

111 
of 

2. The between and probability has been drawn in m lntro-
duct10n, the exact form of statistical laws 1s discussed in chap. 9 of The Cement 0.rtJ , Uy · . It II/Verse. 

3. David Hume, "Of Miracles," reprinted in Miracles (New York: Macmillan Pub!' h' H 
1989), pp. 24-26. is mg ouse, 

4. Hume, "Of Miracles," p. 40. 
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pART NINE LIFE AFTER DEATH 

Someone once said that belief in life after death is so important to us that, if 
God does not exist, we would have to invent God to satisfy this longing. 
Philosophers of religion, too, are interested in the question whether there is any 
reason to think that people can live subsequent to their death. The topic in-
volves several questions. 

First, given the fact of universal human mortality and bodily corruption, is 
life after death possible? The classical response is that life after death is possible 
because humans possess or are, in essence, souls that can be immortal. The 
soul, the locus of one's personal identity and characterized by mental functions 
like memory, allows the individual person to survive bodily corruption, re-
member his past life, and possibly even perceive his own unique world by using 
paranormal abilities such as mental telepathy. 

Some, like Richard Swinburne, think that the soul can exist apart from the 
physical but are dubious that the soul could function disembodied. However, 
this presents no insurmountable difficulties for belief in life after death, for after 
death God could create for a person another body that would allow the soul to 
function. 

Serious difficulties afflict the view that humans have a soul. To the tradi-
tional problem of how the spiritual soul interacts with the physical body may be 
added questions about how one reconciles a belief in the soul with the evolu-
tion of human beings. Further, the fact that genetics plays such an important role 
in determining mental abilities suggests that the body is necessary, if not suffi-
cient, for the structure and functioning of the mind. The mind is what the brain 
does. 

Although traditionally those who denied the existence of a human soul de-
nied immortality, John Hick argues that God could create a new being with the 
same or similar enough properties as the deceased so that this being would be 
identical with the deceased. In this scenario, human existence would be gap in-
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