PHILOSOPHY OF

RELIGION
Selected Readings

Second Edition

Q.0

Xy

RV

Edited by

MICHAEL PETERSON
Asbury College

WILLIAM HASKER
Huntington College

BRUCE REICHENBACH
Augsburg College

DAVID BASINGER
Roberts Wesleyan College

New York Oxford
OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS
2001



pAVID HUME The Evidence for
Miracles Is Weak

This selection contains a classic and influential argument against belief in mir-
acles crafted by David Hume (171 1-1776). 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-
rimonies 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.

3

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
jead 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-

en 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 Enquiry concerning Human Understanding.
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418 Miracles

When anyone tells me, that he saw a dead man restored to life, I immediate]
consider with myself, whether it be more probable, that this person shoulg
either deceive or be deceived, or that the fact, which he relates, should reall
have happened. I weigh the one miracle against the other; and according tg
the superiority, which I discover, I pronounce my decision, and always reject
the greater miracle. If the falsehood of his testimony would be more mir

acy-
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 bya
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 3
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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acles, judgments, quite obscure the few natural events, that are inter
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 inclin,-
tion may at intervals receive a check from sense and learning,
thoroughly extirpated from human nature.

It is strange, a judicious reader is apt to say, upon the perusal of thege
wonderful historians, that such prodigious events never happen in our days. By
it is nothing strange, I hope, that men should lie in all ages. You must sure]
have seen instances enough of that frailty. You have yourself heard man
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,
portunity of receiving better information. The stories come
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) ithas 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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tendency to credulity, that he even lies under the contrary i
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eminent theatre that is now in the world. Nor s this all: a relation of them was

ublished and dispersed everywhere; nor were the Jesuits, though a learned
body, supported by the civil magistrate, and determined enemies to those
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
which they relate? And this surely, in the
regarded as a sufficient refutation.

opinions, in whose

miraculous nature of the events,
es of all reasonable people, will alone be
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-
passador from heaven? Who would not encounter many dangers and diffi-
ties, 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 avidum genus auricularum,? the gaz-
ing populace, receive greedily, without examination, whatever soothes su-

perstition, and promotes wonder.
How many stories of this nature have,
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

ey

cul

in all ages, been detected and ex-
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trusted to the common method of altercations and debate and fl
especially when men’s passions have taken part on either side.
In the infancy of new religions, the wise and learned commonly esteem
the matter too inconsiderable to deserve their attention or regard. And when
afterwards they would willingly detect the cheat, in order to undeceive the
deluded multitude, the season is now past, and the records and w
which might clear up the matter, have perished beyond recovery.
No means of detection remain, but those which must be drawn from the
very testimony itself of the reporters: and these, though always sufficient
with the judicious and knowing, are commonly too find to fall under the
comprehension of the vulgar.
Upon the whole, then, it appears, that no testimony for any kind of mjr-
acle has ever amounted to a probability, much less to a proof; and that, even
supposing it amounted to a proof, it would be opposed by another proof; de-
rived from the very nature of the fact, which it would endeavor to establish.
It is experience only, which gives authority to human testimony; and it is the
same experience, which assures us of the laws of nature. When, therefore,
these two kinds of experience are contrary, we have nothing to do but sub-
tract the one from the other, and embrace an opinion, either on one side or the
other, with that assurance which arises from the remainder. But according to
the principle here explained, this subtraction, with regard to all popular reli-
gions, amounts to an entire annihilation; and therefore we may establish it as
a maxim, that no human testimony can have such force as to prove a miracle,
and make it a just foundation for any such system of religion.

I beg the limitations here made may be remarked, when I say, that a mir-
acle can never be proved, so as to be the foundation of a system of religion.
For I own, that otherwise, there may possibly be miracles, or violations of the
usual course of nature, of such a kind as to admit of proof from human testi-
mony, though, perhaps, it will be impossible to find any such in all the
records of history. Thus, suppose, all authors, in all languages, agree, that,
from the first of January 1600, there was a totai darkness over the whole earth
for eight days: suppose that the tradition of this extraordinary event is still
strong and lively among the people: that all travelers, who return from for-
eign countries, bring us accounts of the same tradition, without the least vari-
ation or contradiction: it is evident, 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. The decay, corruption, and dissolution of
nature, is an event rendered probable by so many analogies, that any phe-
nomenon, which seems to have a tendency towards that catastrophe, comes
within the reach of human testimony, if that testimony be very extensive and
uniform.

But suppose, that all the historians who treat of England, should agree,
that, on the first of January 1600, Queen Elizabeth died; that both before and
after her death she was seen by her physicians and the whole court, as is
usual with persons of her rank; that her successor was acknowledged and
proclaimed by the Parliament; and that, after been interred a month,

ylng rumors;

itnesses,

she
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eared, resumed the throne, and governed England f;)r ;};;e;e; iilej;z
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‘tNhrtts r:f() ;ic}p}:(;b;:ilr(i:g&gf}felrtwsise t};an from the experiﬁnciei whlchsv:(()e P})\:s\;eogf
it i in th re. This still reduces u b-
o Pr(_)dUCtlog s,k;Ti t}else 11115s l:z lci)(;;ll;)saer: ft}?: F1;115tances of the violation of truth 111
e stimon Ofmgn with those of the violation of the laws of nature b);1 m1r._
o te§t1m0§ ) (;o jud ’e which of them is most likely and prgbable: As the Yl_
aCle'SI . 0; erth a]re r%lore common in the testimony concern}ng rellglo_us.m}rh
Olatlonio Y that concerning any other matter of fact; this must dlmlmsal
e ag tl}I11 authority of the former testimony, and make us f(?rm a ge?erCe
veryl\rlrglocn neei/er to lend any attention to it, with whatever specious preten
reso ,
e CBoveers.eems to have embraced the same princi;?les of reasomng;
”WeI;(\)Jr;ht f3csoar;ls he, “to make a collection or particula(; h;stogyotfileilnllgﬁz‘rliv
rodigi bi 1 din a word of ev ,
e prOdlgrlgiu:akrnr;r}:;(;rtﬁ)rre:(?%ictt:ﬁgs;::;st be done vs./ith the most seve.zzlei
rare, ?nd leXttr:?e de aryt from truth. Above all, every relah(.)n. must be consti -
e s cusp ious }?Nhich depends in any degree upon rellglgn, as the‘}toro ;f
er'ed of Sl'lsp'lfbmd ;10 less so, every thing that is to be found in the WE ers !
819;;):11;;‘;};ic or alchemy, or such authors, who seem, all of them, to have a
na , e
unconquerable appetite for fal§ehood and fable;. i here delivered, as
I am the better pleased with the method o rea?rc? di e eioad ene.
I think it may serve to confound those dangerous 1er:i B e prine
ies to the Christian Religion, who have um.ie_rtak.en to de by heprne
aple f human reason. Our most holy religion is founded on ai 1, Lo
s :im; s a sure method of exposing it to put it to such a trial as it é
by 1o means lfsitted to endure. To make this more evident, le.t us exafr(;ma
?Izlogg rrrﬁ(re:?;,s related in scripture; and not to lose ourselves in too wide

again app
[ must con
circumstances,

in all ages,
that this very circumst
with all men of sense, not.on
without farther examinatlon..
cribed, be, in this case, Almighty,
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if;cllll let us confine ogrselves to such as we find in the Pentateuch, whi h
he examlcFe, acco‘rdmg to the principles of these pretended Chr’istiancs -
. e word or testlrpony of God himself, but as the production of o
urtn[aln writer and historian. Here then we are first to consider a bo akmere
;sAe/Zre Elus by abba;barous and ignorant people, written in an age wh(e)n’tﬁre-
e still more barbarous, and in all probabili ‘
, e ty long after the facts which
L(ii)a:es, corroborate@ by no concurring testimony, and resembling tho;’l ICfh .
boOks VaVCeC(f)‘uI;ti ;Nll‘;lcl; every nation gives of its origin. Upon reading t‘;.k')-
, ind it tull of prodigies and miracles. It gi .

' . It gives an account o

;)aflltf;f wor}lId and of human nature entirely different from the present'f ng e
o d;)srtn t f’t state: Of the age of man, extended to near a thousand y;ears-osr
je de t;ui ion Qf the world by a deluge: Of the arbitrary choice of one o
g ‘ ;heir Ctledai‘\,/orltes off hea\k/)en; and that people the countrymen of the autii)o-
erance from bondage by prodigies th i :
e . : p gles the most astonishing i i
Sideratli ;lr:escizec gl;z onﬁ t:)hlayhhls hand upon his heart, and after a serig;;n::;)gnl
, Whether he thinks that the falseh i
cleratio . sehood of such a book, sup-

Fhan < tﬁ suc.h a tes'tlmony, would be more extraordinary and miracu?u
than 2 e ml.racles it relates; which is, however, necessary to make it b o
ived, according to the measures of probability above established e

NOTES

. . . C p S € g e lly the same accour Wt invita V
1 I{lst le V. Cap. 8. Su tonius gives nea h
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alleged?rgu§s thalt the minimal, subjective evidence supporting the report of an
y miracuious event can never outwei i
eigh the widespread, objecti ;
denc : . _ pread, objective evi-
ion : Suplg?:'ng the contention that it did not occur as reported. In the selec
ere i . -
. Objec,tivlc arj Swm?urne (1934— ) challenges this argument, claiming that
e evidence for such an event is not insignifi i

be furni insignificant. Such evidence can
ished by our own apparent memories, the testimony of others, the rele-
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«ant physical traces, or some combination of these factors, and could in some
cases outweigh the familiar and seemingly uncontrovertible counterevidence.

3k

[Thave 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—
Iought 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 [ report to myself what I appear to remember, | cannot be lying. For the
liar is someone who says what he believes to be false. But if I report what |
appear to remember (and I can know for certain what I appear to remember)
I cannot be lying. Secondly, if I feel highly confident that I remember sOme
event, my apparent memory ought to count for more than if I am only mog-.
erately confident. My apparent memory has a built-in weight, apart from em.
pirical evidence which may be forthcoming about its reliability in different
circumstances (e.g., that it is not reliable when I am drunk). In these and other
ways for non-empirical reasons different pieces of evidence ought to be given
different weights in assessing the balance of evidence.
The second subsidiary principle is that different pieces of evidence
ought to be given different weights in accordance with any empirical evi.
dence which may be available about their different reliability, obtained by a
procedure which I may term narrowing the evidence class. In general we nec-
essarily assume or have reason to believe that apparent memory, testimony
and states of particular types are reliable evidence about past states and
events. But clash 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 in-
vestigating the reliability of other members of that class which . . . would
have to be classes whose members were described by projectible predicates,
If the testimony of Jones conflicts with the testimony of Smith, then we must
investigate not the worth of testimony in general, but the worth of Jones' tes-
timony and of Smith’s testimony. We do this by seeing if on all other occa-
sions when we can ascertain what happened Jones or Smith correctly de-
scribed what happened. In so far as each did, his testimony is reliable. Now
this procedure will only work in so far as we can at some stage ascertain with
sufficient certainty what happened without bringing in empirical evidence
about the reliability of the evidence about what happened. Unless we could
establish with sufficient certainty by mere balance of evidence what hap-
pened on a certain past occasion, without testing the worth of each piece of
evidence by considering 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 class can only be performed if we presuppose the reliability in general
of other 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 able to ascertain what did happen on those occasions, and we will have
various 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 never show Jones to be a reliable or unreliable witness. We may
have empirical evidence about the reliability of such other evidence, but as
such evidence will consist of more empirical evidence, we have to stop some-

where, with evidence which we can take to be reliable without empirical ev-
idence thereof.

1
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Gimilar tests to these tests of the reliability of testimony can be made of
reliability of traces, e.g., of methods of dating ancient documents. e
e For a given number of pieces of evidence in the class, the‘narrow.er e
sidence class chosen for the assessment of the worth of a particular p.lecethe
e:ridence, the more reliable the assessment yielded by 1t.' If we ‘exc::lr.m;loem'lt
e,orfh of a particular piece of testimony given by a certain Sowe‘t ip ft;s:
gtamkovsky, to an official of M.1.5 by examining the worth of 7 pleges o o
imony given by Soviet diplomats, then we have some knqwle ge ;)BUt
1;orth better than our knowledge of the worth of testimony 1n ger;era : e
. e ha;/e a better assessment of its worth if we examine the wor'th ofn pl?der
Wf testimony given by Stamkovsky and an even better estimate 1f WE con&ter-
?he worth of n pieces of testimony given by Stamko.vs‘ky to Britis co'tér;nce
intelligence officers. But this raises a well-known difficulty about evi nee
lhsses——that the narrower the evidence class we choose, the fgwer plecle t
Z:ridence we will have on which to base our assessment. We \£v1llhba}\:e pee:azl1
i i i i ts the reliability of which w
ieces of evidence by Soviet diploma vh '
S{\elik but few pieces of evidence given by Stamkovsky to British cciiztg_
intelli’gence agents the reliability of which we can check..'I'he narfgwer heev:
idence class the better, but so long only as we have sufficient evidence to p
i i lusion.
. it to reach a well-substantiated conc : o .
" The third subsidiary principle is not to reject coincident ev1der}ce (uar:esz
the evidence of its falsity is extremely strong) unlesds 'ar; }fzxtpla}r)\la;;c;rtlign o
i inci ; better substantiated 1s that ex 2 ,
ven of the coincidence; and the . : ; '
rgrllore justified the rejection of the coincident evidence. If flV? w1tness<isn e;ltl ]sljisy
i i iect their evidence, we are In genera -
the same thing and we wish to reject the ' s
tified in doing so unless we can explain why‘ they all said thﬁ sa'mestolrna%l
Such explanations could be that they were subject to co;n:no? 1te1(1151ics)r; &Ch 2
i i he better substantia
ther to give false testimony. T : ch
e i justified i jecti f the evidence. Substantiation
i tified is our rejection of the '
explanation the better jus ' e it
t would be provided by evide
of the theory of a common plo ce that the
fore the event, that they stoo g
nesses were all seen together be : ain from
ivi i imately the evidence rests on
ing false testimony, etc. But ultimately \ :
gi)‘;uf particular past events and would itself need to be substantiated in
ways earlier described. ' ]
yThese subsidiary principles, and perhaps others whlch I'hai; &c;te(ii_
scribed, then qualify the basic principle of asceptmg the ma]orltlyd he ev
dence. They are the standards of investigation adopted, I would ¢ , by
d large by all historical investigators.. .. o '
" Begring in mind these considerations about cogﬂlcthg ev1den;e ta:r(i
these principles for assessing different ways of (;velghmfgt ﬁ:lgresr:c;;r v:e la(i are
i ict between evidence o
we to say when there is a conflict '
that an ezllent E occurred and evidence of the fggrth kind that an eventth c;ft S:i
type of E is physically impossible? Hume’s‘ off1c1a} answer . . . wa‘i] that o
ceedingly strong evidence of other kinds, in Pe?rhcular testlmgnﬁl,d ould be
needed for evidence about physical impossibility to be outweighed.
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extreme answer is given by Antony Flew in a passage in his Hume’s Philgs,.
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. . . . Butjust 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 thig
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 c}z\ant V\tle 5211

sitively for or against the principle itself? Now I woulc% urge that it is

° asonable principle since claims that some formula Lis a ?aw of nature,
un(geclaims that apparent memory, testimony or traces of certain types are to
Er; relied on are claims established ultimately in a Similar‘ kind of way . k
and will be strong or weak for the same reasons, and so n.e.lther ou%}?t to EZ tce)
automatic preference over the other. To make Fhe .supposmon tha:i eyfzr o
pe treated differently is to introduce a complicating ad hoc procecure for 2>

ssing evidence. As we have seen, formulae about how events succee t
St:her are shown to be laws of nature by the fact that they provide the mos
Oim le and coherent account of a large number of observed.dat.el. Likewise
iestiP;nony given by certain kinds of people or traces of certain kinds are es(;
tablished as reliable by well-established correlations betweeln pbreser;:e ;r;d
past phenomena. (The reliability of apparent memory coul'd also etas cesec
in the same way but we will ignore this for the moment., as {mportan dor:il}i is
the few who claim to have observed miracles.) The rgllablllty of Cif a go '
established by showing that the post‘ulated correlation betweentt b(; E}::g >
tion of C,4 in artifacts and their age since manufacture Flearly }fs at ; h tioi
other methods holds of the large number of cases SFudled wit 0111) e nIe)S on
and is the simplest correlation that does. That testimony glve1}1l ty ]or o
oath is to be relied on is to be established by showing that wha ev§ Jones
said on oath is often by other methods shown to be true and never ;s ch 0
be false, and there is no other simple account of the matter coh;ren. wi hthe
data than that Jones tells the truth on oath (e.g., the .account t aci ltn etae gl
these cases he told the truth because he knew that a lie could be. et;c \ tes.‘ti_

So then a claim that a formula L is a law of nature apd a C'lalT]l t ;1 st
mony or trace of a certain type is reliable are established in b?jsma ly : jn e
way—by showing that certain formulae connect ob§erved fata mte;blis hp; ¢
coherent way. This being so, whether we talfe the evidence o ant(?s Dlisfied
law of nature that E did not occur or the evidence qf trace or tis 11mo }; fhat
it did would seem to be a matter of the firmness with Whl.Ch the ’flfVV, 1l frelt
able, forbids and the firmness with which thg t‘re'xce or testlmfor;y, 11 reli uni:
establishes the occurrence of E, and of the reh‘ab'lh.ty of gach. I the alwlzv 1serel
versal, it will firmly rule out an exception; if it is Stf:ltlStlFal, it wi rrntesti}i
show an exception to be highly improbable.. . . . Likewise tratce:s gr feot
mony may, in virtue of the correlation uied, either show to be certain
ighly probable the event in question. o .

° bel?ltiz Zolzrelation between (e.g.) testimony of a certain kind of (;Nltn(;SS
and the past event testified to is statistical (e.g. “witnesses o.f such atn ns(j:haat
type are reliable in 99% cases”) then it sh(.)ws. that the event mf q}111es 1orelaﬁon
the witness reported) having happened is highly pr.obab¥e. Ift T'cgf Y ion
is universal (“witnesses of such and such a typeare 1r}var1ap1y relia t}i Jhen
it makes certain the occurrence of the event in question (viz. glver;1 t;: rthe
of the correlation, it is then certain that the event happened). So w T er he
evidence on balance supports or opposes the occurrence of E is first y:} rr} Al
ter of whether the law or correlation in question 1S universal or statistica



432 Miracles

form. It is secondly a matter of how well established the law or correlation
a statistical law may have very strong evidence in its favor. The basic la o
quantum theory are statistical in form but the evidence in their favor i; ;VS o
rpously strong. On the other hand, some universal laws are, though esrtlor-
llSh?d, not very strongly established. Such are, for example, many of the >
eralizations of biology or anthropology. If L is a law, universal or statistg'en-
to which the occurrence of E would be an exception, and T is a trace or {Cal,
of testimony of the occurrence of E, shown to be such by an establishedplece
relation C, whether the evidence on balance supports or opposes the OCCOr-
rence of E is a matter of whether L and C are universal or statistical, and }Sur-
well established respectively are L and C. A o
. If C is universal and better established than L, then, surely, whether L i
universal or statistical, the evidence on balance supports the oc’currence f ll-js
whereas if L is universal and is better established than C, then whetherOC i
universal or merely statistical, the evidence is against the occu’rrence of E 1Isf
C and L are both statistical, and C is no less well established than L, and C '
de.rs the occurrence of E more probable than L renders it improbab,le thenrflr:_
ey1dence on balance supports the occurrence of E. If C and L are bo,th stati y
tical, anftl L is no less well established than C, and L renders the occurrencc IS;
E more improbable than C renders it probable, then the evidence on bahe .
is against the occurrence of E. What we are to say in other cases de endc o
whether we can measure antitatively how well established are C alrgld L Sqog
compare these figures with the probability and the improbability which t(hn
respectively ascribe to E. How well established or confirmed are L or C iey
matter of how well they (or the scientific theory of which they are : art) ini y
grate a large number of data into a simple and coherent pattern. Wlfether or‘x3 :
can measure and how to measure quantitatively this degree of confirmatioe
of s.c1ent1f1c laws and of generalizations are disputed issues. They are thI;
i:,l}?cel:; of a btranch‘ of philosophy of science known as confirmatioyn theory
asno i i
which yet yielded any results of the kind which we could apply to our
In so far as we have several traces or pieces of testimony that E occurred
to that extent the evidence provided by traces and testimony will be ver :
much the weightier. Suppose for example that we have traces or pieces of tes):
txmqny T, and T, that E occurred, and that E if it occurred would be an ex-
ceptlon. to a universal law of nature L. T} is evidence that E occurred in virtue
ofz‘:1 universal correlation C;, and T, is evidence that E occurred in virtue of a
universal correlation C,. If L is true with no exceptions at all then E did not
occur, but (given the existence of T; and T, if either C, or C, is true, then E did
occur. IF will be more likely that one of C; and C, is true tzhan tha,t C, true or
that. C, is true. Hence T and T, together produce more evidence in falvor of E
h.avmg.occurred than does just one of them. It is clearly in virtue of such con-
51deranor}s '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 evidence that E did not occur is extremel
strong or an explanation can be given of the coincidence. Evidence that E dit}:ll
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not occur would be extremely strong if L was very well supported and far
petter supported than any of the very few correlations C; . . . C, adduced
a5 evidence of the reliability of traces of testimony T; . . . T, to occurrence
of E. Evidence that the coincident evidence is susceptible of another explana-

tion is evidence of further traces and testimony backed by other correlations

Cout -+ - C, that exceptional circumstances hold under which Ty . . . T,
are not evidence that E occurred. But in general we assume (because
T, .. Ly 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 principle the
degree of support for any correlation C or disjunction of correlations 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 L are 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 make a com-
plicating, ad hoc supposition. Flew’s principle advocates treating evidence for
generalizations in a different way from the way in which we ordinarily 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 Jaws about the reliability of tes-
timony of different kinds, we have considerable empirical information which
is not yet precisely formulated. We know that witnesses with axes to grind
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 un-
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 p,.

ture L having taken place, since a priori objections have been overruled, we

can surely cite examples where the combined testimony of many witnesses to

such an event is in the light of the above considerations to be accepted.
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:
suppose 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 Earth’s 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 theory, it will be remembered, that there could be such, “though, per-
haps, it will be impossible to find any such in all the records of history.”) The
example is similar to many which might be artificially constructed in which
the amount, 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-
weigh 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
been. Hume’s general point must be admitted, that we should accept the his-
torical evidence, viz. 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
improbable “than the event which he relates.” However, my whole discussion
in 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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dire less by way of evidence of footprints to show that he has visiteq a par-
ticular place. Conversely, if there is subst.antia.l ev1de:nce aggmst the e?ltshtence:
of God, more is required in the way of historical evidence in favor oh e olc):
currence of a miracle than this chapter has supposed—for we have t ercl1 S:.l -
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 v.ersion 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‘ th? ratlonai Sc—
ceptance of testimony, the rules that ought to govern our })ehevmg or n(t) e-
lieving what we are told. But the rules that govern people s‘actugl acceptance
of testimony are very different. We are fairly gopd at'detectmg dlshonesti}g 1;1—
sincerity, and lack of conviction, and we readily reject what we are to 1 y
someone who betrays these defects. But we are s'trongly inclined simply to
accept, without question, statements that are obv‘lously assured an(’i sincere.
As Hume would say, a firm association of ideas links someone else’s saying,
with honest conviction, that p, and its being the case that p, and we pass a}l:—
tomatically from the perception of the one to belief in the (?ther. Or, z;s e
might also have said, there is an intellectual sympathylby whlch we ten a1t1—
tomatically to share what we find to be someone else’s belief, analggous ci
sympathy in the original sense, the tendgncy to share what we see t;) be so;nefz

one else’s feelings. And in general this is a us‘eful tendency. People :h eliefs
about ordinary matters are right, or nearly right, more often than. fey ar(i
wildly wrong, so that intellectual sympathy enables fglrly correct 1r11) ‘OI‘rI}ii

tion to be passed on more smoothly than it cou.ld be if we were ha itually
cautious and constantly checked testimony against the prmc1p¥es for its ra-
tional acceptance. But what is thus generally useful can sometimes be mis-

From The Miracle of Theism. 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 oy,
instinctive acceptance of honest statements, and go back to the basic rationg]
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 example
by a witness in a legal case—we often do not go beyond the question “How
intrinsically reliable is this witness?” or, in detail, “Does he seem to be hop.
est? Does he have a motive for misleading us? Is he the sort of person why
might tell plausible lies? Or is he the sort of person who, in the circumstances,
might have made a mistake?” If we are satisfied on all these scores, we are in-
clined to believe what the witness says, without weighing very seriously the
question “How intrinsically improbable is what he has told us?” But, a5
Hume insists, this further question is highly relevant. His general approach
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 have good reasons for believing that they have happened. It
must be clearly distinguished from the suggestion that the very concept of a
miracle is incoherent. That suggestion might be spelled out as follows. A mir-
acle is, by definition, a violation of a law of nature, and a law of nature is,
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 case,
then, we should consider whether there is a coherent concept of a miracle
which would not thus rule out the occurrence of miracles a priori.

If miracles are to serve their traditional function of giving spectacular
support to religious claims—whether general theistic claims, or the authority
of some specific religion or some particular sect or individual teacher—the
concept must not 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 must modify the definition given above of a law of nature. What we want
to do is to contrast the order of nature with a possible divine or supernatural
intervention. The laws of nature, we must say, describe the ways in which the
world—including, 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 obscure. 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—in 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.” W.ith'm the laws- sodeitab—
lished, we can further mark off basic laws of wgrkmg from derive aws
which hold only in a particular context or contlpgently upon the way 1m
which something is put together. It will be a derived law that a paftlcu i;
cock, or clocks of a particular sort, run at such a speed, apd this v.v1llljhcc>l
only in certain conditions of temperature, and so on; but this layv will be Fz-
fived from more basic ones which describe the regular 'behav1or of certalg
kinds of material, in view of the way in which the cl'ock is put together, an
these more basic laws of materials may in turn be derlv.ed from yet more ba51.c
Jaws about sub-atomic particles, in view of the ways in which those mater1-
als are made up of such particles. In so far as we advance tov.vz.ards a knowl-
edge of such a system of basic and derived laws, we are acquiring an undelrci
standing of ways in which the world works. As we'll as wl}at we shou
ordinarily call causal laws, which typically concern interactions, the.re are
similar laws with regard to the ways in which certain kinds pf 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, he}p to consqmlte the
ways in which the world works. Thus there are se\'/eral kinds of b;nsm laws
of working.”! For our present purpose, however, it is not essential tha‘t'w‘e
should even be approaching an understanding of how the yvorld works; it is
enough that we have the concept of such basic laws of working, tha.t we knov:
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 (stat?mer;:s
of) what always happens. We can see how, using this copcept and usmc% the
assumption that there are some such basic laws of Workmg to be found, we
can hope to determine what the actual laws of workm.g are by reference to a
restricted range of experiments and observz?tlor}s. Thls'opens up the P0551;
bility that we might determine that somethmg is a bagc law of vx./orkﬁ\g °
natural objects, and yet also, independently, find that it wa.s occasionally vi-
olated. An occasional violation does not in itsglf necessarily oyerthrow the
independently established conclusion that th}s isa l'aw of wqumg. -

Equally, there is no obscurity in the notion of intervention. Even m't e
natural world we have a clear understanding of how there can be for a time
a closed system, in which everything that happeps results from factors wﬁih;n
that system in accordance with its laws of working, but how then somet 1§
may intrude from outside it, bringing about chgnges that the system wou
not have produced of its own accord, so that things go on after this mtru.smg
differently from how they would have gone on if the system had remaine
closed. All we need do, then, is to regard the whole natu‘ral 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. o

If the laws by which the natural world works are de‘:terrr.lmlshc, then the
notion of a violation of them is quite clear-cut: such a violation yvogld 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 sys.
tem 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 somethin
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 epistemi-
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
naturally, and so is likely 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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presupposes a power to fulfil intentions directly, without. physicf”nl Lneans,
which . . . 18 highly dubious; so this requir'er.nent for a rr}lracle will be p?ri
ticularly hard to confirm. On the other hand 1t. is worth notl‘ng that succelscs1 u
rophecy could be regarded as a form of rr}lracle for which ther_e cou ;‘n
principle be good evidence. If someone is reliably rgcorded as having prop i
esied at { an event at t, which could not be predlct?d at t; on any natur}?
ounds, and the event occurs at £, then at any later time {3 we can assess the
evidence for the claims both that the prophecy was made at t; and that gs sc;
curacy cannot be explained either causally (fo.r example, on the groun tha
it brought about its own fulfilment) or as accidental, and hence that it was
ably miraculous. -
mb;‘ll?xeyre is, then, a coherent concept of miracles. Their pOSSiblllt)I/ is not
ruled out a priori, by definition. So we must consider w'hefher Hume's argu-
ment shows that we never have good reason for believing that any have
d.
occugime’s general principle for the evaluation of testimony,. thaﬁ we have
to weigh the unlikelihood of the event reported against the unhl.<e11hood that
the witness is mistaken or dishonest, is substantially correct. It is a cc?rollary
of the still more general principle of accepting whatever hypothesm gives the
pest overall explanation of all the available and rel'evant ev1deqce. Bl'lt some
riders are necessary. First, the likelihood or unlikelihood, the epistemic probci
ability or improbability, is always relative to some body of information, a'rfl'
may change if additional information comes 1n. Conseque‘nfly, any specclulc
decision in accordance with Hume’s principle must be'prov151.ona1. Secondly,
it is one thing to decide which of the rival hypotheses in the field at an)f1 tlkr)rlle'
should be provisionally accepted in the light of t'he eyldence then availa eli
but it is quite another to estimate the weight of this eylfier}ce, to say hOV\; we
supported this favored hypothesis is, and whethgr it is likely that its c‘ alm?
will be undermined either by additional information or by the suggesting o
further alternative hypotheses. What is clearly the best-suppprtgd view of
some matter at the moment may still be very insecure, anc'l quite 11}<e1y .to'be
overthrown by some further considerations. For example, if a public 'opuu}c‘)'n
poll is the only evidence we have about the result of a coming election, 't is
evidence may point, perhaps decisively, to one result rather tha'n .another, lZ/et
if the poll has reached only a small sample of the electorate, or if it was taken
some time before the voting day, it will not be very rehable."l."here 1s‘a di-
mension of reliability over and above that of epistemic probab'lhty 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 t,? 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 spme observed As
have been Bs, but some have not, there is only a ”probabihty'” th'at an 'unob-
served A will be a B.3 This mixes up the reasoning toa ggnerallzatlon with the
reasoning from a generalization to a particular case. It is true that the prem-
ises “All As are Bs” and “This is an A” constitute a proof of the conclusion
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“This is a B,” whereas the premises “x percent of As are Bs” and “This i
A" yield—if there is no other relevant information—a probability of x .
that this is a B: they probabilify the conclusion to this degree, or, as we faercent
the probability of the conclusion “This is a B” relative to thalt evidencn §ay,
percent. But the inductive argument from the observation “All so fae o5
served As have been Bs” to the generalization “All As are Bs” is far fror °
cure, and it would be most misleading to call this a proof, and thereforem i
leading also to describe as a proof the whole line of inference from “All mfls-
obser‘ved As have been Bs” to the conclusion “This as yet unobserved /540' .
B.” Similarly, the inductive argument from “x percent of observed As hlsa
been Bs” to the statistical generalization “x percent of As are Bs” is far f o
secure, so that we cannot say that “x percent of observed As have beenrgn’}
even probabilifies to the degree x percent the conclusion “This as yet u Sl;
servef:l Ais a B.” A good deal of other information and backgroun):tl kngo -
edg? is needed, in either case, before the generalization, whether univers ;Vl-
statlgtlcal, is at all well supported, and hence before the stage is pro erla o
{ﬁr elg\er proi)lf or p}r\obabilification about an as yet unobserved A. It 12 ha};c?::
an Hume allows here to arri - izati i
than Hurhe allows here & worrll:/; at well-supported generalizations of either
These various qualifications together entail that what has been widel
and reasonably thought to be a law of nature may not be one, perha se'y
ways tha‘t are highly relevant to some supposed miracles. Our’presenIt) N
derstanding of psychosomatic illness, for example, shows that it is not on
trary to the laws of nature that someone who for years has seemed, to ;01\'
s.elf as well as to others, to be paralyzed should rapidly regain the u/se ofllr1r'1 :
limbs. On the other hand, we can still be pretty confident that it is contra y
to the laws of nature that a human being whose heart has stopped beati .
fpr forty-eight hours in ordinary circumstances—that is, without any s e:i]agl
&Ife;supﬁortl syst.ems—-should come back to life, or that what is litI::rally
goaogr-qsu aci?tydw“i/;te}‘\out addition or replacement turn into what is literally
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 t(;
say that thg alleged occurrence is a miracle, a violation of natural law by su-
pema@ral intervention, no less than Hume needs it for his argument a Zin t
behev1_ng that this event has actually taken place. s
Itis t}'}erefore 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 cor{cede 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 even,t did not occur.
This event must, by the miracle advocate’s own admission, be contrary to e;
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enuine, not merely a supposed, law of nature, and therefore maximally im-
robable. It is this maximal improbability that the weight of the testimony
would have to overcome.

One further improvement is needed in Hume's theory of testimony. It is
well known that the agreement of two (or more) independent witinesses consti-
rutes very powerful evidence. Two independent witnesses are more than
twice as good as each of them on his own. The reason for this is plain. If just
one witness says that p, one explanation of this would be that it was the case
that p and that he has observed this, remembered it, and is now making an
honest report; but there are many alternative explanations, for example that
he observed something else which he mistook for its being that p, or is mis-
remembering what he observed, or is telling a lie. But if two witnesses who
can be shown to be quite independent of one another both say that p, while
againone explanation is that each of them has observed this and remembered
it and is reporting honestly, the alternative explanations are not now so easy.
They face the question “How has there come about this agreement in their re-
ports, if it was not the case that p? How have the witnesses managed to mis-
observe to the same effect, or to misremember in the same way, or to hit upon
the same lie?” It is difficult for even a single liar to keep on telling a consistent
false story; it is much harder for two or more liars to do so. Of course if there
is any collusion between the witnesses, or if either has been influenced, di-
rectly or indirectly, by the other, or if both stories have a common source, this
question is easily answered. That is why the independence of the witnesses
is so important. This principle of the improbability of coincident error 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 carefully whether they really are
independent of one another; the difficulty of meeting this requirement would
be an important supplement to the points made in Part II of Hume’s essay.
Not only in remote and barbarous times, but also in recent ones, we are usu-
ally justified in suspecting that what look like distinct reports of a remarkable
occurrence 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
amiracle, those who accept this as a miracle have the double burden of show-
ing both that 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 very reason
to make it most unlikely that it actually happened. Correspondingly, those
who deny the occurrence of a miracle have two alternative lines of defense.
One is to say that the event may have occurred, but in accordance with 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 not
strictly laws; there may be as yet unknown kinds of natural causation
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through which this event might have come about. The other is to say that th;
event would indeed have violated natural law, but that for this very rea his
there is a very strong presumption against its having happened, which ‘sto'n
most unlikely that any testimony will be able to outweigh. Usilall 0 .ot
these defenses will be stronger than the other. For many supposedlyymi;1e o
lous cures, the former will be quite a likely sort of explanation, but for sa h
feats as the bringing back to life of those who are really dead t,he latter uc'h
Pe more likely. But the fork, the disjunction of these two sorts of explanat;zlril
;se:fsosmvzgf)le a very powerful reply to any claim that a miracle has beer{
However, we should distinguish two different contexts in which an al
legeg rr}lracle might be discussed. One possible context would be where t?l-
parties in debate already both accept some general theistic doctrines, and the
point at issue is whether a miracle has occurred which would enhanC,e the :
thority of a specific sect or teacher. In this context supernatural interventi?)u-
'though prima facie unlikely on any particular occasion, is, generally spe lr:l
ing, on the cards: it is not altogether outside the range of re’asonable }e]x peat -
tion for these parties. Since they agree that there is an omnipotent deitypocr a;
any rate one or more powerful supernatural beings, they cannot find ,it ag
surd to suppose that such a being will occasionally interfere with the cou ,
of nature, and this may be one of these occasions. For example, if one werersle
ready a theist and a Christian, it would not be unreasonable’ to weigh s i
ously 'the evidence of alleged miracles as some indication whetﬁer i;l'
]ansemsts or the Jesuits enjoyed more of the favor of the Almighty. But iti X
very different matter if the context is that of fundamental debate' about tia
t?uth of theism itself. Here one party to the debate is initially at least agno: y
tic, and' does not yet concede that there is a supernatural power at all %rrlo .
this point of view the intrinsic improbability of a genuine miracle, as d'eﬁn:i
above,'ls very great, and one or other of the alternative explanat’ions in our
ioort}< wﬂl alxl'vays be much more likely—that is, either that the alleged event is
wayfmracu ous, or that it did not occur, that the testimony is faulty in some
Thls entails that it is pretty well impossible that reported miracles should
p.rov1c'le a worthwhile argument for theism addressed to those who are ini-
t1'all}‘/ .mclined to atheism or even to agnosticism. Such reports can form nlo
51gn1f1cant part of what, following Aquinas, we might call a Summa contra
Gefltzl'es, or what, following Descartes, we could describe as being addressed
to mflc'lels. Not only are such reports unable to carry any rational conviction
on th'elr own, but also they are unable even to contribute independently to
:1’}(1)9 klj{\d E;’ accumulation or battery of arguments referred to in the Introci,uc-
hisns.tact')e:n esn fﬁf?}tel_ig:el'e is right, despite the inaccuracies we have found in
' One further point may be worth making. Occurrences are sometimes
Clalmed to be literally, and not merely metaphorically, miracles, that is, to be
genuine sgpernatural interventions into the natural order, whicf\ are no:t even
prima facie violations of natural law, but at most rather unusual and unex-
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octed, but very welcome. Thus the combination of weather conditions
which facilitated the escape of the British Army from Dunkirk in 1940, mak-
ing the Luftwaffe less than usually effective but making it easy for ships of all
sizes to cross the Channel, is sometimes called a miracle. However, even if we
accepted theism, and could plausibly assume that a benevolent deity would
have favored the British rather than the Germans in 1940, this explanation
would still be far less probable than that which treats it as a mere meteoro-
logical coincidence: such weather conditions can occur in the ordinary course
of events. Here, even in the context of a debate among those who already ac-
cept theistic doctrines, the interpretation of the event as a miracle is much
weaker than the rival natural explanation. A fortiori, instances of this sort
are utterly without force in the context of fundamental debate about theism
itself.

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 testimony, but has ob-
served a miracle for oneself? Surprisingly, perhaps, this possibility does not
make very much difference. The first of the above-mentioned lines of defense
is still available: maybe the unexpected event that one has oneself observed
did indeed occur, but in accordance with the laws of nature. Either the rele-
vant circumstances or the operative laws were not what one had supposed
them to be. But at least a part of the other line of defense is also available.
Though one is not now relying literally on another witness or other wit-
nesses, we speak not inappropriately of the evidence of our senses, and what
one takes to be an observation of one’s own is open to questions of the same
sort as is the report of some other person. I may have misobserved what took

lace, as anyone knows who has ever been fooled by a conjurer or “magi-
cian,” and, though this is somewhat less likely, I may be misremembering or
deceiving myself after an interval of time. And of course, the corroboration of
one or more independent witnesses would bring in again the testimony of
others which it was the point of this objection to do without. Nevertheless,
anyone who is fortunate enough to have carefully observed and carefully
recorded, for himself, an apparently miraculous occurrence is no doubt ra-
tionally justified in taking it very seriously; but even here it will be in order
to entertain the possibility of an alternative natural explanation.

As I said, Hume does not completely ignore this possibility. The Christ-
ian religion, he says, cannot at this day be believed by any reasonable person
without a miracle. “Mere reason is insufficient to convince us of its veracity:
And whoever is moved by Faith to assent to it, is conscious of a continued
miracle in his own person, which subverts all the principles of his under-
standing.”4 But of course this is only a joke. What the believer is conscious of
in his own person, though it may be a mode of thinking that goes against
“custom and experience,” and so is contrary to the ordinary rational princi-

les of the understanding, is not, as an occurrence, a violation of natural law.
Rather it is all too easy to explain immediately by the automatic communica-
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tion of beliefs between persons and the familiar psychological processes of
wish fulfilment, and ultimately by what Hume himself was later to call “the
natural history of religion.”

NOTES

1. The notion of basic laws of working is fully discussed in chaps. 8 and 9 of my The Cement of
the Universe: A Study of Causation (Oxford: Oxford University, Press, 1974 and 1980).

2. The distinction between physical and epistemic probability has been drawn in my Intro-
duction; the exact form of statistical laws is discussed in chap. 9 of The Cement of the Universe,

3. David Hume, “Of Miracles,” reprinted in Miracles (New York: Macmillan Publishing House,
1989), pp. 24-26.

4. Hume, “Of Miracles,” p. 40.
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