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Hume, Defeat, and Miracle Reports

Charity Anderson

No one believes every miracle report they hear. At least, no one I know. For religious
and non-religious alike, it is common to disbelieve testimony to the miraculous; it is
also common to dismiss such testimony outright. This chapter investigates the ration-
ality of failing to believe miracle reports. Hume famously argued that it is irrational to
believe that a miracle has occurred on the basis of testimony alone. While certain
aspects of Hume’s argument have received extensive discussion, other features of his
argument have been largely overlooked. After offering a reconstruction of Hume’s
argument, [ will argue that epistemic defeat plays a central role in the argument and
explore the aptness of as well as some limitations to Hume’s reasoning. Section 1.1 is
devoted to this task. In section 1.2, I discuss the relevance of the prior likelihood of an
event when evaluating the evidential strength that testimony to such an event provides.
Section 1.3 explores some ways the argument is altered if we adopt a non-traditional
picture of evidence and defeat.

1.1 Hume’s Argument

1.1.1 Evaluation of miracle reports

To begin, we need a gloss on the notions of ‘miracle’ and ‘miracle report’ I will follow
Hume in taking a miracle to be a violation of a law of nature by a divine agent.' T will
also assume that in general miracles are unlikely events. Miracle reports, as I shall
understand them, are reports that have two components as part of their content: that
an event has occurred and that the event was a miracle. One could be mistaken about
one part of the report without being mistaken about the other. For instance, one might

! Tam aware that there are difficulties involved in formulating a definition of ‘miracle’ As this issue has
been discussed at length in the literature, and as I have nothing new to add, I will not enter into the nuances
of various conceptions here. Nothing in this chapter depends on any particular definition. For relevant
discussion, see Earman (2000), Fogelin (2003), Flew (1961), and Swinburne (1970). Those concerned
about Hume’s definition of a miracle as a violation of a law of nature may also want to consider Hume’s
footnote (Hume 1975, Enquiries into Human Understanding (EHU), Sec. X, 90), where he claims that if a
feather is raised to the ground with insufficient wind, this counts as a miracle.
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report that a formerly deaf man can now hear, and this might be true, but the event
may not have been the result of a divine agent (perhaps unknown to the reporter the
man underwent ear surgery). Or, suppose a farmer reports an event such as rain in a far
oft field. And suppose further that the natural conditions were not right for rain; rather,
God directly brought about the rain, though the farmer is insensitive to this fact. In the
proposed terminology, his report is not a miracle report, even though he reports an
event that is in fact miraculous.

Two lines of reasoning are often appealed to in support of dismissing miracle
reports. The first proceeds along the lines of asking, ‘what are the chances of that
happening?’ The second relies on an expectation that the testifier is either lying or
mistaken. Both lines of reasoning play a role in Hume’s argument. In what follows,
I outline Hume’s argument. In order to avoid getting caught up in interpretive details,
I will not insist that my favored interpretation of Hume’s argument is the only coherent
interpretation of the text. Hume is unclear on some points, and this leaves his argu-
ment open to multiple readings. Nevertheless, while I think there is some room for
variation, certain reconstructions strike me as incorrect. For example, any reading of
Hume that takes him to be defining his way to his conclusion (by assuming that
miracles are by definition impossible and that it is therefore irrational to believe
miracle reports) is a misreading of the text.> Unfortunately, it is common to find such
interpretations in the literature.> A detailed defense of my favored reconstruction
of the text is advanced by Robert Fogelin (2003). Alan Hajek (2008) also offers an
excellent treatment, in my opinion, though neither consider the reasoning in terms of
defeat, as I will here.

Towards the beginning of ‘Of Miracles;, Hume draws attention to a number of
factors we take into account when we evaluate testimony:

We entertain suspicion concerning any matter of fact, when the witnesses contradict each
other; when they are but few, or of doubtful character; when they have an interest in what they
affirm; when they deliver their testimony with hesitation, or on the contrary, with too violent
asseverations. (EHU, Sec. X, 89)

This first set of considerations fall into what Fogelin calls the direct test. The direct test
evaluates the quality of the report. The character of the testifier, the manner of his or
her testimony, the number of witnesses, and so on, are all features of the testimony
relevant to our assessment of it by the direct test.* (While for the most part Hume’s
remarks here could be thought to constitute plausible and rather mundane observa-
tions about our general sensitivity to particular bits of testimony, he is not altogether

> As others have noted, if this were Hume’s strategy it is hard to make sense of why Hume even bothers
to discuss testimony to the miraculous, and why he sees the need to argue that we ought to reject such
testimony.

* For a few examples, see Broad (1916-17), Colwell (1982), Fogelin (1990), and Johnson (1999).

* One way to explicate the direct test is through ratio of likelihoods. The direct test is a result of compar-
ing the Pr (S testifies that p | p) with Pr (S testifies that p | not-p). Thanks to an anonymous referee for this
suggestion.
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correct in his observations. It is not the case that we are suspicious of any testimony
delivered by only one witness—quite often one witness suffices to establish an event.)

The second method of assessment Fogelin aptly calls the reverse test. This test
considers how likely it is that the reported event occurred (the probability that it
occurred apart from the testimony offered for it). A poor score on either test can
diminish the evidential force of a particular instance of testimony.®

Evaluation of a miracle report will involve looking at both tests. As Hume recom-
mends, we need to ‘weigh’ both kinds of considerations. At the end of part 1, Hume
indicates that upon hearing a miracle report one ought to consider both types of
evaluation:

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 deceived, or
that the fact, which he relates, should really have happened. (EHU, X, 91)

Much of the literature on Hume's essay concentrates on part I, and often ignores part II
entirely.® I will maintain that part II is essential to Hume’s argument. The goal of part I
is to establish that in any case of testimony to the miraculous, the reverse test guaran-
tees that the standard for rational belief is high due to the incredibly low prior prob-
ability of any miracle. However, in part I, Hume does not claim that the standard
cannot be met.” To establish his conclusion, the argument crucially depends on the
reasoning in partIL.

In part II, Hume evaluates miracle reports according to the direct test and offers
various reasons for thinking that this kind of testimony dismally fails the direct test.
According to Hume, no past testimony to the miraculous has been of sufficient force
to warrant acceptance. No previous testimony to any miracle, he contends, has the
qualities required to make the testimony trustworthy—no miracle has been attested to
by a sufficient number of men of education, integrity, and reputation, who have a great
deal to lose if found out to testify incorrectly.>® Hume further points to a natural
tendency in human nature to readily believe the absurd—a tendency he attributes to
the agreeable passions of surprise and wonder. In light of this bad track record, Hume

® Since most events have low prior probability, a poor score on the reverse test will require that the like-
lihood of the event be abnormally low.

¢ That part I offers a self-contained argument appears to be the majority view, as Fogelin (2003) notes.
In this regard, my reading is at odds with the mainstream interpretation.

7 This might be a tempting interpretation given Hume’s characterization of the situation as one in which
we weigh ‘proof” against ‘proof’ As Hume indicates, a case of proof against proof does not always end in a
stalemate. One side can prove stronger than the other, as he states plainly. For this reason, it strikes me as
misguided to think that Hume takes a ‘proof” to involve insurmountable evidence. Instead, I think Hume
is better read as holding that a ‘proof” consists of very strong and exceptionless evidence—but evidence that
can nevertheless be outweighed by stronger evidence. See Hambourger (1980) and Millican (2011) for
further discussion of this issue.

8 See Hume, Of Miracles, part II, 99.

® McGrew and McGrew (2009) provide a useful discussion of this section of Hume's essay.
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suggests that all testimony to the miraculous is tainted and thus provides insufficient
evidential force to make it rational to believe a miracle report.

The overall conclusion of Hume’s essay is that ‘no human testimony can have such
force as to prove a miracle, and make it a just foundation for any system of religion’
(EHU, X, 98). Parts I and II work together to support this conclusion. Part I sets the
standards for rational belief in a miracle report: due to the reverse test, testimony for
miracle reports must be excellent. Though the standards are high, they are in principle
satisfiable. Part II attempts to show that in cases of miracle reports, these standards
have not been met and will not be met. Testimony for miracles is never excellent. In
conjunction, these two methods of evaluation serve to diminish the evidential force of
any miracle report to such an extent that it is never rational to believe that a miracle
occurred on the basis of the report alone, or so Hume maintains.

It is often overlooked that Hume limits the conclusion of his overall argument in
part II. Testimony to a miracle that does not purport to be evidence for a religion
does not suffer, in Hume’s eyes, from the same sort of unhealthy track record (though
it will still be an exceptionally improbable event). Hume takes pains to emphasize
this point:

I beg the limitations here may be remarked, when I say, that a miracle 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 proof
from human testimony; though, perhaps, it will be impossible to find any such in all the records
of history. (EHU, 99)

Testimony to a non-religious ‘miraculous’ event, such as Hume’s example of eight days
of darkness, is not discounted in the way testimony to a religious miracle is because
testimony to a non-religious miracle does not suffer the same poor track record. It
would be helpful if Hume had said more about the distinction I am attributing to him
between ‘religious miracle’ and ‘non-religious miracle’ Unfortunately, the best indica-
tion of what he has in mind is that a miracle ‘ascribed to any new system of religion’ or
intended as ‘the foundation of a system of religion’ is of the former sort, and the
example of the eight days of darkness is of the latter kind. I will not make much of this
distinction (and will hereafter use ‘miracle report’ to refer to a religious miracle),
except to note that it gives further support to the thesis that it is not merely the improb-
ability of a miracle that drives Hume’s argument; rather, it is the combination of the
improbability with the poor track record of testimony to these events.

In all this, Hume does not invoke skepticism concerning testimonial knowledge or
justification. He does not claim, as some have thought, that testimony is in general a
weak source of knowledge. His thought is, rather, that some kinds of testimony are of
better quality than other kinds, and that this particular kind of testimony—testimony
to religious miracles—is manifestly unreliable. Furthermore, Hume does not claim
that in a ‘contest’ between the direct and reverse test with respect to a miracle report
the evaluation will always favor the reverse method.
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As others have observed, Hume overstates just how excellent testimony to a miracle
must be to offset the high standard set by the improbability of the event. But despite the
many strong reactions his claims about the improbability of miracles have provoked,
his bold claims about the bad track record, however controversial, have been less
discussed. In section 1.1.2, I investigate how a past poor track record of testimony to
some type of event ought to influence present evaluations of token instances of such
testimony.

1.1.2 Track record defeat

Whether the track record for miracle reports is strong or weak is a matter for empir-
ical investigation. I will proceed on the assumption that Hume is right to think the
track record is fairly poor.® Yet it is not obvious how awareness of a poor past track
record should affect one’s reception of miracle reports now and in the future. I will
suggest that this aspect of reasoning in part II of Hume’s essay takes the form of an
undercutting defeater. Undercutting defeaters reduce justification for a belief one has
by giving one a reason to lose confidence in the source of that belief. (For example, on
common pictures of defeat, someone telling you that the room is illuminated with red
light provides you with an undermining defeater for your belief that an object in the
room is red.)

It will help to clarify, in general, how evidence of past unreliability can provide an
undermining-defeater for (or reason to distrust) a particular instance of testimony.
A first approximation of the reasoning is the following:

TRACK RECORD DEFEAT: If type-X testimony has been unreliable, then one is
not justified in believing p when S testifies that p (where this is an instance of type-X
testimony).

This principle is in need of qualification. First, the reasoning applies only in the absence
of additional evidence for p. The principle is false, for example, in cases where S testi-
fies to p but one already knows p.

Second, as stated, the principle does not require that the recipient of the testimony
know or even believe that testimony to an event of type X has been unreliable. On a
common picture of epistemic defeat, one’s justification for a belief is defeated only
when one is aware of the defeater. It seems that Hume tacitly assumes that most people
are aware of the poor track record for miracle reports (or perhaps that any rational
inquirer will very easily become aware of the track record).

A further issue needs flagging. The principle requires classification of events under
a type. But, as is widely observed, events fall under multiple types. The problem of
the reference class is familiar and, some have claimed, intractable."" Because of this

10 Even if the track record turns out to be quite a bit better than I am supposing, the assumption is harm-
less, given that many people rationally believe the track record is pretty poor. On many standard views, this
suffices for a belief’s positive epistemic status to be defeated.

' See Hajek (2006) and Gendler and Hawthorne (2005) for further discussion.
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problem, the principle will not be true in full generality. 'll assume that in the case of
miracle reports we have a rough-and-ready ability to identify the relevant type—an
ability sufficient to make this kind of reasoning rational.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the reasoning will not apply in cases where
one has special reason to trust the testifier. The mere fact that people often lie about
some subject matter is not in itself always a reason to distrust testimony on the subject.
While the fact that people tend to lie about their age and weight might in general
provide one with a reason to distrust someone’s report of their age or weight, this fact
will not be a reason for disbelief in all cases. For instance, in a hospital setting where a
correct diagnosis of a patient’s condition depends on an accurate report of his age, a
doctor is rational to trust the patient’s word. Likewise, given the right circumstances, if
atrustworthy friend tells you that he observed a miracle, the fact that many people give
false testimony about miracles will not in itself determine whether you ought to trust
your friend. Your friend’s testimony falls into a more specific reference class than
merely that of type-X testimony.'?

These points motivate the following reformulation of the principle:

TRACK RECORD DEFEAT*: In the absence of evidence for S’s reliability and
evidence for p, if you justifiedly believe that type X-testimony is unreliable, then
when S testifies to p, where this is an instance of type X-testimony, you are not justi-
fied in believing p.

It is instructive to see how this kind of reasoning compares to what many would take
to be clear cases of defeat. Suppose you know you are in a room of people who have a
strong history of lying (we may suppose they lie roughly 45% of the time). If you know
nothing else about the person you are speaking with or about the content of what he
says, it is natural to think you are not justified in believing what he says, even when he
is telling the truth."”

Track record defeat is also similar to finding out you are in barn fagade county.
To put a twist on the usual case, suppose you know that you are entering barn facade
county—an area with a high distribution of fake barns. It is natural to think that even if
you are in view of a real barn, your justified belief that there are fake barns in your
immediate surroundings serves as a preemptive defeater for the proposition that you

12 We need to distinguish special evidence about the testifier from mundane evidence. Typically, when
we receive testimony we get some mundane evidence about the speaker—that he is not insane, he is not at
gunpoint, and so on. The principle allows for the kind of mundane evidence that ordinarily accompanies
testimony.

A belief may have defeating force in settings where one simply believes rather than knows the relevant
defeater (in this case, that one is in a room of liars). Likewise, defeat may occur when one merely believes
that the kind of testimony in question has a bad track record, rather than justifiedly believes. There is a
choice point here, and Hume does not clearly indicate which he has in mind. As it is evident that Hume
thinks that the track record is in fact unreliable, I articulate the relevant defeat principles using ‘justified
belief” But it is worth noting that one could instead rely on principle that requires mere belief, should one
find the corresponding picture of defeat attractive.
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see a barn."* Applied to testimony to the miraculous, the bad track record functions as
a preemptive defeater: even if one were to receive testimony that a miracle occurred
from someone who has knowledge that a miracle occurred, given that one already
possesses a defeater, one fails to come to know that the miracle occurred. Moreover, it
would be irrational to believe that the miracle occurred. In the case of testimony to the
miraculous, here is the relevant principle:

MIRACLE REPORT DEFEAT: In the absence of evidence for S’ reliability and
evidence for p, if you justifiedly believe that testimony that reports a miracle is unre-
liable, then when S testifies that p (where p is a miracle report) you are not justified
in believing p.

Already these considerations reveal that Miracle Report Defeat will not apply in every
case and thus Hume’s conclusion, insofar as it relies on this reasoning, will not be as
far-reaching as he seems to have expected.'® The antecedent of the principle will not be
satisfied in all cases. Sometimes the hearer will have more information about the
speaker than the mere fact that she reported a miracle, and in such cases the speaker’s
belonging to a general group of testifiers to miracle reports will not guarantee that the
evidential force of the testimony is defeated. Nevertheless, in the absence of special
evidence, believing that some testimony falls under a tainted reference class does
provide reason to discount the testimony. In this way, the reasoning in Miracle Report
Defeat can provide one with a defeater for testimony to the miraculous.

1.1.3 Dismissible miracle reports

Hume takes the reasoning a step further and claims not only that miracle reports suffer
reduced evidential force, but that testimony to religious miracles is discredited to
such an extent that the right response to such testimony is outright dismissal. Consider
this passage:

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.... As violations of truth are more common in
testimony concerning religious miracles, 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.

(EHU, X, 99)

' Tam aware that the terminology of ‘defeat’ is typically applied to cases where one loses some positive
epistemic status due to the introduction of new evidence or information. But surely if we reverse the order
of evidence, the phenomenon is similar enough to warrant the name. I shall proceed as if preemptive defeat
is a kind of defeat, and those who are dissatisfied with this terminology can supply an alternative name for
the notion I am exploring.

> Hume claims his argument will be an ‘everlasting check’ on all ‘superstition’ of this kind, and will
‘silence’ advocates of miracles.
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Testimony to religious miracles, according to Hume, is not only unable to justify
believing the report, but ought to be ignored. According to Hume, the key feature of
such testimony that makes it dismissible is its abysmal track record.'® As Fogelin nicely
summarizes, ‘for Hume, it is an empirical fact, amply illustrated by history, that testi-
mony concerning religious miracles is notoriously unreliable. On the basis of this
general fact about the quality of such testimony, the wise reasoner has ample grounds
for rejecting it”"’ (In this way, part II could be taken on its own to offer a sufficient
reason to reject a miracle report. But the argument is strongest when part I is joined
with the considerations of part I, and this is how Hume seems to have intended the
argument to be understood.)

Hume maintains that we are always rational to dismiss miracle reports outright.
This claim is too strong, for the reasons discussed above. Nevertheless, dismissing is
often appropriate. Consider two kinds of dismissing attitudes one might have towards
testimony one receives:

STRONG DISMISSIBILITY: testimony that p is strongly dismissible for S when
the testimony provides no evidence for S that p.

WEAK DISMISSIBILITY: testimony that p is weakly dismissible for S when the
testimony provides negligible evidence for S that p.

A few observations are in order. Both types of dismissibility are limited to settings
where it is not certain on one’s evidence that p prior to receiving the testimony. (In a
framework where one’s evidence consists of all and only the propositions one knows,
this requires that S does not know p.)'® One setting where p is strongly dismissible for S
is when itis certain on S’s evidence that the testifier speaks falsely. It could be certain on
one’s evidence that a testifier speaks falsely in a number of ways. It might be certain
on one’s evidence that not-p; alternatively, it could be certain before the testifier speaks
that the testifier will speak falsely. (This is not intended to be an exhaustive list of the
circumstances under which strong dismissing is appropriate.) In general, situations
where testimony is strongly dismissible testimony will be rare. Thus, on this model,
most cases of dismissing will be cases of weak dismissibility.

Itisimportant to recognize that even when testimony is weakly dismissible it consti-
tutes evidence for S that p—that is, the testimony raises the probability of p for S. In
normal cases, receiving testimony that p will result in some ‘boost’ in one’s evidential

' Note that the report in the eight days of darkness example is not outright dismissible, according to
Hume, even though the same inclinations to surprise and wonder are present in this case. This suggests
that the primary motivation for outright dismissal, in Hume’s view, is the abysmal track record for religious
miracles—a track record which ‘natural miracles’ do not inherit.

17" See Fogelin (2003: 29).

'8 Tt may be that even when you know p you can strongly dismiss testimony that p. For example, suppose
you would usually believe p more robustly on finding out that S also believes p; in cases where you have
defeating evidence about S, her testimony may fail to have this strengthening effect.
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probability for p, however small.”” (Note that this is true on both reductionist and
anti-reductionist views of testimony. These two pictures disagree on how much of a
boost testimony provides in the absence of a special reason to think the testimony reli-
able—the anti-reductionist maintains that the boost is normally enough to make belief
in the report rational and the reductionist denies this. But for both sides of this divide,
given plausible priors and in the absence of other relevant evidence about the testifier
or concerning p, S will get some boost for p upon hearing testimony that p, even if the
boost is negligible.)

Although an exact analysis of ‘negligible’ is not immediately available, a rough gloss
can be given as follows: evidence that p is negligible for S when it provides S with an
increase in evidential probability that is incredibly small in terms of absolute values.?
It is possible that negligible evidence has the effect of doubling (or tripling) one’s
credence for p, thus providing a significant boost when considered as a ratio, but in
absolute values this counts as a negligible boost.*!

It is worth noting that there may be cases of partial dismissing. If S tells me, ‘P and Q;
and I believe P but give no or negligible credence to Q, I will have partially dismissed S’s
testimony. When I receive a miracle report I may believe one component—that the
event occurred—while dismissing the other—that the event was a miracle.

Even when we are entitled to strongly or weakly dismiss testimony, we may not be
entitled to stop all inquiry into the matter. Sometimes evidence is easily available
conditional on which p is very likely. Suppose I have evidence that you are just guess-
ing, but there is a small chance that you are an expert and I could easily confirm
whether you are an expert by asking a friend standing next to me. Conditional on you
being an expert, p receives a significant evidential boost. Thus, even if it is appropriate
for me to weakly dismiss your testimony when you tell me p, if I could easily find out

1 For testimony to be evidence for a miracle, it needs to be the case that the probability of the miracle is
higher given the testimony than the prior probability of the miracle. We can confirm that this is the case
using Bayes’” Theorem. It is safe to assume the probability of T given M is high, since it is likely that S will
report the miracle should S observe a miracle. (To screen off any potential worries about this assumption
we can also stipulate that you just asked S about M. Also, even if T given M were not high, in most cases it
will be significantly higher than T given not-M, which is the relevant comparison.) On natural assump-
tions, the prior probability of receiving the testimony is very low, and thus the PR (T | M) > PR (T). Since
the PR (M | T) = [PR (T | M)/PR (T)] * PR (M) it follows that, on these assumptions, PR (M | T) > PR (M).
Thus, in most cases, the testimony will be evidence for the miracle (in the sense of probability raising).

% One might also want to add the requirement that one’s initial credence is far from the threshold for
belief, and thereby prevents one from switching from non-belief to belief as a result of a negligible boost.
But it is hard to see how to motivate this addition apart from a gerrymandered account. In any case, this is
unlikely to be an issue in the case of a miracle report because one will not start out close to the threshold
for belief.

21 'We might wish to limit this specific construal of ‘negligible’ to our present purposes. I do not mean to
suggest that all cases where one’s credence is doubled or tripled are cases of negligible evidence, nor do I
think that only absolute values are important to evaluating the strength of a piece of evidence; rather, for
the specific purpose of evaluating miracle reports—where our credence generally starts out extremely low
and remains extremely low after it is doubled or tripled—it strikes me as fair to characterize such an
increase as ‘negligible. Thanks to Alex Pruss here.
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that you are an expert, then I ought not close the matter by merely weakly dismissing.
By contrast, sometimes one is entitled to dismiss the testimony and not pursue the
matter any further. Call this robust dismissibility. Testimony can be robustly dismiss-
ible for S when there is no easily available evidence such that conditional on that
evidence S’s probability for p would get a significant boost. In some but not all cases, it
will be overwhelmingly likely that there is no easily available evidence and thus S could
know that probing will not help.

When a miracle report is dismissible, it will rarely be strongly dismissible. Most
instances of miracle reports will result in a small increase in the hearer’s evidential
probability, even if the increase is small. (This point is especially important for replies
to Hume’s argument that rely on receiving testimony from multiple independent
testifiers. If all miracle reports were strongly dismissible, there would be nothing
toadd up.)*

1.2 The Role of Unlikelihood

I have thus far left to one side the issue of the improbability of a miracle. It should be
clear at this point that the improbability of the event alone does not provide sufficient
reason to dismiss a miracle report. We have seen that even Hume does not think that
the improbability of the miraculous does all the work. Excellent testimony can make it
rational to believe an event of this kind occurred (see again Hume’s approval of belief
in the eight days of darkness case). Hume simply denies that we ever have excellent
testimony in the case of a religious miracle. But this is not to suggest that the improb-
ability of the miracle plays no role at all in the rationality of dismissing testimony.
In this section I'll explore the role of the reverse test.

The first thing to observe is that very unlikely events can be rationally believed on
the basis of fairly ordinary testimony. Improbable events occur regularly and we
believe reports that they have occurred without hesitation. It is improbable that my
friend sat in seat 324 at the ball game last night, yet when she tells me that is where she
sat, I believe her. Similarly, if you toss a fair coin a hundred times, carefully record the
results and report the sequence, I am rational to trust your report, despite the fact that
any sequence is incredibly improbable. Our practice of believing testimony to improb-
able events is evidence that we routinely assume that testifiers have extremely high
reliability. In this way, even casual testimony can offset the ‘weight’ of the improbability
of the unlikely event. Therefore, the thought that ‘the more improbable an event is, the
more evidence you need to rationally believe someone’s testimony to that event’ is
misguided if taken to mean that rational belief in improbable events on the basis of

2 Given the availability of information through the Internet, there will almost always be something
further one can do—namely, a quick web search—to access more evidence. As a result, it will not always be
immediately obvious when one is entitled to close off inquiry. Thanks to Alex Pruss here.

» See Ahmed (2015), Babbage (1838), Earman (2000, 2002), Holder (1998), and Sorensen (1983) for
discussion of responses to Hume’s argument that involve testimony by multiple witnesses.
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testimony requires a larger number of testifiers, or that the testifiers have especially
impressive credentials.

This is not to suggest that the improbability of the event does not affect the posterior
probability. To think thus would be to run the danger of committing the base-rate
fallacy. It is a common mistake in ordinary reasoning to neglect the prior probability of
a proposition. For example, when considering whether a patient has a particular rare
disease, the frequency of the disease within the total population is the base rate.
Holding fixed the reliability of a test (that is, holding fixed the false positive rate and the
true positive rate), the chance a patient has the disease when receiving a positive test
will depend on the base rate. The probability of a miracle is relevant to the credence
one ought to assign to the report, but it does not do all the work.

Itis helpful to distinguish cases of testimony to events with sheer improbability from
cases of testimony to improbable events where it is also likely that the testifier either
was deceived/mistaken or is trying to deceive. Most people are generally disposed
to trust others when they report their phone number, despite that for any number, it
is unlikely to have that number. Yet, if you tell me that your phone number is 1-234-
456-6789, I am unlikely to believe you but not because the sequence is more improb-
able than any other sequence. Rather, it is because if you were going to give me a false
number, you are more likely to pick certain sequences than others, and this particular
sequence indicates deception.** The same applies if you tell me your name is John
Watson and you live at 221 Baker Street.”

The inverse of the base-rate fallacy might be called the evidence-rate fallacy.
Focusing exclusively on the improbability of an event and neglecting to account for the
likelihood of the evidence is to commit the evidence-rate fallacy. In the phone number
case, the probability of receiving testimony that your phone number is 1-234-456-6789
is higher than the probability of less interesting numbers. The likelihood of receiving
the evidence explains why I can gain knowledge of your phone number in the ordinary
case, but not the interesting case.”® Although the evidence-rate fallacy may be less
common than the base-rate fallacy, those who suggest we cannot trust miracle reports
due to the improbability of the miracle alone fall into this mistaken type of reasoning.
Applied to miracle reports, if the likelihood of receiving testimony to a miracle were
extremely low—close to as low as the miracle occurring—we would be rational to trust
the testimony. But, as Hume notes, the probability of receiving testimony to a miracle
is not nearly so low.

2 Tt is tempting to think there is a direct relationship between the unlikeliness of the event and the prob-
ability that someone would be mistaken about it. But there seems to be no direct relationship. There are
loads of improbable events that, were someone to witness one, the chance that they would make a mistake
is extremely low. For example, supposing I saw an elephant ten feet away from me on High Street in Oxford,
I would be unlikely to make a mistake about this event, however unlikely it is.

» A clever liar, of course, would not actually lie in this way (the deception would be so obvious as not to
convince). But we need not attribute malicious intent to the speaker; perhaps they are playing a practical
joke or testing the limits of the listener’s gullibility.

2 Thanks to Miriam Schoenfield for helpful conversation on this issue.
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Additionally, some reports indicate that the testifier is mistaken. Suppose a friend
tells you she passed X number of red cars on her drive from Los Angeles to Dallas. The
actual number of red cars she reports might be verylikely the number one might see on
such a journey, but it is also overwhelmingly unlikely that she was able to focus on
counting for such alength of time and thus very likely that she missed at least a few red
cars—or, that in poor lighting she mistook a non-red car for a red car.

The reduction of evidential force in the case of testimony to the miraculous does not
depend solely on the improbability of the miracle—we need to look at more factors
than mere improbability. But considerations regarding the track record will not secure
the conclusion Hume wanted: to make all miracle reports dismissible outright. Hume
does not offer us a path to sweeping dismissal—we must take each report on a case-by-
case basis. Nevertheless, we can often rationally dismiss testimony to a miracle report.
Hume is getting something right, though his argument overreaches.

1.3 An Alternative Picture of Defeat

Although the notion of defeat that I have argued is present in Hume’s argument repre-
sents a familiar and standard notion in contemporary epistemology, recently a chal-
lenge has been put to this traditional conception. In this section, I consider whether
adoption of a non-standard approach to defeat makes a difference to the reasoning
advanced in Hume’s argument. This recent departure from the traditional picture of
defeat delivers a surprising result: on this picture, in principle it can be easier to come
to know that a miracle occurred on the basis of a report. The picture is most naturally
wedded to an account of evidence whereby one’s evidence consists of all and only the
propositions one knows (hereafter, E=K). This view of evidence has a further interest-
ing result: on this view, it is potentially easier to be in a position to be entitled to strongly
dismiss testimony to the miraculous.

1.3.1 Unreasonable knowledge and trusting testimony

The phenomenon of epistemic defeat poses a specific challenge to externalist posi-
tions, and to strong safety views in particular. Consider the following cases:

RED ILLUMINATION: At a time t1 Suzy comes to know that a certain object is
red based on perception. There is nothing abnormal about her perceptual abilities
or the lighting in the room. At a slightly later time t2 a highly reliable and trust-
worthy authority tells her that the object is illuminated by peculiar red lighting,
lighting that would make objects of any colour look red.

BLACK MARBLE: Fred places exactly one red and one black marble into a bag.
Based on perception at a time t1 he knows that there is a black marble in the bag. He
then starts making draws with replacement, carefully observing the outcome of
each draw. Throughout, he remains certain that the contents of the bag do not
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change. By a later time t2 he has made two thousand draws, each of which has
produced ared marble.”

In each of these cases, the subject is presented with misleading evidence that the prop-
osition the subject knows is false. In the presence of this misleading evidence, many
find compelling the idea that the subject loses knowledge. Knowledge defeat raises a
problem for safety theorists because they are hard pressed to explain why the subject’s
belief, which was safe at time t1 (prior to receiving the misleading evidence), must be
unsafe at time t2.

In response to challenges of this kind, Maria Lasonen-Aarnio (2010) rejects the
idea that the presence of misleading evidence inevitably defeats the subject’s know-
ledge.”® Roughly, her idea is that in cases where a subject initially has knowledge and
sticks to her guns in the face of misleading evidence, she can continue to use a
safe method to retain her initial belief. Of course, as Lasonen-Aarnio notes, in such
cases the subject may be criticized for being unreasonable. After all, she exhibits an
epistemically undesirable disposition—a disposition that, in the long run, is not
knowledge-conducive.

Consider how this approach to defeat, together with a few other plausible assump-
tions, might apply in another case: ¥

BLACKMARBLESII:  Youobserve 1,000 marbles drawn at random (with replace-
ment) from a bag. All are black. You know there are only five marbles in the bag
(and you retain this knowledge throughout the case). Then someone tells you that
there is a red marble in the bag. In fact there is a red marble in the bag and the testi-
fier knows this.

First, let us look at how the widely received view regarding defeat would respond to
this case. Assume that you know nothing about the testifier. It is extremely unlikely on
your evidence, prior to receiving the testimony, that there is a red marble in the bag. It
is natural to think that in these circumstances you do not come to know there is a red
marble in the bag, even if you believe the testimony. By contrast, on Lasonen-Aarnio’s
picture, combined with some fairly standard assumptions about the transfer of know-
ledge via testimony, you can come to know that there is a red marble in the bag by
believing the testimony. (We also need to assume that trusting the testimony consti-
tutes a safe method. But this stipulation is quite plausible. Consider that if we reverse
the order of evidence—if you received testimony that there was a red ball in the bag
before you made the black marble draws—it would be odd to deny that you could

¥ Both of these cases appear in Lasonen-Aarnio (2010).

# Of course, should the subject stop believing p in light of the misleading evidence, then all relevant
parties agree that she thereby loses knowledge that p; I am bracketing doxastic defeat for the purposes of
this discussion.

» One of these assumptions is commutativity—the idea that changing the order of evidence does not
make a difference to the credence one ought to have.
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initially come to know that there is a red marble in the bag by trusting the testimony.
Therefore, there is considerable pressure to think the method is safe.)

A line of thought that some might find appealing is one according to which a subject
employs a different method when one believes p in the presence of counterevidence.
In this way, even if one originally believes p via a safe method, when the presence of
counterevidence enters into the characterization of the method, the subject’s new
method will be unsafe. For example, the relevant method might be something like
‘trusting testimony while dismissing counterevidence. This method would not be
knowledge-producing (since generally such a method will produce false belief).
Although this approach would provide a way out of the current problem, and is initially
quite plausible, Lasonen-Aarnio considers and rejects this approach on grounds of the
lack of an explanation for why the original safe method is unavailable. There is no
reason, she claims, that the method must be characterized so as to include the presence
of defeating evidence. (Lasonen-Aarnio acknowledges that believing in the presence of
counter-evidence normally leads to false beliefs, but she maintains that sometimes
generally unsafe methods result in safe beliefs in particular circumstances.)*

In cases of testimony to the miraculous, this kind of approach delivers the result that
itis possible to obtain knowledge that a miracle occurred in a wider range of settings: if
trusting a particular instance of testimony in fact constitutes a safe method, one can
come to know a miracle occurred even if one believes that this kind of testimony has a
bad track record and lacks special evidence that this testifier is reliable.

Although Hume would be unhappy with this result, it is worth noting a point on
which Lasonen-Aarnio and Hume are in agreement: it is unreasonable in such cases
to believe the testimony. Despite possessing knowledge of the miracle report, on
Lasonen-Aarnio’s picture, one is still in some way criticizable for the belief. Due to this
agreement regarding one kind of epistemic criticism a subject earns in such cases, the
two pictures have something important in common.

1.3.2 E=K and dismissing testimony

I conclude with two observations regarding testimony and E = K. The first is that given
E=K, in a case where one trusts a miracle report and comes to know that a miracle has
occurred, the prior improbability of the miracle is completely irrelevant. All known
propositions have probability one on a subject’s evidence, regardless of the probability
each had on the subject’s evidence prior to coming to know.

A further interesting result of an E = K framework, combined with Lasonen-Aarnio’s
picture of defeat, is that one is rational to strongly dismiss testimony more often.”
Consider that given E=K, if there is widespread knowledge that miracles do not

% See Lasonen-Aarnio (2010) for comprehensive discussion.

U It is important to recognize that a knowledge-first picture does not require that one adopt a ‘no-
defeat” approach, though Lasonen-Aarnio provides reason to think that there is some pressure to do so.
E=Kis consistent with the idea that knowledge can be defeated, in fact in Williamson (2000) he suggests
that knowledge can be lost in the presence of misleading evidence.
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happen, then many are in a position to know that a testifier speaks falsely whenever a
miracle is reported. Since on this picture epistemic probabilities are a result of condi-
tionalizing on your total body of knowledge at any given time, if you know that
miracles do not occur then this proposition is certain on your evidence; as long as you
do notlose your knowledge that miracles do not occur when you hear a miracle report,
you are entitled to strongly dismiss the report. (One way knowledge that miracles do
not occur might be widespread is if knowledge that God does not exist is widespread.
Although such knowledge is not ruled out by alternative theories of evidence, because
many common models do not hold that all known propositions have probability one
on one’s evidence, knowledge that God does not exist would not make it rational for
one to strongly dismiss a miracle report, on these views.) In this way, E =K delivers the
result that if there is widespread knowledge that miracles do not occur, the entitlement
to strongly dismiss miracle reports is in general much more common. (Obviously, in
the settings identified above one’s entitlement to dismiss the relevant testimony is
contingent upon it being known that miracles do not occur or God does not exist. If
these propositions are false or unknown, the corresponding result will be thwarted.)
In conclusion, the improbability of a miraculous event has played too central a role
in many recent discussions of Hume’s essay. Despite its centrality in recent discussions
of Hume’s essay, the mere improbability of a miracle cannot defeat testimonial evi-
dence to such an event. Considerations concerning the reliability of the testimony are
crucial to the argument. Although the argument is unable to establish as sweeping a
conclusion as Hume hoped, the reasoning does explain why so many of us dismiss
many miracle reports. Hume’s argument gets something right but overreaches.™

References

Ahmed, A. 2015. “Hume and the Independent Witnesses” Mind 124: 1013-44.

Babbage, C. 1838. Ninth Bridgewater Treatise. London.

Broad, C. D. 1916-1917. “Hume’s Theory of the Credibility of Miracles” Proceedings of the
Aristotelian Society. Vol. 17: 77-94.

Colwell, G. 1982. “On Defining away the Miraculous.” Philosophy 57: 327-37.

Earman, J. 2000. Hume’s Abject Failure: The Argument against Miracles. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Earman, J. 2002. “Bayes, Hume, Price, and Miracles.” Proceedings of the British Academy 113:
91-109.

Flew, A. 1961. Hume’s Philosophy of Belief. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Fogelin, R. 1990. “What Hume Actually Said about Miracles” Hume Studies 16: 81-7.

Fogelin, R. 2003. A Defense of Hume on Miracles. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

2 Tam particularly grateful to John Hawthorne for extensive discussion of the issues in this chapter, and
to Ofra Magidor and Miriam Schoenfield for providing immensely helpful comments on early drafts.
Thanks also to Trent Dougherty, Julien Dutant, Maria Lasonen-Aarnio, Alex Pruss, and Jeffrey Russell, for
comments and conversation.



H OUP CORRECTED PROOF - FINAL, 01/09/2018, SPi |

28 HUME, DEFEAT, AND MIRACLE REPORTS

Gendler, T. and Hawthorne, J. 2005. “The Real Guide to Fake Barns: A Catalogue of Gifts for
your Epistemic Enemies” Philosophical Studies 124: 331-52.

Hajek, A. 2006. “The Reference Class Problem Is your Problem Too.” Synthese. 156: 563-85.

Hajek, A. 2008. “Are Miracles Chimerical?” In Jonathan Kvanvig (ed.), Oxford Studies in
Philosophy of Religion. Vol. 1, 82-104. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Hambourger, R. 1980. “Belief in Miracles and Hume’s Essay.” Noiis 14: 587-604.

Holder, R. 1998. “Hume on Miracles: Bayesian Interpretation, Multiple Testimony, and the
Existence of God.” The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 49: 49-65.

Hume, D. 1975. Enquiries Concerning Human Understanding. L. A. Selby-Bigge (ed.), Third
Edition. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Johnson, D. 1999. Hume, Holism, and Miracles. Ithaca: Cornell University Press.

Lasonen-Aarnio, M. 2010. “Unreasonable Knowledge” Philosophical Perspectives 24: 1-21.

McGrew, L. and T. McGrew. 2009. “The Argument from Miracles: A Cumulative Case for the
Resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth” In W. L. Craig and J. P. Moreland (eds), The Blackwell
Companion to Natural Theology, 593-662. Malden: Blackwell Publishing.

Millican, P. 2011. “Twenty Questions about Hume’s ‘Of Miracles’” Royal Institute of Philosophy
Supplement 68: 151-92.

Sorensen, R. 1983. “Hume’s Scepticism Concerning Reports of Miracles” Analysis 43 (1): 60.

Swinburne, R. 1970. The Concept of a Miracle. London: Macmillan and Co.

Williamson, T. 2000. Knowledge and its Limits. Oxford: Oxford University Press.



