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Sammanfattning: Denna uppsats diskuterar och kritiserar Richard Swinburne’s 

induktiva argument för Guds existens. I sin The Existence of God, försöker Swinburne 

visa att Guds existens är mer trolig än inte. Detta argument tar alla traditionella 

argument för Guds existens i beräknande.. Swinburne  använder de fenomen och 

händelser som utgör premisser för dessa argument som bevis i ett försök att visa att 

hans hypotes är mer trolig än inte.  Han genomför detta genom att använda sig av Bayes 

teorem. Syftet med denna uppsats är normativt – att bedöma styrkan I Swinburnes 

argument för Guds existens.  Mina primära invändningar mot Swinburne är att han  

använder sig av ett subjektivt sannolikhetsbegrepp, att han förlitar sig allt för starkt på 

enkelhet som en förklaringsmässig dygd och att hans Gudsbegrepp inbegriper en 

inkoherent bild av Guds natur. Jag ifrågasätter den faktiska framgången i Swinburnes  

projekt, och även vad Swinburne hade kunnat fastställa om hans projekt hade varit 

framgångsrikt. 

Abstract: This essay discusses and criticizes Richard Swinburne‘s inductive argument for the 

existence of God. In his The Existence of God, Swinburne aims at showing that the existence 

of God is more probable than not. This is an argument taking into consideration the premises 

of all traditional arguments for the existence of God. Swinburne uses the phenomena and 

events that constitute the premises of these arguments as evidence in an attempt to show that 

his hypothesis is more probably true than nor. Swinburne pursues this task by way of 

applying Bayes' theorem. The aim of this essay is normative – to judge the strength of 

Swinburne‘s argument for the existence of God. My primary objections towards Swinburne is 

that he professes a subjective concept of probability, that he relies too heavily on simplicity as 

a virtue of plausible and probable hypotheses and that his concept of God involves an 

incoherent picture of God‘s nature. I question not only the actual success of Swinburne‘s 

project but what his argument, if it had been successful, would have been able to establish. 
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A. INTRODUCTION 

I. What is the subject of this essay? 
The subject matter of this essay is Richard Swinburne‘s natural theology – his inductive 

argument for the existence of God. In this essay, I discuss and criticize his argument as 

presented in The Existence of God
1
 and summarized in ―Arguments for the Existence of 

God‖
2
. The Existence of God carries a misleading title, indicating that Swinburne claims to 

prove the truth of the claim that God exists. In this respect, ―Arguments for the Existence of 

God‖ is more informative. Swinburne‘s aim in these works is to provide an argument for – 

not a conclusive proof of – the existence of God. Although he does believe this hypothesis to 

be true, he makes it clear that he considers any attempted proof of this to be in vain – 

―although reason can reach a fairly well-justified conclusion [by rational argument] about the 

existence of God, it can reach only a probable conclusion, not an indubitable one‖
3
. Thus, he 

treats the question he sets out to answer – (a) ―whether the evidence of human experience 

shows that the claim [of theism] is true or that it is false‖
4
 – as equivalent to (b) ―whether the 

balance of all the relevant evidence favours the claim of theism or not‖
5
. Thus, (b), rather than 

(a) will also be the main topic of this essay.  

 Giving the central question this interpretation, Swinburne assumes that it will be 

provided an affirmative answer – that is, that the hypothesis of theism will be shown to be 

more probable than not – through formulation of what he refers to as a good P-inductive a 

posteriori argument for the existence of the God of theism. This is an argument taking into 

consideration the premises of all traditional arguments for the existence of God.  

Swinburne pursues his task by way of a twofold evaluation of these arguments. First, 

he investigates, for each one of the arguments whether it adds anything to the probability of 

the existence of God – whether it is a C-inductive argument or not. Second, he takes the 

phenomena and events that constitute the premises of these arguments as evidence in an 

attempt to formulate a P-inductive argument for the existence of God by application of Bayes‘ 

theorem. Broadly speaking, this is Swinburne‘s method. His line of reasoning follows a 

simple structure, of which the most important claims are as follows: 

 

 All worthwhile arguments for the hypothesis of theism – the 

hypothesis that the God of theism exists – h, are inductivea 

posteriori. 

 According to the method of inference to the best explanation, 

some phenomenon or event E is explained if the explanation – 

such as h – is simple and has high predictive power.  

 All relevant arguments for h are cases of inference to the best 

explanation – claim that the occurrence of some E is reason to 

suppose that h is true since h provides the best explanation of E. 

 Each one of these arguments increases the probability of h. 

                                                 
1 Swinburne, The Existence of God (2nd ed.), Oxford University Press, Oxford 2004  
2 Swinburne, ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖ in Milltown Studies, Vol. 33, 1994, p. 24-36. Sebastian Rehnman‘s 

Swedish translation of this article was published in Filosofisk Tidskrift, No. 4, 2007, p. 26-40. 
3 The Existence of God, p. 2. 
4 ibid., p. 1, my italics. 
5 ibid., p. 13. The hypothesis of theism is that the God of theism exists. The interpretation of this hypothesis is not entirely 

clear. It is sometimes phrased as the more elaborate ―that the Universe exists because there is a God who keeps it in being 

and that the laws of nature operate because there is a God who brings it about that they do‖ (―Arguments for the Existence of 

God‖, p. 28). Note also that (b) makes the task less demanding than (a) in that it does not require that we reach conclusive 

truth – it admits of stopping at some (undefined) earlier point of investigation. 
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 Among the arguments against the existence of God, merely one 

– the argument from evil – decreases the probability of h. 

 These arguments ‗add up‘ – taken together, the premises of 

these arguments make h, and thus the existence of God, 

probable. 

 

Stated this way, the core claims of Swinburne‘s argument are in need of not only justification 

but also definition and clarification. It is thus a first task of this essay to seek a coherent 

understanding of his argument
6.

. The main task, however, is normative – to judge the strength 

of Swinburne‘s argument for the existence of God. Plainly speaking, the primary aim of this 

essay is not merely to convince the reader that Swinburne goes wrong in his argument, but to 

show how and why I consider this so obviously being the case. My primary objections 

towards Swinburne is that the concept of probability he professes is subjective, that he relies 

too heavily on simplicity as a virtue of plausible and probable hypotheses and that his concept 

of God involves an incoherent picture of God‘s nature. These three points throws doubt not 

only on the actual success of Swinburne‘s project but on what his argument, if it had been 

successful, would have been able to establish. 

II. Why is this essay important? 
Swinburne‘s argument deserves serious attention for a variety of reasons. Whether or not God 

exists is indeed one of the most important questions that stir the human mind
7
. Although the 

particular question he sets out to answer is not phrased in entire equivalence to this, his 

argument – if successful – has implications for our ways of understanding and discussing the 

issue. I take it to be an implicit claim of Swinburne‘s that his argument brings with it a 

closure of the debate between atheism and theism. If the theistic hypothesis is such that it may 

at most be defended in probabilistic terms and if, further, Swinburne‘s argument is successful, 

there is simply nothing left to say regarding the issue. This would provide a strong reason to 

re-write textbooks of Religious studies, Philosophy of Religion and the like, adding a passage 

stating that the debate of the existence of God came to an end with the publication of the first 

edition of The Existence of God. More importantly however, the success of his argument 

would have great implications for our view of the world and our place in it. It would make us 

unwise (or even instrumentally irrational) not to live according to Gods supposed will
8
. I do 

not consider it an exaggeration claiming that the success of Swinburne‘s argument would 

force a change of our entire conception and understanding of us as human beings.  

If, on the other hand, Swinburne‘s argument does not succeed, he has no legitimate 

grounds for claiming that God exists. Although one must provide good arguments for one‘s 

position, independently on whether one approves of or rejects the claim of theism, I think that 

the burden of proof rests heavier on the shoulders of people – such as Swinburne – claiming 

that God does exists. I take it to be a more or less general view within contemporary 

philosophy that, as an application of (something similar to) Occams razor, one shall not 

postulate any ―new‖ entities without providing some good reasons for this. 

                                                 
6 As presented in ―Arguments of the Existence of God‖ and The Existence of God. Since many of the questions merely 

alluded to in ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖ are elaborated in The Existence of God, I will focus on the latter. 
7 It is symptomatic that Harry J. Gensler puts this very question at the top of his list of ―ultimate questions of life‖ in an 

attempt to define the subject of Philosophy to students touching upon the subject for the very first time. (Gensler, Ethics: a 

contemporary introduction, Routledge, London 2002, p. 2) 
8 As implied by the Christian bible, priests, church, tradition and what have you. 
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III. What is the purpose of this essay? 

i. What questions will not be answered? 

Working out his argument for the hypothesis of theism, Swinburne touches upon various 

topics
9
 – including the mind-body problem, objectivity of ethical and aesthetic value and 

rational agency
10

. Although topics raise questions important and legitimate in their own 

respects, I will not get go into any lengthy debate with him on these issues. This is due, first, 

to the limited space allowed for this essay and, second, the advantages of focusing at one 

thing at the time. Making the scope of this essay too broad, I am risking that none of the 

questions gets the fair treatment it deserves. For the same reasons I have decided, also, not to 

go into general debate over the specific arguments for and against the existence of God. My 

treatment of these arguments will, thus, be confined to Swinburne‘s handling of these.  

ii. What questions will be answered? 

As should be clear by now, this essay is a discussion and criticism of Swinburne‘s inductive 

argument for the existence of the theistic God as he has presented it in The Existence of God, 

―Arguments for the Existence of God‖ and (to some extent) Faith and Reason. The essay has 

three interconnected aims of which the third takes precedence: 

 

1. Provide a clear presentation of Swinburne‘s argument 

2. Point out the problems inherent in it 

3. Assess the force of the argument 

iii. Disposition 

This essay starts off with a presentation and evaluation of the theoretical
11

 aspects of 

Swinburne‘s argument. This will be the instrumental part of the essay. I distinguish two 

aims
12

 of Swinburne‘s project, of which one may be described as ―subjective‖ and the other as 

―objective‖. I challenge his restriction of the arguments to be considered in the discussion of 

the existence of God. To my mind, the restriction is inappropriate, even in the light of his own 

aim. The remaining parts of this first section of the essay is devoted to Swinburne‘s method of 

formulating an inductive argument. I scrutinize his ―logical‖ concept of probability, his view 

on evidence in general and his way of dividing it into background knowledge and new 

evidence in particular. I provide some general remarks on the concept of probability and 

distinguish two ―levels‖ of subjectivity – strong and weak subjectivity – applicable to 

interpretations of the concept of probability and argue that Swinburne‘s concept is at least 

weakly subjective. Moreover, I spell out and analyse his concepts of C- and P-inductivity as 

well as his application of Bayes‘ theorem. Lastly, I state some objections towards his 

cumulative method and argue that given his concept of probability and his method of 

                                                 
9 Especially in those parts of his argument where he works out his methodological ground. 
10 Concerning the mind-body problem, the view commonly referred to as ontological dualism is inherent in Swinburne‘s 

argument – but never explicitly motivated. Some of Swinburne‘s further claims, such as his denial of the possibility of 

reducing (what he refers to as) ‗personal explanations‘ to scientific such, rests heavily on his ontological dualism. Concerning 

aesthetic and ethic values, he professes a view most commonly referred to as realism, or perhaps a supernaturalism (usually 

defined as the semantic theory that ―X is good‖ means ―God desires X‖). Moreover, I will not judge whether Swinburne‘s 

account of the arguments renders them properly ―traditional‖ or in what ways they differs from previous formulations, and so 

on. It is probable that some of his claims seems controversial in the eyes of scholars within religious studies, but this is not 

the place to establish this.  
11 or methodological. 
12 or interpretations. 
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formulating an inductive argument, the calculated probability of the hypothesis of theism 

bears a necessary connection to some subject performing this calculation.  

Having drawn up a clear picture of Swinburne‘s method, I proceed to present and discuss his 

concepts of ―explanation‖ and, respectively, ―God‖. In this conceptual part of the essay I 

point at some problematic aspects of his understanding of these concepts. I focus my 

discussion of Swinburne‘s concept of God upon God‘s ―contingent necessity‖ which I 

consider incoherent. My discussion of arguments to the best explanation centres upon 

Swinburne‘s view of explanatory virtues – especially that of simplicity. I argue that he puts 

too much weight in hypotheses satisfying this criterion and that he underestimates the 

importance of fit with background knowledge. 

The third part of the essay is called ―Analysis‖. These few sections evaluates 

Swinburne‘s application of the method described in the essay‘s previous part. I analyse his 

treatment of the different arguments for the existence of God and challenge his claim that 

each one of these adds something to the probability of this hypothesis. I also argue that 

Swinburne does not appropriately appreciate the weight of the argument from evil. Having 

that done, I go on to present the second step of Swinburne‘s argument – his use of Bayes‘ 

theorem as a tool for judging the probable truth of the hypothesis of theism given the premises 

of the relevant arguments for the existence of God.  

In the fourth part of the essay I state my verdict of the success of Swinburne‘s project. 

My conclusion will be that he has not succeeded in showing that it is on balance more 

probable than not that God exists. It is clear that Swinburne himself is convinced of that God 

exists. I argue that this is what he, at most, will be able to establish.  
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B. INSTRUMENTAL PART 

1. Relevant Arguments 

1.1. Good, traditional, inductive a posteriori arguments  

Swinburne‘s limitation of arguments worthy of consideration in the debate over the existence 

of God is based upon the claim that in general, the purpose of arguments is ―to get people, in 

so far as they are rational, to accept conclusions‖
13

. I take this to indicate that part of his 

project consists in intellectually convincing rational people that God probably exists. It is 

however clear that he, in addition to this, wants to show that it is – as an objective matter of 

fact – probable that God exists. Interpreting Swinburne‘s aim this way makes it important to 

determine what relative weight he assigns its parts and how he coordinates them. Whereas 

people may be convinced by bad arguments, the task of determining the probability that God 

exists places a stricter demand on arguments to be good and relevant. Obviously, they must be 

based upon true premises.  

Given this, it comes as a slight surprise that Swinburne assumes that there is a strong 

connection between the convincing power and relevance of arguments. In his view, relevant – 

that is, good – arguments are always ―traditional‖ in the sense that they reflect what, 

historically, has provided ―ordinary people‖ with reasons for maintaining or denying the 

existence of God. Second, the premises of a relevant argument must (a) necessitate or 

probabilify the conclusion, (b) be known to be true by those arguing over the conclusion and 

(c) report what are, in some general sense, features of human experience
14

.  

According to (b), an argument for the hypothesis of theism is relevant only if its 

premises are true and this is known by those who reject
15

 as well as by those who believe in 

it. Criterion (c) restricts the class of relevant arguments to what Swinburne refers to as ―a 

posteriori arguments‖
16

. He defines ―a priori arguments‖ as ―arguments in which the 

premises are logically necessary truths—(...) propositions that would be true whether or not 

there was a world of physical or spiritual beings‖
17

. The class of traditional a priori arguments 

include versions of what is commonly referred to as ―the ontological argument‖ and 

arguments claiming that there is something incoherent in the supposition that God exists. 

Swinburne waves off ontological arguments as mere philosophers‘ arguments that fail to 

―codify any of the reasons that ordinary people have for believing that there is a God‖
18

 and 

claims to having shown in his The Coherence of Theism that theism is a coherent claim. His 

view, thus, on what constitutes a relevant argument is neatly summed up in the following few 

lines: 

 
I do not believe that there is any force in a priori arguments for the existence 

of God (...). Worthwhile arguments are a posteriori (...). I do not think that 

there are any sound deductive a posteriori arguments for the existence of 

God.
19

 

 

                                                 
13 ibid., p. 6, my italics 
14 ibid., p. 8 
15 I avoid the term ―atheist‖ since I consider it unclear what propositions are to be viewed as agreed upon within this group. 
16 That is, arguments claiming that human experiences provides grounds for believing that there is, or is not, a God (ibid.) 

Given that Swinburne uses the concept of a posteriori in an epistemological sense, this amounts to the claim that it is 

necessary, for the relevance of an argument, that its premises are believed on grounds of human (sensory) experience. 
17 ibid. 
18 ibid., p. 9 
19 ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, p. 22  
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1.2 Swinburne’s exclusion of deductive and a priori arguments 

As I indicate above, there are reasons to question the connection between an argument‘s being 

traditional or convincing and its being good or relevant. There is no guarantee that those 

arguments that have historically been appealing in the view of ordinary people are the most 

convincing or best arguments.
20

 For all we know, it might be that people historically have 

been believing in the existence of God for various bad reasons
21

 – arguments irrelevant not 

only for the aim of showing that it is probable that there is a God but also for that of reaching 

a closure of the debate over this question. In other words: I consider it being preferable to 

focus upon the best arguments – even in the light of the aim of convincing people. 

Second, criterion (b)‘s central reference to the beliefs of the people debating is 

problematic
22

 in the sense that it seems to make it impossible to formulate a conclusive 

argument. Since beliefs change over time
23

, the propositions today satisfying (b) might not do 

so tomorrow. If the premises of arguments allowed any weight in this debate are necessarily 

bound to
24

 the beliefs of people at a specific period of time, any argument may at most 

function as a temporary proof of the existence or non-existence of God. Furthermore, this 

restriction on the premises of relevant arguments is too strong. Since people in general have 

very diverse beliefs, it is perfectly coherent to suppose that the beliefs of people standing on 

the same side of the debate at some specific time are so diverse that the question of the 

existence or non-existence of God is the only one concerning which they agree.
25

 

Third, there are reasons to question Swinburne‘s account of what he refers to as ―a 

priori arguments‖. The concept of a priori knowledge refers to knowledge that does not 

depend on evidence from sensory experience
26

. If one is to apply this to arguments, the most 

appropriate way of doing this is by viewing a priori arguments as arguments in which the 

constituting propositions (that is, the premises as well as the conclusion) are held true 

independently of experience. I do not consider it appropriate understanding the concept of an 

―a priori argument‖ as referring to arguments the premises of which are necessary truths. The  

reason for this is that the epistemological concept of a priori knowledge may not be reduced 

to that of necessary truth. As has been pointed out by Saul Kripke (among others) we do have 

a priori knowledge of some contingently true propositions
27

. Even if it would have been the 

case that concepts refer to the same set of propositions, it would have been unjustified 

reducing ―knowledge a priori‖ (an epistemological concept) to ―necessary truth‖ (a logical or 

metaphysical concept) – they refer to different kinds of properties of propositions.  

Fourth, I consider Swinburne‘s argument for excluding deductive arguments from 

consideration weak. His distinction seems to be based upon the claim that the premises of a 

deductive argument make the conclusion certain, whereas those of an inductive argument in 

some sense support, confirm or give strength to the conclusion
28

. His reason for excluding 

deductive arguments from consideration is that all arguments satisfying criterion (b) – that of 

                                                 
20 There many problematic aspects of Swinburne‘s argument (characterized above) for excluding a priori and deductive 

arguments from the forthcoming discussion. For reasons of space, there is no way of stating them all here. 
21 The way I see it, a common (perhaps even the most common) reason for belief in the existence of God is that one has been 

brought up into this. When this is the case, the person in question may be said to believe in this claim for reasons of authority. 
22 This passage is not an argument towards a general epistemological scepticism. The problem, as I see it, is the fact that the 

contingent beliefs serves such a central role of the criterion discussed. 
23 This, I contend, is true not merely of the class of debaters presently existing, but also of the members of this class 

understood in a broader sense to include all past, present and (perhaps) future people debating this question. 
24  Or marked by. 
25 Consider the fact that the group of people denying the existence of the God of theism includes, among others, Hindus and 

Buddhists. Whereas Hindus generally believe in many Gods, but no theistic God, Buddhists claim that there is no God. 
26 Moser, Paul K: ―A priori‖ in Craig, E. (ed.), Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 

http://www.rep.routledge.com.lt.ltag.bibl.liu.se/article/P001SECT1 4/5 2008-10-06 
27 ibid. 
28 Swinburne, op. cit., p. 4 
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containing merely propositions generally agreed upon – are of the inductive kind. However, 

the question whether an argument is of the deductive or inductive kind has everything to do 

with the relation between its premises and conclusion, and little to do with the nature of its 

premises. That is, one may not disqualify deductive arguments on grounds referring to the 

properties of their premises. On the other hand, the question whether an argument is to be 

classified as a priori or a posteriori depends upon the nature of its premises. Thus, if all 

deductive arguments were a priori and we accepted criterion (c) – that of being a posteriori 

known – on the premises of good arguments, it would have been justified to exclude all 

deductive arguments from consideration. However, it is simply not the case that all deductive 

arguments take a priori know propositions as their premises. Also, the fact that inductive 

arguments are incapable of providing conclusive proof of the truth of hypothesis does make 

them inferior to deductive arguments in cases where we aim at the truth. As should be clear 

by now, Swinburne‘s aim is not to provide a conclusive answer to the theistic question. 

However, I do believe that investigations should be guided by such aims, at least in the sense 

of not making such conclusions impossible. This is why I contend that when deductive 

arguments are available, one does better relying less heavily upon inductive arguments, or at 

least not entirely excluding deductive arguments from consideration.
29

 

As a last point, it is unclear how we are to understand the claim that none of the 

deductive arguments for the existence of God satisfies criterion (b). Is Swinburne claiming 

that (1) among those arguments traditionally put forward in the debate, all the deductive ones 

start from premises presently not generally agreed upon, or that (2) it is a necessary feature of 

deductive arguments in this context to start from premises not (ever) generally agreed upon? 

According to (1) it is possible that future debaters not only to agree on the premises of our 

present deductive arguments but also formulate new deductive arguments starting from 

premises at that time accepted by the people on both sides of the debate
30

. According to (2), it 

is altogether impossible to formulate a logically valid argument for or against the existence of 

God that has common items of knowledge as its premises. At first glance, the latter 

interpretation may seem far-fetched, but in the light of the fact that a valid deductive inference 

always has its conclusion contained within its premises
31

 – this claim may be of benefit for 

Swinburne‘s argument. Emphasizing this peculiarity of deductive inferences, it seems that 

such an argument for the hypothesis of theism will need to assume the existence of God 

already in its premises
32

. Given this and that God‘s existence is not necessary, deductive 

inferences are of a poor help for someone who wants to prove that God exists. The deductive 

method allows merely for conclusions concerning what is possible or impossible. 

Propositions claiming something to exist are contingent. The fact that it is possible that God 

exists does not imply that he does exist, but if it is impossible that God exists, he cannot and 

does not exist. In other words: it may be proved by deductive inference that God does not 

exist, but never that God does exist.  

I will not state a final verdict on this passage is to be interpreted.  Although I do 

consider Swinburne‘s criteria on relevant arguments to rest upon weak ground, my wish to 

move on analysing his argument for the hypothesis of theism requires me to temporarily 

accept them. I do however contend that these problems cast some doubt upon the legitimacy 

of Swinburne‘s project. 

                                                 
29 Note that I am not saying that one should exclude inductive arguments from consideration. Rather, I think that inductive as 

well as deductive arguments shall be given their fair attention. 
30 This also allows for the possibility that at some time in the past, the debaters (a) had deductive arguments (other than those 

now available) the premises of which they agreed upon or (b) agreed on those premises which today‘s debaters disagree. 
31 In the sense that nothing may be in the conclusion that is not stated in the premises. Swinburne views deduction as a ―mode 

of inference useful only for drawing out the consequences of what we are already committed to‖. (―Arguments for the 

Existence of God‖, p. 23) 
32 Obviously, one is not bound to accept this view, and it needs to be further analysed what it means for one to ―take for 

granted‖ the existence or non-existence of God within the premises of some argument. 
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2. Formulating a probabilistic argument 

2.1. Interpretations of the concept of probability 

There are three mathematical axioms of elementary probability theory, applying to all 

concepts of probability discussed in this essay
33

. 

 
1. Probabilities are less than or equal to 1. 

2. If an outcome is necessary, its probability is 1. 

3. If outcomes q and s are mutually exclusive, then the probability of (q or 

s) is the sum of the individual probabilities of q and s, that is; P(q v s) = 

P(q) + P(s).
34

 

 

―Probability‖ may be interpreted as either a physical or an evidential concept – as a matter of 

frequency or as a measure of the degree to which some evidence supports a hypothesis. The 

distinction between these two interpretations is usually held to be that probability as physical 

concept measures characteristics of sets whereas it as an evidential concept measures 

characteristics of sentences or propositions
35

. The degree of support referred to within the 

evidential interpretation may be subjectively interpreted as representing degrees of belief – 

dispositions to act
36

. Swinburne alludes to this distinction when he claims to use an inductive 

concept of probability (which he claims to be a measure of the degree of support some 

hypothesis is provided by its evidence) to be distinguished from what he refers to as a 

statistical account (measuring the proportion of things within some class sharing some 

property, that is, belonging to some second class).  

Swinburne claims to use the method of (quantitative) confirmation theory – a method 

for ―probabilistically evaluating hypotheses in the light of an increasing number of 

evidence‖
37

. Within this method, lower-case letters (p, q, and r) represents propositions or 

conjunctions of such, so that P(p|q) represents the inductive probability of hypothesis p, given 

evidence q – for example the probability of Albert Einstein‘s General Theory of Relativity 

given all reports of relevant observations and experiments. Since Swinburne does not want his 

concept of probability to contain any reference to agents, he is keen to mark the distinction 

between his concept – that of logical probability – and various subjective such.  

It seems that when Swinburne talks about a statistical account of probability, he has 

that concept which is commonly referred to as the relative frequency or empirical 

interpretation of probability in mind. On this physical concept, measures of probability refers 

to ―the value calculated by dividing the number of times an event occurs by the total number 

of times an experiment is carried out‖ 38
. Given this interpretation, the probability of an event 

E is equal to E‘s long-run relative frequency when the experiment is carried out many times: 
 

If an experiment is repeated n times, and E occurs r times, the relative 

frequency, rf, of E = rfn(E) = r/n.
39 

                                                 
33 The aim of this paragraph is to present those aspects of those concepts of probability relevant for the present discussion.  
34 I earn this account to Horwich, Paul: Probability and Evidence, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1982, p. 17 and 

Talbott, William, Probability Laws in Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/epistemology-

bayesian/supplement1.html 2008-08-29 
35 Lewi, I.: ―Statistical and Inductive Probabilities by Hugues Leblanc‖ in The Journal of Philosophy, No. 1 1963, p. 22 
36 Most commonly, these dispositions are analyzed in terms of betting behavior. (see Horwich, p. 19) 
37 Kupiers, Theo: ―Confirmation Theory‖ in Craig, E. (ed.), Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy; 

http://www.rep.routledge.com.lt.lag.bibl.liu.se/article/Q015?ssid=834741359&n=1# 
38 Easton, Valerie J. & McColl, John H.: ―Statistics Glossary‖ http://www.stas.gla.ac.uk/steps/glossary/probability.html  

2008-06-16 
39 ibid. This view sometimes embodies the additional idea that ―the probability an A (…) would be an O (…) is equal to the 

limit of the relative frequency of Os in an infinite random sequence of As‖ (Horwich, Paul: Probability and Evidence, 

Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1982, p. 43) This is often viewed as problematic since it seems to assume the 

observation of an infinite sequence of trials or experiments. 
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In his Probability and Evidence, Paul Horwich spells out four subconcepts or interpretations 

of ―probability‖ – the empirical, subjective, rationalist and logical interpretation. Each one of 

these interpretations is based upon what he refers to as ―the primitive theory‖ of probability, 

according to which: 

 
[T]he probability that a trial or experiment will have a certain outcome is 

equal to the proportion of possible results of the trial which generate that 

outcome. There are six possible results of throwing a di[c]e, and three of 

these yield an even number; so the probability of that outcome is ½.
40

 

 

The above account of relative frequency and the primitive theory demonstrates the division 

between physical and evidential concepts. The relative frequency account presupposes an 

empirical investigation in the sense that any calculation of probability involves actual 

numbers collected through repeated experiments. Accordingly, it is an a posteriori matter to 

calculate probabilities, making probability an objective measure. The primitive theory, on the 

other hand, is phrased in (what may be referred to as) a hypothetical manner
41

, allowing 

calculations of probability to be performed prior to experiment. This suggests a view of 

probability as having to do with a priori predictions and expected outcomes, which implies a 

subjective concept. Generally, within subjective views, probability reports ―a person‘s level of 

expectation for a hypothesis or event‖42, thus measuring something ―in the mind‖ of a 

subject43. Horwich suggests the following definition:  
 

The subjective interpretation: an attribution of some probability to as 

statement is an expression of the speaker‘s degree of confidence in its truth.
44 

 

I will hereafter refer to this as strong subjectivity. Claiming this concept to reduce probability 

to a matter of taste, Horwich formulates two additional concepts, which ―although not 

empirically testable, (...) are allegedly logical truths expressing a sort of partial entailment 

relation between statements.‖
45

 These a priori concepts both derive from the primitive theory: 

 
The rationalist interpretation: an attribution of some probability to a 

statement is a claim to the effect that, given the evidential situation, it is 

reasonable to believe, to a specified degree, that the statement is true.
46

 

 
The logical interpretation: statements of the form ‗the probability of A 

relative to B is x‘ are claims about the degree to which the truth of B would 

support A.
47

 

 

Although none of these concepts involves strong subjectivity, it is clear that both do contain a 

necessary reference to some subject or agent. This is the same as saying that they involve 

what I will from now on refer to as weak subjectivity
48

. I am going to argue that the concept of 

probability employed by Swinburne is in close resemblance to the latter of the above 

interpretations – that is, the logical interpretation. Contrary to what he wants to claim, I do 

take his concept of probability to involve if not strong, then at least weak subjectivity.  

                                                 
40 ibid., p. 16 
41 Note that Horwich even uses the concept of possibility in his account of the primitive theory. 
42 Strevens, Michael: ―Notes on Bayesian Confirmation Theory‖;  

http://www.nyu.edu/gsas/dept/philo/user/strevens/classes/Conf06/BCT.pdf 2008-06-16 
43 Jeffrey, Richard : ―Subjective Probability – The Real thing‖; http://www.princeton.edu/~bayesway/Book*.pdf 
44 Horwich, op cit., p. 18 
45 ibid. 
46 ibid. 
47 ibid., my italics. 
48 It should be noted that the relative frequency interpretation has none of these subjective features. 



18 

According to Horwich, the logical and rationalist interpretations of probability ―indicate 

(without explicitly expressing) the degree to which someone, whose total knowledge consists 

of B, should believe in A‖
49

. Accordingly, any claim about the probability of a specific 

statement is a claim about what a fully rational agent should believe. The assumption that the 

degrees of belief of ideally rational persons conform to the mathematical principles of 

probability is fundamental to the Bayesian framework
50

. According to Horwich, this approach 

derives ―from the view that the concept of subjective probability is of fundamental value in 

reaching an understanding of scientific methodology‖. I take these remarks to suggest that a 

Bayesian approach to probability does assume at least weak subjectivity. If this is where we 

find Swinburne – as I will argue – this also provides a clear conception of what, in his mind, 

constitutes a convincing argument. 

2.2. The logical probability of p on q 

As I state above, Swinburne is eager to portray the relation he has in mind as differing from 

the general case of subjective probability. He stresses that P(p|q) is an objective measure of 

probability – that it is a concern with how probable q makes p ‖apart from who is doing the 

calculation, (...) [that is: apart from the] degree of confidence [the agent has] in the evidential 

force of q‖
51

. Further, he points out that his concept of probability makes the probability of p 

given q an a priori measure: 

 
If q represents all the relevant evidence, the value of P(p|q) cannot depend on 

further evidence—it measures what the evidence you have already got shows. 

It is an a posteriori matter whether, in 1,000 tosses, 505 have landed heads; 

but an a priori matter whether that evidence gives a probability of 0.505 to 

the next toss landing heads.
52 

 

This account confirms what is claimed in the previous section – that the logical probability of 

p given q is a hypothetical figure. Moreover, the above remarks reveal that we are dealing 

with an evidential concept of probability. It brings into the light the fact that this concept of 

probability contains weak subjectivity. Although lacking explicit reference to some agent, the 

last cited passage does presuppose some agent or subject. The reason for this is that (a) it is a 

matter of a priori assessing the probability, given knowledge, observations and experiments
53

 

q, that p takes place in the future, and (b) q is to include all relevant
54

 evidence. These 

remarks point in a forward direction, towards Swinburne‘s calculation of the probability of 

the hypothesis of theism given the evidence provided by the arguments picked out as relevant 

for and against the existence of God. 

In the above case, we are asking for the probability of the next toss of a coin landing 

heads. There are two possible outcomes (events), of which one is the sought after outcome, 

and there is a known number of previous tosses of which a certain (also known) number have 

generated that outcome. Given some additional premises such as ―the world is regular and 

predictable‖, ―both outcomes are equally probable‖, ―the dice is perfectly balanced‖, ―the dice 

                                                 
49 ibid. 
50 The particularities of which I describe below. 
51 The Existence of God, p. 15 
52 ibid., p. 16, my italics. 
53 Below, I discuss the subjectivity inherent in observations and reports of such, and the fact that ―evidence‖ is always 

evidence according to some agent 
54 I take the restriction to ―relevant‖ evidence to imply that the content of q has been picked by some subject, trough the 

means of some procedure. This procedure is subjective in the sense of being based upon different features of some subject, 

such as knowledge and beliefs concerning the way the world functions. Because of this, I take it to be at least partly a matter 

of subjective judgement to pick out, among all observations and experiences, those relevant for the calculation of P(p|q). It is 

possible that Swinburne would reply, when faced with this objection, that this is a mere practical problem having to do with 

the capacities of the person performing the calculation – that this would not be a problem for the person rightly qualified. 

Claiming this, however, is to assume moral realism. 
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will not be worn out by repeated experiments‖, the a priori judgement of the probability that 

the next toss lands heads comes off as inherently simple
55

, making it plausible to assume that 

people will agree on the matter. These features of the case may lead some to claim the 

judgement to lack any measure of subjectivity. Disregarding appearances, the similarity of 

different people‘s judgements and the simplicity of the calculation do however not suffice to 

remove the subjective element from the set-up. In order to see this, consider the similar case 

where the number of possible outcomes is (close to) infinite, the sought after outcome is by 

necessity a matter of interpretation and there are no previous experiments done. Such a set-up 

not only removes the simplicity of establishing the a priori probability of the sought after 

outcome, but also makes it easier coping with the fact that P(p|q) is a matter of subjective 

judgement at least in the weaker sense. The latter set-up serves as a fitting description of cases 

where we want to calculate – that is, assess – the probability of events involving agents, 

actions and intentions. In other words, this is a more suitable description of the kind of events 

the probability of the occurrence of which we presently want to establish.  

2.3. The subjectivity of background knowledge and new evidence 

Swinburne divides the content of q of P(p|q) – the ―evidence‖ available to some observer – in 

two parts, e & k. Since this division plays an important role for Swinburne‘s argument, I will 

let his own words speak on the matter: 

 
It is often useful to divide the evidence available to an observer into two 

parts—new evidence and background evidence; if this is done, the former is 

represented by e and the latter by k. Background evidence (or background 

knowledge, as it is sometimes called) is the knowledge that we take for 

granted before new evidence turns up
56

. 

 

This makes it clear that the contents of e and k may vary for some agent A investigating the 

probability of p, depending on the surrounding circumstances. It also confirms that P(p|q) is a 

hypothetical measure, stating the support q would provide p in case q was a true statement. In 

order to get a full understanding of what Swinburne has in mind here, we do however need a 

more extensive account of these concepts. Swinburne spells out what we are to include in e 

and, respectively, k by formulating an example with a murder-investigation: 

 
h could represent the hypothesis that Jones did the murder; e could represent 

the proposition that reports all the new evidence that detectives discover—for 

example, that Jones‘s fingerprints were found on the weapon, that he was 

near the scene of the murder at the time it was committed, etc., etc., k could 

represent the proposition reporting the detectives‘ general knowledge about 

how the world works—for example that each person has a unique set of 

fingerprints, that people who touch metal and wood with bare hands usually 

leave their fingerprints on them, etc., etc. Then P(h|e & k) represents the 

probability that Jones did the murder, given detectives‘ total evidence.
57 

 

It is important to note the immediate connection between some observer or judge – some 

subject – and the contents of (e & k). In the example, (e & k) represents the set of total 

evidence available to each one of the detectives investigating whether Jones committed the 

murder. Let us assume there are two detectives investigating the case, so that (e & k)1 refers to 

the total set of evidence available to the first detective and, (e & k)2, to the total set of 

evidence available to the second detective. Moreover, let U be some proposition referring to 

the fact that each person has a unique set of fingerprints and N some proposition referring to 

                                                 
55 To the effect of making it resemble that of calculating relative frequency! 
56 ibid., my italics. 
57 ibid. 
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the fact that Jones was near the scene of the murder at the time it was committed. The way the 

example is put, we are bound to assume that for both (e & k)1 and (e & k)2, k includes U, and 

e includes N. We need however not assume (e & k)1 and (e & k)2 to be identical. Also, it need 

not be assumed that U and N are necessarily included within the total evidence available for 

any possible observer. It is a matter of contingency that N is included in the class of 

observational evidence e and U, respectively, in the background knowledge k, for both 

detectives. Clearly, there are people who have never heard of things such as fingerprints. In 

other words, it could have been the case that although there was someone (except Jones), who 

knew that Jones was near the scene of the murder at the time it was committed, the detectives 

did not know this, so that N was not included within e for any of the detectives. If this were 

the case, N would still (in some ―objective‖ sense) have constituted a fact relevant for 

calculating the probability that Jones did commit the murder. That is, all other things being 

equal, some other observer – some third detective – for whom e did include N, would in that 

case have been able to do a better, more correct, assessment of the probability that Jones 

committed the murder.  

Second, since both detectives know and take for granted U, they must in some sense 

have learned
58

 it – it would be absurd claiming the fact that everyone has a unique set of 

fingerprints to be known a priori. This means that the class of propositions taken for granted 

by a specific observer is apt to change over time and that it is a matter of contingency that the 

detectives know U. These remarks seem to apply to many facts we take for granted in our 

understanding and interpretation of the world. It should, moreover, be plain that e stands for 

propositions referring to facts the knowledge of which is based upon sense-experience 

(observation). These propositions are furthermore claimed by some agent to constitute 

evidence of h. This, then, is yet another reason for arguing that the nature and content of e 

depends in a direct way on a subject – an agent. There is no such thing as a disinterested 

reception of objective raw data or reports mediating facts about the state of things. I agree 

with Lars-Göran Johansson‘s discussion of observation and linguistic reports of such in his 

Introduktion till Vetenskapsteorin, where he argues the point that observations are necessarily 

bound to some agent. First, observations are concrete, active actions. He uses examples from 

the natural science to point out the presence of a subjective element even in measurements of 

time
59

. Second, the stimuli on our sense organs constituting the ―raw data‖
60

 are always 

processed by the agent. This processing activity is governed by the earlier experiences, 

attention, mental conditions, expectations and the like of the agent. I consider it trivial that 

linguistic reports of observations are bound to some language, which in turn is modelled in 

accordance with our conception of the world. This makes up a third reason for claiming that 

observations and reports of such are necessarily bound to some agent.  

I take these three points to show that given a logical interpretation of probability, the 

contents and formulation of (e & k) is always relative to some agent performing the 

calculation. The features of (e & k) depend on not merely who is performing the calculation 

but also on when he or she is performing it
61

. In the murder case, this means that P(h|e & k) is 

a measure of how probable the total set (e & k) of relevant knowledge held by the detectives 

makes h. In other words P(h|e & k) tells us how probable h is for the detectives. To me, this 

does not say much about the actual, objective probability of h. Even without claiming that 

P(h|e & k) is a measure altogether ―in the mind‖ of the detectives, in the strong sense of 

subjectivity, I consider it clear that this measure relies on components that are, making it a 

case of weak subjectivity. 

                                                 
58 I am using this word in its most wide application, including ―being told by mom‖ as a way of learning. 
59 Being a kind of automatic process, such judgments are to be distinguished from the interpretation necessarily connected to 

―meaningful phenomena‖ – phenomena containing or indirectly constituted by intentional phenomena. 
60 If there is such a thing 
61 Again, this is not the case for measurements of relative frequency. 
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2.4. The importance of background knowledge 

Another relevant issue connected to Swinburne‘s division of the class of evidence has to do 

with his treatment of the class of background knowledge, k: 

  
The division between new evidence and background evidence can be made 

where you like—often it is convenient to include all evidence derived from 

experience in e and regard k as being what is called in confirmation theory 

mere ‗tautological evidence‘, that is, in effect all or other irrelevant 

knowledge.
62

 

 

The passage speaks for itself – in Swinburne‘s opinion, k is to refer to a class of irrelevant 

knowledge. Later on, he adds to this that the contents of k ―can be ignored‖
63

. I take this to 

imply that when we judge the probability of the existence of God given all relevant evidence, 

it is justified to exclude from consideration all but the observational evidence. 

Note that the division of the evidence into e and k Swinburne makes here, must be 

taken to differ from the division made in the case of the detectives. There is no way of 

including the fact that each person has a unique set of fingerprints and that people who touch 

metallic things with their bare hands usually leave their fingerprints on them in k if this is to 

refer to a class of propositions the knowledge which is independent of experience. That is, 

given Swinburne‘s principle for dividing evidence, this knowledge would have to be included 

within e rather than k, as was the case in the example with the detectives.  

What kinds of facts, then, will be included within k if we apply this way of dividing 

the evidence? As we will see later
64

, it is possible interpreting the division between e and k as 

that between (1) e and facts known before e (k), where e is a proposition referring to some 

state of affairs, phenomenon or event claimed to constitute evidence of the hypothesis in 

question. However, it seems most plausible interpreting Swinburne as making the distinction 

between (2) a priori knowledge (k) and all evidence derived from experience (e). Contained 

within the class of a priori knowledge are mathematical, logical and geometrical facts. 

Disregarding whether this is his own view or if he merely adapts an already established 

procedure of evaluation, I consider it highly disputable claiming such facts to be irrelevant. 

Also, his use of the term ―tautological‖ as referring to a priori known facts is highly unfitting, 

even confusing. I cannot get to my mind what Swinburne is aiming at by using this term. For 

this reason I will avoid the concept of ―tautological evidence‖ as far as possible in the 

remainder of this essay. 

2.5. Hypothetical evidence of hypotheses 

According to the above account of what Horwich calls the ―logical interpretation‖ of 

probability, this measures the degree to which some statement B would support some other 

statement A, given the truth of B. On this account, the probability of A on B is a measure 

independent of whether either of the statements are (known to be) true, so that B may be 

referred to as ―evidence‖ of A in a mere hypothetical or theoretical sense. If B is a statement 

expressing a proposition e referring to a state of affairs, phenomena or event E the truth of 

which would make probable the truth of the statement A expressing some proposition 

referring to some other state of affairs, phenomena or event H, it makes no difference whether 

E has actually taken place. In order to argue that this is the correct way of understanding 

Swinburne‘s concept of probability
65

, I will examine his view of the relation between a 

                                                 
62 ibid., p. 17 
63 ibid. This is discussed more thoroughly in the section on Swinburne‘s formulation of a cumulative argument.  
64 In the section on the components of Bayes‘ theorem 
65 Note that Swinburne himself refers to his concept of probability as a logical concept. 
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proposition constituting some hypothesis h and a proposition e referring to some state of 

affairs, phenomena or event, which is claimed to be evidence of h. It is important to keep in 

mind that e and h are propositions referring to state of affairs, phenomenon or events E and H. 

These propositions are expressed by statements such as A and B, above. There is no one-one 

correspondence between any given e and some specific single phenomena, state of affairs or 

event E. Rather (given that h always refers to the hypothesis of theism as specified), the 

contents of e and k may vary, which it is important that they are carefully defined.  

It is a central claim of Swinburne‘s that if some hypothesis h successfully predicts 

some state of affairs, phenomena or event E, this makes probable the truth of h. It is 

commonly assumed that if the truth of some h is to be proved this way, the E which e refers to 

must actually have happened
66

 – that the proposition e referring to E must be (known to be) 

true. Swinburne denies this, taking the logical probability of p on q to be an a priori 

established, hypothetical figure. In connection to stating his interpretation of Bayes‘ theorem, 

he claims it to be ―a matter of indifference, as regards the theorem, whether e is observed 

before or after the formulation of h‖
67

. Surely, the theorem may be applied nonetheless. What 

is important to keep in mind here, is not to take Swinburne literary when he refers to (e & k) 

as ―evidence‖ of h or to P(e|h & k) as the ―predictive power‖ of h with regards to e. That is, 

Swinburne is not implying that E has ever been observed to occur. For this reason, it may be 

argued that the logical concept of probability is especially fitting for Swinburne‘s project. 

Since the evidence of his hypothesis is such that it is hard or even impossible to establish its 

interpersonal or objective truth
68

, it may be to his advantage taking h to predict e merely in a 

hypothetical manner – making the question of e‘s actual truth if not irrelevant then at least 

uninteresting. I take this to be reflected in Swinburne‘s claim that 

 
it is in itself no objection to the hypothesis that there is a God, that it does not 

yield predictions such that we can know only tomorrow and not today, 

whether they succeed. The theist‘s evidence may render this hypothesis 

probable without this condition being satisfied
69 

2.6. C-inductive and P-inductive arguments  

Three central claims of Swinburne‘s is that all the ―relevant arguments‖ for the hypothesis of 

theism may be stated  as inductive arguments, that most of these arguments will be  

C-inductive and that taken together, the premises of the arguments form a P-inductive 

argument for this same hypothesis. In order to define these concepts, he states that for 

background knowledge k, new evidence e and hypothesis h: 

 
(…) an argument from e to h will be a correct C-inductive argument if (and 

only if) P(h|e & k) > P(h|k), and a correct P-inductive argument if (and only 

if) P(h|e & k) > ½.
70

 

 

According to this, an argument from evidence e to hypothesis h is a correct
71

 C-inductive 

argument if (and only if) the premises increase the probability of the conclusion – that is, if 

(and only if) the probability of h given the total evidence (e & k) is higher than the probability 

of h given merely the background knowledge k. Also
72

, an argument from e to h is correctly  

                                                 
66 taken place 
67 ibid., p. 69 
68 Since, as I argued above, the propositions e involves a necessary connection to some observer. Moreover, the e of the 

traditional arguments refers to some state of affairs, phenomena or event of dubious character, such as the occurrence of 

miracles, revelation or other religious experience 
69 ibid., p. 70 
70 ibid., p. 17 
71 That is, is correctly referred to as a C-inductive argument. 
72 As will be elaborated below, in the section on Bayes‘ theorem 
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C-inductive iff. e is more likely to occur if h is true than if h is false. An argument is 

P-inductive if (and only if) all evidence taken together makes the hypothesis probable – if 

(and only if) e and k makes the probability of h higher than ½. Note, however, that both 

relations assume that P(h|k) > 0 since if the formulation of h makes it impossible that h is 

true, the probability of the truth of h cannot be raised by any e
73

. Given  previously stated 

elementary axioms of probability theory and Swinburne‘s logical concept of probability, it 

follows that it is true of all propositions p and q that:  
 

P(p|q) = 1 if (and only if) q makes p certain—for example, if q entails p (that 

is, [if] there is a deductively valid argument from q to p); and P(p|q) = 0 if 

(and only if) q makes ~p certain—for example, if q entails ~p. P(p|q) + 

P(~p|q) = 1. So if P(p|q) > 1/2, then P(p|q) > P(~p|q) and it is[,] on q[,] more 

probable that p than that ~p.
74 

 

Certainly, if p may be deduced from q, the occurrence of q makes certain that of p. Given that 

(1) every possible p represents a (declarative/assertive) proposition, (2) q represents all the 

relevant evidence, and (3) for any formulation of p, necessarily either p or ~p
75

 it follows that 

(4) it is necessarily the case that if P(p|q) > ½, then necessarily P(p|q) > P(~p|q).  

The way I understand (2), this amounts to the claim that no matter what further (new) 

evidence is added to q, the value of P(p|q) and P(~p|q) will be the same. Given that I am, 

further, correct in taking P-inductive arguments to be arguments where P(p|q) > ½, the 

logical equivalence between [P(p|q) > ½] and [P(p|q) > P(~p|q)] implies, that (5) any 

argument from q to p where the probability of p given q is greater than the probability of ~p is 

a P-inductive argument for p. This means that (6) in order for some evidence q to make p 

probable, q must support p to a greater degree than it supports its negation, and equivalently, 

if some evidence q makes p more probable than ~p, q makes p probable. There is however no 

such restriction on C-inductive arguments. Since in order for q to increase the probability of p 

in this sense, there need not be any ―special‖ relation between p and q, it makes no difference 

to the question whether there is a C-inductive argument from q to p that q increases the 

probability of both p and ~p.
76

 

There is an assumption implicit in Swinburne‘s concept of P-inductivity, important to 

spell out. This is the assumption that if we may formulate a P-inductive argument for some 

proposition p this means that p is probable period. In other words, the fact that the probability 

of p given this evidence is higher than ~p means that p is probable period. In an ordinary case, 

assuming this would be to confuse two different questions – (a) whether h is probably true 

and (b) whether given some specific proposition (or combination of such) the probability of h 

is higher than that of ~h. In this context, however, the q of P(p|q) is supposed to represent all 

the relevant evidence. 

My previous arguments having to do with (a) the necessarily subjective character of 

the contents of q and (b) Swinburne‘s logical concept of probability, puts a restriction on what 

one may draw out of these logical relations. Concerning (a) I claimed that since the 

formulation and contents of q (or e and k analogously) presupposes a subject, P(p|q) (or  

P(h|e & k) analogously) is subjective at least in the weak sense. In connection to (b) I argued 

that any measure of the probability of p on q, given Swinburne‘s interpretation of this 

concept, is a measure of some hypothetical support between two statements. Given this, if the 

                                                 
73 This is neatly pointed out by J.L Mackie in his The Miracle of Theism, Oxford University Press, Oxford 1982 p. 97 
74 Swinburne op. cit., p. 16-17, my italics 
75 Since for any formulation of p it is necessarily the case that [(p v ~p) & ~(p & ~p)], which means that: (a.) either p or ~p is 

true, and (b.) it is not be the case that both p and ~p are true, and (c.) it is not the case that neither p nor ~p is true. Note also 

that this is implied by (1). 
76This highlights the discussion of the previous section – that ―evidence‖ must be provided a mere hypothetical interpretation 

in this connection, making Swinburne‘s concept of evidence diverge from the everyday concept, which seems to assume 

some actual relation or connection. 
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value of P(p|q) is equal or close to 1, this means merely that if q would have been true, q 

would affirm or make probable the truth of p.  

Surely, there is a distinction between the subjective judgement that some q constitutes 

satisfactory (relevant and convincing) evidence for some other claim p and the claim that q 

makes p objectively probable, in the sense that the value of P(p|q) (or P(h|e & k) analogously) 

reveals information or reports some fact concerning what is the case in the actual, 

intersubjectively available world. In order for P(p|q) to refer to the objective probability of p 

given q – if the fact that P(p|q) > ½ is to say something interesting about the states of affairs 

in the world – q must be affirmed to be true in an intersubjective (objective) sense. In other 

words, it is clearly insufficient that some agent X estimates the value of P(p|q) to be high. 

Also, if q is to be affirmed to be true in this way, q may not refer to an event, phenomena, 

state of affairs internal to X, or in some other way necessarily private or bound to X. 

I conclude that P(h|e & k) > ½ means merely that some observer, agent or judge has 

been able to formulate a P-inductive argument from a proposition e referring to some state of 

affairs, phenomena or event E to a proposition constituting a hypothesis h (and e is claimed to 

be evidence of h). In other words: there is no way of reaching a judgement of p‘s actual or 

objective (intersubjective) probability trough this method. Establishing that P(h|e & k) > ½ 

does not allow one to conclude that p is in an objective sense probable period. Rather,  

P(h|e & k) > ½ may at most be taken to affirm that if e was intersubjectively true, this 

proposition would support the truth of the further proposition h. But even this is doubtful. 

Bayes‘ theorem or indeed any a priori calculation of hypothetical probabilities is insensitive 

to the truth of e and the subjective character of (e & k).  

Moreover, it seems that the application of Bayes‘ theorem in this connection (as a 

method of judging whether some evidence is proof of some hypothesis) assumes a subjective 

approach to probabilities in the sense that estimations of probability are really estimations of 

what it would be rational for some agent to believe. This is also the view taken on by 

Horwich
77

. Given that the beliefs of fully rational agents conforms to the mathematical 

principles of probability, P(h|e & k) in Swinburne‘s logical interpretation, is most plausibly 

taken as a report what it would be rational for some agent X to believe if X was fully rational. 

This means that no matter how close to 1 Swinburne calculates the logical probability of h on 

e to be, he cannot conclusively prove the truth of h. Indeed, he cannot take the calculation of 

P(h|e & k) to say anything concerning what exists in the world. 

3. Cumulative arguments 

3.1 Formulating a cumulative argument 

Applying the above outlined method in his attempt to prove the hypothesis of theism, 

Swinburne specifies h to represent the hypothesis ―God exists‖ and takes e1,… en, to represent 

the evidence of the arguments for and against the existence of God he takes up for 

consideration. He takes e1 to represent the proposition that there is a physical universe so that 

―P(h|e1 & k) represents the probability that God exists given that there is a physical universe 

(...) and (...) mere tautological evidence [k]‖
78

 Together, e1,… en forms the new evidence, e, of 

a cumulative P-inductive argument for h. 

When first acquainted with Swinburne‘s argument, one may find his terminology 

confusing in the sense that one may initially find it hard judging whether it is (a.) the 

traditional a posteriori inductive arguments themselves or (b.) the phenomena and events 

these arguments take as premises, that constitute premises of his cumulative argument. 

Whereas it is said in ―Arguments for the existence of God‖ that  

                                                 
77 As I stated above 
78 ibid., p. 17.  
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[e]ach phenomenon [that is, the premises of the arguments for the existence 

of God] by itself will not make its conclusion [that is, the hypothesis of 

theism] on balance probable, but several of the phenomena put together may 

do so, and thus (...), provide a sound P-inductive argument
79

.  

 

This suggests that it is the premises of the C-inductive arguments – the phenomena stated in 

the traditional arguments for the existence of God – that constitute Swinburne‘s premises. In 

opposition to this, he states in The Existence of God that he will 

 
(…) consider of each argument whether it is a good C-inductive argument, 

but only when we have all the arguments (…) ask whether, taken together, 

they make a good P-inductive argument
80

 

 

According to this, the arguments themselves form premises of Swinburne‘s argument. 

Because of these obscurities and the importance of getting this question straight, it is most fair 

towards Swinburne basing the below characterization of his cumulative method on excerpts 

from The Existence of God, clarifying his words only where I consider it necessary. 

 
Let h be our hypothesis—‗God exists‘. Let e1, e2, e3, and so on be the various 

propositions that people bring forward for or against (...) [h], the conjunction 

of which form e. Let e1 be ‗there is a physical universe‘. Then we have the 

argument from e1 to h—a cosmological argument. In considering (...) 

[P(h|e1 & k)] we have no other relevant evidence, and so k will be mere 

tautological evidence. P(h|e1 & k) represents the probability that God exists 

given that there is a physical universe (...) and (...) tautological evidence (...). 

If P(h|e1 & k) > P(h|k), then the argument is a good C-inductive argument.
 81

 

 

In this passage, Swinburne affirms that he will investigate the arguments (his putative 

evidence) separately, judging for each one of them whether it constitutes a C-inductive 

argument. Also, his argument is cumulative in the sense that the evidence for and against h is 

successively added to each other. This is to be done in the following way:  
 

(...) when considering the second argument, from e2 (which will be the 

conformity of the universe to temporal order), I shall use k to represent the 

premiss of the first argument e1; and so P(h|e2 & k) will represent the 

probability that God exists, given that there is a physical universe and that it 

is subject to temporal order. And, when considering the third argument, from 

e3, k will represent the premiss of the second argument (e1 & e2). And so on. 

In this way, all the relevant evidence will eventually be fed into our 

assessment.
82

 

 

For each successive argument, Swinburne includes in its premises the premises of the 

previous arguments. Thus, it is merely in calculating P(h|e1 & k) that k is taken to represent 

that previously discussed a priori or tautological evidence. As is said in the above excerpt, 

Swinburne takes e1 into account when calculating P(h|e2 & k1)
83

 by letting k1 represent e1 – 

the evidence stated in the previous argument. This way, P(h|e2 & k1) states the probability of 

h given e2  and e1 – the probability of the existence of God given the existence of a physical 

universe and the conformity of the universe to temporal order. By the same method, k2 of  

P(h|e3 & k2) represents (k1 + e2) which is equivalent to (e1 + e2), and k3 of P(h|e4 & k3) 

                                                 
79 ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, p. 23, my italics 
80 The existence of God, p. 14 
81 ibid., p. 17 
82 ibid. 
83 In order to make easier distinction between the k-element of the different arguments, I will let the k of the first argument be 

represented by k, whereas the k of the second will be represented by k1, the k of the third by k2 and so on. 
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represents (k2 + e3), which is equivalent to (e1 + e2 + e3)
 
and so on

84
. This inclusion of the en 

stated as evidence in the previous arguments has the effect of excluding the totality of the 

tautological evidence in the assessment of the C-inductivity of all but the first argument. 

Given this method, the question whether P(h|e11 & k10) > ½ is the same as that whether the 

evidence taken together forms a P-inductive argument for h, disregarding the a priori 

considerations referred to as tautological evidence. In Swinburne‘s words:  
 

I shall claim that for most of these en (...) P(h|en & k) > P(h|k)—(...) the 

argument is a good C-inductive argument for (...) [h], that two of the 

arguments (one for and one against [h]) have no force (P(h|en & k) = P(h|k) in 

these cases) and that one argument against [h] has force (P(h|en & k) < 

P(h|k)) where en is the occurrence of evil. The crucial issue to which we will 

eventually come is whether (P(h|e11 & k) > ½.
85 

 

Since we know that he does consider his argument successful, this passage reveals a main 

claim of Swinburne‘s: that the state of affairs, phenomena and events stated as evidence in the 

C-inductive arguments taken together makes it probable that the God of theism exists – that 

P(h|e11 & k) > ½. In other words: taking all the evidence into consideration at the same time, 

we have a good P-inductive argument, making the hypothesis probable period. 

3.1.1. In defence of cumulative arguments – an argument from analogy 

Swinburne calls it an ―unfortunate feature‖
86

 of the recent debate within philosophy of 

religion that it tends to treat arguments for Gods existence in isolation from each other. Such a 

bias is ―inadmissible‖, since it is evident that inductive as well as deductive arguments may 

back up or weaken each other. In order to show this, he formulates the following example: 
 

That Smith has blood on his hands hardly makes it probable that Smith 

murdered Mrs Jones, nor (by itself) does the fact that Smith stood to gain 

from Mrs Jones‘s death, nor (by itself) does the fact that Smith was near the 

scene of the murder at the time of its being committed, but all these 

phenomena together (perhaps with other phenomena as well) may indeed 

make the conclusion probable
87 

 

This example is supposed to constitute an analogy to his cumulative argument, thus justifying 

the latter. In the example case, according to the way Swinburne analyses it: ―each clue is 

some evidence that he did [murder Mrs. Jones] (…), confirms the hypothesis; and the 

evidence is cumulative – put together it makes the hypothesis probable‖
88

. This is the same as 

to say that in the example, as in his own argument, (1) we may formulate a C-inductive 

argument for the hypothesis out of each evidence (clue in the murder case and state of affairs, 

phenomenon and event) and that (2) taking the evidence together, we may formulate a P-

inductive argument for the hypothesis (that Smith murdered Mrs. Jones or that the God of 

theism exists).  

The way I see it, it is a matter of oversimplification taking the murder case as 

analogous to the argument Swinburne wants to formulate. If the cumulative P-inductive 

argument presented in the example case is to be taken as analogous to Swinburne‘s – which 

must be assumed since it would otherwise be of no use stating the example – it surely needs to 

                                                 
84 formalizing this further:  k = tautological evidence,  

 k1 = e1,  

  k2 = (k1 + e2) = (e1 + e2), 

  k3 = (k2 + e3) = (e1 + e2 + e3) ...  
85 ibid. 
86 ibid., p. 12 
87 ibid. 
88 ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, p. 24 
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be refined. In above stated case, there is no question whether there was blood on Smith‘s 

hands, whether he was to gain from the death of Mrs. Jones, and so on. In other words, the 

evidence dealt with by the investigators may be mediated by propositions that are not merely 

true, but known to be true by the crime-investigators. Further, it does seem like the premises 

make it probable that Smith murdered Mrs. Jones. Given these two points, the argument is 

convincing – it satisfies Swinburne‘s previously laid down conditions on convincing 

arguments.
89

 This is however not the case concerning the cumulative argument he himself 

intends to pursue. As I stated above
90

, the truth of the propositions constituting the premises 

of Swinburne‘s argument is widely disputed and necessarily subject to interpretation. 

In order to come up with a more correctly functioning analogy to Swinburne‘s 

argument, we need to change the description of the evidence involved in the murder-case. We 

could rephrase them to say, for example, that there has been some reports that Smith has 

blood on his hands but some reports that he hasn‘t, that one might say that Smith stood to gain 

from Mrs Jones‘s death but that one might also say that he did not, and that there are some 

indications that Smith was near the scene of the murder but some indications that he was 

someplace else at the time of the murder being committed. Understanding the evidence of the 

case this way, it is no longer clear that the it constitutes common items of knowledge or that 

the various phenomena presented as evidence, even if taken together, make the conclusion 

probable. 

3.1.2. Evidence supporting rival hypotheses 

Swinburne notes one may question his cumulative argument by claiming it to be inadmissible 

adding the phenomena to each other. One way of applying this objection to Swinburne‘s 

argument is to claim that the different phenomena and events stated as premises in the 

different arguments considered do not make the same proposition (hypothesis) probable – that 

they do not show the same thing. Arguing along these lines one might, for example, claim 

that: ―the cosmological argument shows at most the existence of some sort of necessary 

being; the argument from design shows at most some sort of arch-architect‖
91

. Trying to 

answer such an objection, Swinburne claims ―there is no one thing that premises show. (...) 

[I]n inductive arguments the premises support different conclusions with different degrees of 

force‖
92

, which is supposed to imply that this is not a defect of an argument. Moreover, it 

seems that raising this objection involves a misunderstanding of Swinburne‘s cumulative 

method. That is, it is only relevantly applicable if Swinburne‘s argument is taken to be 

cumulative in the sense of taking as premises the different arguments themselves, but as we 

saw above, it is rather the premises of these arguments that are being added to each other. 

There is however a more serious objection, similar to this, to be raised: that the 

evidence does not support the hypothesis. There are at least two similar ways of arguing this 

point. One might argue either that the evidence makes some other hypothesis hn probable or 

that it adds more to the probability of some other hn than to h. Swinburne‘s primary reply to 

this is, simply, that it is not true. The total set of evidence e1…e11 does not make any other hn 

probable to a greater degree than it makes probable h. He adds that this would be true even if 

it turned out that the probability of h, given some of the en included in e1…en, is lower than 

the probability of some other hn given that or those specific en. That is: even if for some ―rival 

hypothesis‖ hn and some specific evidence en, P(hn|en) > P(h|en), it is still true that  

P(h|e1 ….en) > P(hn|e1 ….en). A second reason Swinburne puts forward for dismissing this 

objection is that since we‘re here dealing with an inductive argument, it is permissible that the 

                                                 
89 According to which the premises must: (a.) in some sense necessitate or probabilify the conclusion, and (b.) be known to be 

true by (common items of knowledge of) the people disputing over the conclusion. 
90 In the section on the logical probability of p on q. 
91 The Existence of God, p. 18 
92 ibid. 
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evidence supporting his sought after conclusion also confirms some rival hn: ―the fact that 

certain evidence confirms a hypothesis does not mean that it does not also confirm a rival 

hypothesis‖
 93

.  

I do not consider this a good way of answering the objection. This should be 

especially evident for cases where the rival hypothesis is that there is no God, that there are 

many Gods, or that there is a God having none of the properties Swinburne wants to ascribe 

him. Consider the fact that it might be that for every en Swinburne puts forward as an 

evidence of the existence of the theistic God, it is just as probable that the Devil of theism 

exists. What grounds, in this case, are there for claiming the total set e1…en to makes probable 

the claim ―the God of theism exists‖ rather than the opposite ―the Devil of theism exists‖ 

(which, if I have understood the theistic hypothesis right, exclude the existence of God in the 

way Swinburne imagines him)?  

The problem seems to spring from the fact that the logical concept of probability 

involves a priori calculations of the support provided by hypothetical evidence to some 

hypothesis, as well as the fact that the evidence bears a necessary connection to some 

interpreting subject. Because of this, the claim of agent X1 that the evidence shows that God 

exists, is wholly consistent with the claim of agent X2 that the evidence shows that God does 

not exist, that the Devil exists, that many Gods exists and so on.  

4. Bayes’ theorem 

4.1 The standard formulation 

In The existence of God, Swinburne argues by way of first discussing his inductive method in 

an informal way and then proceeds to consider the formal (logical) aspects of this. There are 

probably some benefits of using that method, but I think it is of advantage for the reader to get 

a clear view of these aspects of Swinburne‘s method already at this early point. There will 

most definitely be some unanswered questions connected to logical formulation of this 

method, the answering of which I will devote the following few paragraphs.  

As should be clear by now, the aim of Swinburne‘s argument is to show it to be more 

probable than not that the God of theism exists, a task he attempts to pursue by the means of 

showing this hypothesis to be probably true given its evidence – the premises of the different 

traditional arguments stated in favour of it. In general, the probability of a hypothesis h 

conditional on some given set of data e is ―the ratio of the unconditional probability of the 

conjunction of the hypothesis with the data to the unconditional probability of the data 

alone‖
94

: 
The probability of h conditional of e is defined as P(h|e) =

df.
 P(h & e) / P(e), 

given that both terms P(h & e) and P(e) exist and that P(e) > 0
95 

 

Bayes’ Theorem
96

, relates the ―direct‖ probability of a hypothesis conditional on a given body 

of data, P(h|e), to the ―inverse‖ probability of the data conditional on the hypothesis  

P(e|h)
97

. It is generally formulated: 

 

 

 

                                                 
93 ibid, p. 21 
94 Joyce, James, ―Bayes‘ Theorem‖ in Edward N. Zalta (ed.) The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/bayes-theorem/ 2008-08-29 
95 I owe this definition to Joyce. 
96 First formulated in Thomas Bayes 1746 ―An Essay Toward Solving a Problem in the Doctrine of Chances‖. 
97 Joyce, op. cit. 

P(h|e) = 
P(e|h)× P(h)  

P(e) 
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The theorem asserts that the probability of some hypothesis h given evidence e – P(h|e) – is 

equal to the probability of (the occurrence of) e given the truth of h –  P(e|h) – multiplied with 

the probability of h disregarding e – P(h) – divided by the probability of e disregarding h – 

P(e). This theorem is taken to be valuable for calculations of conditional probabilities, 

because the value of P(e|h) is often easier to ascertain and less subjective than P(h|e). 

Different estimations over the values of P(h) and P(e) tend to fuel disagreements over e‘s 

usefulness as indicator of h‘s truth (the predictive power of h with regards to e). There are 

however three kinds of ―intersubjectively available facts‖ such that knowledge of at least one 

of them allows people with such disagreements to agree over P(e|h):  
 

(a) e‘s objective probability given h, (b) the frequency with which events like 

e will occur if h is true, or (c) the fact that h logically entails e.
98 

 

Accordingly, if an experiment makes plain at least one ―objective‖ fact of the type (a) through 

(c), Bayes‘ Theorem ensures that disagreements over the results of the experiment may be 

traced down to ―subjective‖ disagreements over the values of P(h) and, respectively, P(e). It 

strikes me as unlikely that we will come up with any of these kinds of facts when h refers to 

the hypothesis of theism and e, respectively, the phenomena and events stated in the 

arguments for the existence of God.  

4.2. Swinburne’s formulation 

Swinburne‘s application of Bayes‘ theorem differs from the general formulation
99

 in two 

important ways. First, he divides the ―evidence-part‖
100

 into new observational evidence e 

(including the phenomenon to be explained) and background knowledge, k, so that (e & k) 
represents all the ―evidence‖ or facts against which the probability of h is to be measured. 

Thus, P(e|h & k) and P(h|k) increases P(h|e & k), whereas P(e|k) decreases P(h|e & k): 

 
the value of P(h|e & k) is a function of the prior probability of h, P(h|k), and 

h’s explanatory power with respect to e [– that is {[P (e|h & k)]/[P (e|k)]}]  

 

The theorem is thus interpreted
101: 

 

 

 

In order to illustrate that the value of P(h|e & k) is a function of the prior probability of h and 

h‘s explanatory power with respect to e, one may alternatively state the theorem: 

 

P(h|e & k) = 
P(e|h & k) 

P(e|k) 
 ×P(h|k) 

 

A second peculiarity of Swinburne‘s view on Bayes‘ theorem is that he uses comparative 

values – ―statements about one probability being greater than, or equal to, or less than another 

probability‖
102

. In other words, he does not assume that ―an expression of the form P(p|q) 

always has an exact numerical value‖
103

.  

                                                 
98 ibid. 
99 Above. 
100 Represented by e in the above formulation. 
101See The Existence of God, p. 67 
102 ibid., p. 68 
103 ibid., p. 17 

P(h|e & k) = 
P(e|h & k)× P(h|k) 

P(e|k) 
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4.2 The components of the theorem 

In order to clarify how Swinburne pursues the task of demonstrating the inductive probability 

of the truth of the hypothesis of theism through application of Bayes‘ theorem, it will be 

necessary to take a closer look at the component ―values‖ of the theorem as it stands. 

P(h|k) – the prior probability of h – tells us how probable it is that h is true given the 

background knowledge, k. Since Swinburne takes (e & k) to represent the totality of the 

relevant information available to some ―investigator‖, the value of P(h|k) is identical to the 

probability of h disregarding e. It is thus the same concept of unconditional probability at play 

as in the general interpretation. Further, he claims that in the ordinary case, k refers to h‘s fit 

with our background knowledge, h‘s simplicity and scope
104

. Accordingly, in the ordinary 

case, these three conditions determine the value of P(h|k). However, claims Swinburne, when 

we determine the prior probability of the hypothesis of theism, k refers merely to factors 

―internal‖ to h. This seems to be at odds with what has previously been said about k. I stated 

above
105 

that one may understand Swinburne as taking k to refer either to all facts known 

before e or to a priori knowledge k. To my mind, the latter alternative comes off as more 

probably correct. In this connection, however, this assumption is problematic. Clearly, in 

cases where k includes knowledge expressed by way of propositions the truth of which we 

need to test empirically, it is an a posteriori matter to measure the degree of fit between h and 

k
106

. The value of h’s explanatory power with respect to e, {[P (e|h & k)]/[P (e|k)]} 

 
increases with the predictive power of h, P(e|h & k), and decreases with the 

prior probability of e, P(e|k) 

 

This means that h has great explanatory power with respect to e when the predictive power of 

h, P(e|h & k) is high and the prior probability of e, P(e|k) is low. In the same way, h has small 

explanatory power with respect to e when P(e|h & k) is low and P(e|k) is high.   

Furthermore, P(e|h & k) – the predictive power of h – is high when (given k) the truth 

of h makes it very likely that e occurs, and low if the truth of h does not render e probable. 

When P(e|h & k) increases, so does h‘s explanatory power with respect to e. Thus: 

 

 

 

It is important not to draw the all too hasty conclusion that since P(e|k) tells us the likeliness 

of the occurrence of e disregarding h, P(e|k) is established a priori. The fact that the value of 

P(e|k) is independent of h does not entail that its establishment is an a priori matter. In the 

light of the previous discussion of e‘s nature, it is clear that P(e|k) is an a posteriori 

established weakly subjective (necessarily bound to some agent) measure.  

If it is hard to explain the occurrence of e by the mere reference to k, the value of P(e|k) is 

low. This is may, for example, be the case if the evidence includes a large amount of 

phenomena and events – if the contents of e is made more diverse. Even if the value of P(e|k) 

is still higher than P(e|h & k), such a lowering of the value of P(e|k) will cause an increase of 

the explanatory power of h: 

 

 

 

The above claim is central to Swinburne‘s argument, since it has the air of justifying the 

addition of a hypothesis according to which there is a common source of the ―otherwise 

                                                 
104 This is lengthier elaborated below. 
105 In the section on the nature of e and k.  
106 I discuss this further in the section on justification of explanation, below. 

The more h makes e probable, to be expected, the greater is 
P (e|h & k)  

P(e| k) 

The less k makes e probable, to be expected, the greater is 
P (e|h & k)  

P(e k) 
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inexplicable‖ phenomena and events e. At the face of it, this is a strange argument. What 

entitles us to suppose, whenever faced with a large number of – what it seems – unconnected 

and diverse phenomena, that they have a common source?  May any phenomena or event be 

included in e? I return to this question later. 

4.3 Applying the theorem to the hypothesis of theism 

I stated above that the difference of appearance between Swinburne‘s interpretation of the 

theorem and the standard formulation is due to his division of the ―evidence‖ into new 

evidence e and background knowledge k, so that (e & k) represents the total evidence against 

which the probability of h is to be measured. Two further peculiarities of Swinburne‘s 

application of the theorem resides in the facts that the components of the theorem are assigned 

comparative rather than exact numerical values, and that he considers it a matter of 

indifference whether the phenomena or event e claimed to constitute evidence of h is 

observed before or after the formulation of h. Given this, the probability of h given en and k is 

a function of P(h|k), and h‘s explanatory power with respect to the different en,  

{[P (e|h & k)]/[P (e|k)]}.    

Swinburne applies the theorem to the hypothesis of theism h by way of first 

establishing the value of P(h|k)
107

, second,  judging for each one of the arguments, whether or 

not it constitutes a C-inductive argument for h, withholding the question of P-inductivity until 

he reaches the last
108

 argument. Since the value of {[P (e|h & k)]/[P (e|k)]} varies with the 

different en (and so their force as evidence of h), it is appropriate to establish P(h|k) before 

investigating which, if any, of the ―traditional‖ arguments for the existence of God adds to the 

probability of h and if there is any argument that subtracts from it. When applied to 

comparative values of probability, it follows from the theorem that if hypotheses h1 and h2 

have equal predictive power with respect to e given background knowledge k, h1 is more 

probable than h2 given the total evidence (e & k) iff. the prior probability of h1 is higher than 

that of h2. In other words: if [P(e|h1 & k) = P(e|h2 & k)], then [P(h1|e & k) > P(h2|e & k)] iff. 

[P(h1|k) > P(h2|k)]. Also, if h1 and h2 have equal prior probability, h1 is more probable than h2 

given (e & k) iff. h1 has higher predictive power with respect to e given k – that is, if [P(h1|k) 

= P(h2|k)], then [P(h1|e & k) > P(h2|e & k)] iff. [P(e|h1 & k) > P(e |h2 & k)].
109

 

Swinburne‘s argument is cumulative in the sense that the k of P(h|e1 & k) represents 

tautological evidence, whereas k1 of P(h|e2 & k1) represents e1, k2 of P(h|e3 & k2) represents 

(k1 + e2) which is equivalent to (e1 + e2), and so on. According to the  previous definition, we 

have a C-inductive argument from some evidence en to some hypothesis h iff.  

P(h|en & kn-1) > P(h|k n-1). In other words: h is confirmed by en iff. the addition of en to kn-1 

increases the probability of h. Bayes‘ theorem tells us that in general [P(h|e & k) > P(h|k)] iff. 

[P(e|h & k) > P(e|k)]. This relation between h and en – which J. L. Mackie has referred to as 

―the relevance criterion‖ – implies that [P(h|e & k) > P(h|k)] iff. [P(e|h & k) > P(e|~h & k)]. 

Given these points, it may be concluded that h is confirmed by en – that an argument from 

some en to h is a correct C-inductive argument – iff. en is more likely to occur if h is true than 

if h is false – that P(h|en & kn-1) > P(h|kn-1) iff. P(en|h & kn-1) > P(en|~h & kn-1)
110

 – which adds 

a further dimension to the concept of C-inductivity. Connected to this is a third implication of 

the theorem: 
P(e|k) = [P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)] + [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)] 

 

                                                 
107 Which he takes to be a measure merely of the simplicity of h, since the criterion of small scope is irrelevant for such large 

scale theories as h, and there will be no background knowledge for h to fit with 
108 That is, eleventh. 
109 ibid.,p. 68 
110 ibid. p. 70 
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This opens up the possibility of an alternative formulation of Bayes‘ theorem that visualizes 

the fact that P(h|e & k) will be close to 1 iff.  [P(e|h & k)× P(h|k)] > [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)].:  
 

 

 

 

 

This means that the value of [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)] – the probability that there is no God and 

that the totality of evidence stated in the different arguments e occurs nevertheless
111

 – is of 

major importance for the value of P(h|e & k). If [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)] > 0, the value of the 

bottom line of the right-hand side of the theorem exceeds that on the top, so that the argument 

from the totality of the evidence e to h does not make h certain. Thus, the value of P(h|e & k) 

is in a direct way dependent on whether [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)] is very small or very large 

relative to [P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)].
112

 

In order to establish [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)], we need know the value of P(e|~h & k) 

and P(~h|k). Since P(~h|k) is equal to [1-P(h|k)] and P(h|k) – the intrinsic probability of h – 

is low, P(~h|k) is high. This means that in order for P(h|e & k) to be closer to 1 than 0,  

P(e|~h & k) – the probability that e will occur if there is no God – has to be low. This makes 

it important for Swinburne to try and establish that it is not probable that those phenomena 

and events referred to by the propositions constituting the (totality of the) evidence, e,  would 

occur if God did not exist. He claims that the different en  could occur given ~h only if either 

(a) some being or beings other than God brought en about, or (b) en occurred uncaused as a 

brute fact, and that (a) and (b) must be judged very improbable
113

. This means that: 
 

The greater (...) is P(h|k), relative to the prior probability of rival hypothesis 

(....), the greater will be the posterior probability of theism— P(h|e & k). 

Everything turns on how much more [intrinsically] probable it is (...) that if 

there exists anything at all [,] God exists rather than no God and something 

else instead.
114 

                                                 
111 The value [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)] will, according to Swinburne, ―be low if it is not probable that any other cause would 

bring about e or that e would occur uncaused‖ (ibid., p. 72) This excludes the possibility of self-explanatory phenomena. 
112 ibid., p. 111 
113 Due to their lack of simplicity (and thus inability to form a stopping point of explanation). (ibid., p. 112) 
114 ibid. 

P(h|e & k) = 
[P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)] 

[P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)] + [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)] 

 



33 

C. CONCEPTUAL PART 

1. Explanations 
Prior to investigating Swinburne‘s view of explanation, two points need be spelled out. First,  

that there are, according to his analysis, merely two  patterns of explanation – scientific and 

(what he refers to as) personal explanations
115

. Since it is a necessary feature of intentional 

actions to be performed ―for reasons or purposes on which (…) [the agent] chooses to act‖
116

, 

intentional actions may be performed only by rational agents. The second important point is 

that Swinburne considers all important arguments for the hypothesis of theism to be cases of 

personal explanations and arguments to the best explanation: 

  
Some phenomenon E is considered. It is claimed that E is puzzling, strange, 

not to be expected in the ordinary course of things; but that it is to be 

expected if here is a God; for God has the power to bring about E and (with 

some probability) he might well choose to do so. Hence the occurrence of E 

is reason for supposing that there is a God.
117

  

 

These arguments (a) take as starting-point the existence of the world (cosmological 

arguments), the design of the world (argument from design) or some particular feature(s) of 

the world and (b) attempt to explain these phenomena and events in terms of the intentional 

action of a rational agent – God
118

, which is (c) claimed to prove Gods existence. 

Coming across the above quote, one may ask oneself just what reason is supposed to 

refer to, in the sense of for whom is this supposed to constitute a reason. I consider this being 

a major question concerning Swinburne‘s method, the answer of which I take to indicate the 

necessarily subjective character of his conclusion. 

1.1. The “what” and “why” of explanations 

Swinburne claims that any satisfactory
119

 explanation of the occurrence of some phenomenon 

or event E has two parts: the ―what‖ (the causes that together constitute the full cause C
120

 of 

E) and the ―why‖ (the reason R why C caused E). Moreover, he claims that since only 

something different from E can make E happen, the ―what‖ in an explanation of some E 

always refers to independent actual factor(s). This means, first, that C may not be imaginary 

or non-existent and, second, that C may not be the same event or process as E nor part of it
121

. 

These restrictions on C are relevant for Swinburne‘s concept of God, since they explicitly 

exclude the possibility of self-explanatory phenomena – of a uncaused or first cause.  

1.2. Full and statistical scientific explanations 

Swinburne characterizes scientific explanations as explanations referring to a set of initial 

conditions C, (the ―what‖) and natural laws L
122

 (the ―why‖). L is the reason R, that C caused 

E. There are two levels or types of such explanation – full and statistical. We have a ―full‖ 

                                                 
115 ibid., p. 21. This claim is questionable, but I do not consider this to be the right place to argue over the question. 
116 ibid. 
117 ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, p. 23 See also The Existence of God, p. 51, where Swinburne states that ―the theist 

argues from the existence and order of the world and various features of it to a person, God, who brought these things about, 

meaning so to do‖. 
118 The Existence of God, p. 20 
119 Or, in Swinburne‘s terminology, true. 
120 More specifically, the full cause C refers to a set of factors together sufficient for the occurrence of E. Any factor which is 

a member of the full cause of E is a cause of E (ibid., p. 24) 
121 ibid., p. 24 
122 Most usually consisting of universal generalizations, ascribing properties to sets of phenomena or events 
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explanation when there is nothing left to be explained concerning the occurrence of E
123

. In 

scientific explanation, this criterion is satisfied when the initial conditions C taken together 

with natural law(s) L deductively entail the occurrence of E
124

:   

 
A full scientific explanation of E states that the full cause, C, (the initial 

conditions) and the reason, R, (the deterministic law or laws, L) deductively 

entail the occurrence of E. 

 

Merely explanations containing deterministic laws may fully explain some E. For some 

generalization (universal statement) to count as a law of nature, it must be a statement of 

either physical necessity – in which case it is a deterministic law, or probability – in which 

case it is a statistical law
125

. Explanations containing statistical laws may explain E partially – 

make the occurrence of E physically more probable than it would otherwise have been. In 

such explanations, L and C statistically explain E: 
 

A statistical scientific explanation of E states that the full cause C (the initial 

conditions), and the reason R (the probabilistic law L), make physically more 

probable the occurrence of E than it would otherwise have been 

 

Swinburne points out that this account of statistical (partial) explanation differs from 

Hempel‘s in the sense that C and L need not make E highly probable. It may be said that 

whereas Hempel demands of such an explanation to be a case of P-inductive argument – to 

make E probable – Swinburne views it as a similar to a C-inductive argument – as increasing 

the probability of E. Moreover, he describes any full explanation as a P-inductive argument in 

the sense of making E probable period. If the ―what‖ and ―why‖ necessitate the occurrence of 

E, E‘s probability given the ―what‖ and ―why‖ is by necessity greater than ½. 

1.2.1. The justification of scientific explanation 

Having established his account of scientific explanation
126  

(according to which E is 

scientifically explained if L and C make the occurrence of E physically necessary or more 

probable than it would otherwise be) Swinburne treats it as a further question whether some 

proposed explanation is true. A scientific explanation will be true if: 

 
(...) the purported law L that it cites is in fact a law of nature and the cited 

initial conditions [C] in fact occurred (and L and C do entail that it is 

physically necessary or (...) more probable than it would otherwise be that E 

occur).
127

 

 

Given this, some scientific explanation is probably true if it is probable that these criteria are 

satisfied. Further, if it is to be probable that some universal statement constitutes a true law of 

nature, it must belong to a scientific theory that has high prior probability and great 

explanatory power
128

. This, then, are additional necessary criteria on true scientific 

explanation: 

 

 

                                                 
123 That is, not merely scientific, but also personal full explanations 
124 ibid., p. 26, my italics. Of course, such explanations may be, and are often, very extensive and complex, invoking ―many 

laws or generalizations and a complex description of  previous events of which it is a (...) remote (...) consequence that (...) 

[E] occurs‖ (ibid.) 
125 ibid., p. 28. The class of ―statistic laws‖ includes such universal generalizations as ―laws of genetics‖.   
126 Which he refers to as an ‗amended Hempelian account‘ since he (1.) aims at distinguish accidentally true generalizations 

from true laws of nature, and (2.) proposes a different concept of statistical explanation (ibid., p. 29) 
127 ibid. 
128 ibid., p. 53 
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(...) our grounds for judging a proposed scientific explanation h of a 

phenomenon E to be probably true, where e is our [total] observational 

knowledge, which includes E, are the prior probability of h and its 

explanatory power with respect to e.
129 

 

Swinburne uses the criteria listed in this quote – especially that of simplicity – as major 

determinants of the explanatory value of putative explanations of phenomena and events. I 

will start the discussion of these explanatory values as applied to judgments of the prior 

probability of scientific explanations. Since Swinburne applies the same, or at least relevantly 

similar, criteria of prior and intrinsic probability (and explanatory value) for what he refers to 

as personal explanations, the following discussion of the criteria are to be taken as applying to 

all judgments of prior and intrinsic probability of explanations. 

1.2.2. The prior and intrinsic probability of scientific explanations 

The prior probability of some theory T states its probable truth before we consider its putative 

(observational) evidence. This value depends upon three properties of T: (a) smallness of 

scope, (b) fit with background knowledge and (c) simplicity. Whereas the degree of fit 

between T and our background knowledge is an a posteriori matter, T‘s satisfaction of the two 

other criteria are matters of a priori judgment
130

. These a priori factors constitute the intrinsic 

probability of T – T‘s probability independent of T’s relation to any observation
131

. 

If Swinburne is right judging any division of evidence between e and k arbitrary, there 

is no problem inherent to dividing it so that e refers to all observational and k to all a priori 

knowledge. If we divide the evidence this way, the prior probability of any theory (its 

probability as measured against the value of k) will be identical to its intrinsic probability. 

Swinburne prefers such a division – intrinsic, rather than prior probability constitutes the main 

concept with which he operates
132

.  

1.2.2.1. Smallness of scope 

The first determinant of T‘s prior probability is scope. Theories about all material bodies are, 

according to Swinburne‘s example, less probably true than theories about some restricted 

range of bodies, such as all bodies near the earth. Given Swinburne‘s concept of God, the 

hypothesis of theism takes the entire universe within its scope, which means that this criterion 

might pose a problem to his hypothesis. However, argues Swinburne, this criterion is not to 

be relied very heavily upon. Since restrictions of scope are often arbitrary and complicated, 

theories of smaller scope are (although more probably true) typically less simple than those of 

larger scope. Since the criterion of simplicity is of such great importance
133

, the criterion of 

small scope is in general relatively unimportant for determining prior probability. For this 

reason Swinburne takes prior probability to be (largely) a matter of fit with background 

knowledge and simplicity
134

. Recalling that intrinsic probability is a matter of simplicity and 

smallness of scope, the downplay of the importance of the latter of these criteria implies that 

intrinsic (a priori) probability of T is largely (if not merely) a matter of T‘s simplicity. 

                                                 
129 ibid., p. 58, my italics. 
130 Since T‘s simplicity and scope are internal features of T. 
131 Swinburne defines intrinsic probability as probability independent of T‘s relation to any evidence. He seems, however, to 

be using the concept of evidence and observation interchangeably – as if synonymous.   
132 Note however that the below discussion of the criteria of fit with background knowledge, simplicity and scope applies 

regardless of whether these properties of T are taken to be determinants of T’s prior or intrinsic probability. 
133 I return to the discussion of this criterion shortly. 
134 ibid., p. 56 
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1.2.2.2. Fit with background knowledge 

The second of the three factors on which we judge the prior probability of theories favors 

theories that fits well with our background knowledge. This criterion is satisfied if the entities 

and laws postulated by T are similar to those that probably exist and operate in other 

(neighboring) fields. I consider it being obvious that this criterion will be troublesome to 

satisfy for a hypothesis postulating an entity having such properties as God of theism is 

supposed to have. Swinburne argues that the application of this criterion is to be limited to 

hypotheses or theories of lesser scope. Since the amount of background knowledge with 

which a theory has to fit decreases as its scope increases, there is no background knowledge 

with which hypotheses of enormous scope – such as the hypothesis of theism
135

 – has to fit.  

Swinburne suggests that the prior probability of such theories is to be determined by 

purely a priori considerations. This may be understood either as the claim that the 

background knowledge with which these theories have to fit consists of a priori known 

propositions or
136

 as the claim that the prior probability of such theories is equal to their 

intrinsic probability (to their simplicity and scope). Most probably, Swinburne would approve 

of either of these readings
137

. It still remains to be established, however, that the move to big 

theories of large scope entitles postulating new kinds of entities and properties, ―quite new 

kinds of entities with strange properties of a kind not hitherto observed‖
138

. I take his way of 

using his words here to indicate that this is to be understood as an assumption generally 

agreed upon within (natural) science. To me, this claim – that as long as we make the scope of 

our theories large enough, we are entitled to postulate any kind of entity with any kind of 

properties – comes of as designed to embellish the hypothesis of theism
139

. This is a theory of 

enormous scope postulating a new kind of entity with properties hitherto not observed. 

To me, excluding the hypothesis of theism from the reach of this criterion is a way of 

devaluing the truth of hypotheses. It is reasonable to demand of hypotheses to fit with 

background knowledge because this is a way of ensuring that they are at least possibly true. 

Intuitively, a theory postulating the existence of – for example – an entity whose description 

contradicts the basic rules of logic and mathematics cannot be true
140

. Even if it may be 

argued that consistency is not necessary for truth, I consider it uncontroversial that 

inconsistency is a sign of untruth. In weaker terms, a theory is practically workable to a 

greater extent only if internally consistent. This is why I would like to insist on the 

reasonableness of restricting the entities postulated even by theories of enormous scope – that 

thee is a body of assumptions with which any theory we come across has to fit. This includes 

propositions conveying general logical truths, which are basic in the sense that everything else 

we believe to be true rely upon the truth of these propositions. My point here is that our 

background knowledge of how the world works is to function as a threshold on all theories 

and hypothesis, and that I do believe that this is the way we do actually reason. 

Recalling that Swinburne views the criterion of small scope as in general less 

important, the waving off of this second criterion leaves us with the criterion of simplicity as 

the sole ground on which to judge the prior probability of the hypothesis of theism. For this 

and other similarly large scale theories, the prior probability is a measure of their simplicity. 

                                                 
135 According to which the existence of God explains everything logically contingent (ibid., p. 66) 
136 Which may be relevant if, for example, there is no way of reducing the contents of the background knowledge to 

tautological or analytical propositions. 
137 ibid., p. 59-60 
138 ibid., p. 60 
139 Disregarding what scientists may have to say about this, which is not really the issue here, since they may be wrong. 
140 I take this to be a common intuition. Consider a theory postulating some entity E, claiming it to be true both that ―E is a 

material entity‖ and that ―E is not a material entity‖, or similarly ―E is round‖ and ―E is square‖. Even if it is possible 

formulating for example an ―alternative mathematical system‖ which exclude the parallel-axiom and so on, using a theory 

involving contradiction in attempts to explain phenomena and events seem to bring with them some practical problems. Since 

anything may be derived from a contradiction, there are reasons to be skeptical of the explanatory value of such a theory. 

This question deserves more attention, but I do not consider this being the right place for this. 
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1.2.2.3. Simplicity 

Swinburne takes simplicity to constitute the most important – and sometimes even sole – 

criterion for judgments of prior and intrinsic probability of T. A theory T is simple in as far as  

 
[T postulates] few (logically independent) entities, few properties of entities, 

few kinds of entities, few kinds of properties, properties more readily 

observable, few separate laws with few terms relating few variables, the 

simplest formulation of each law being mathematically simple
141

  

 

He goes on to state that (a) ―hypotheses attributing infinite values of properties to objects are 

simpler than ones attributing large finite values‖
142

 but that (b) ―the preference for the infinite 

over the large finite applies only to degrees of properties and not to numbers of independent 

entities‖
143

. The reason for preferring infinite over large finite values of properties of objects 

within scientific practice is, according to him, that we can understand notions of the former 

kind, such as that of infinite velocity (the velocity being greater than any number of finite 

units of velocity) without understanding high finite numbers, such as the googolplex (101010). 

The preferral of the infinite is restricted to values of properties because ―degrees of properties 

merge so as not to act independently‖
144

. Swinburne illustrates his point by stating that there 

is no way of dividing a velocity of 4 ft./sec. into two separate (or ―individuatable‖) velocities 

of, for example, 2 ft./sec. That is, ―a velocity is a whole in a way that say, a number of 

separably individuatable planets are not‖
145

. 

I consider this passage remarkable. The claims (a) and (b) have the air of being 

formulated for the purposes of justifying the supposed properties of unlimited (infinite) 

power, goodness and knowledge of the theistic God and, second, ruling out the possibility of 

postulating many Gods with limited powers, rather than one God with infinite power – the 

theistic God. I consider the justification of these claims weak. Moreover, there are alternative 

conceptions of what constitutes a simple entity or object. Quintin Smith proposes, in his 

―Simplicity and Why the Universe Exists‖ that the simplest possible thing is something that, 

temporarily speaking has zero duration (is instantaneous), is small in the sense of having zero 

spatial dimensions (is a point) and contains zero amounts of matter. According to him, 

something is simpler than something else also if it instantiates fewer laws and has fewer kinds 

of positive essential properties (such as being rational, being sensate and being animate).
146

 I 

see no a priori reasons to favor either of theses concepts of simplicity. However, it seems 

clear that Smith‘s concept of simplicity casts some serious doubt on the simplicity of the 

hypothesis of theism.  

If the simplicity of some theory is a matter of our ability of understanding its 

constituent elements, some theory T1 is simpler than T2 if T1 attributes the property of 

squareness to entity E whereas T2 claims E to be octagon. Even granted that one may argue 

(in the sense of being understandable independently of the other concept) that ―square‖ is the 

simpler of these concepts this does not, in my opinion, show that the probability that  E is, as 

a matter of fact square is higher than the probability that E is octagon. Clearly, the judgment 

of the probable truth of this claim depends on further things, such as the question what kind of 

                                                 
141 ibid., p. 53 
142 ibid., p. 55, my italics. 
143 ibid., my italics. 
144 ibid. 
145 ibid. 
146 Smith, Q.: ―Simplicity and Why the Universe Exists‖ in Philosophy, No. 279 1997, p. 128 Given this conception of 

simplicity, he argues that the big bang singularity is simpler than God, and thus – in accordance with the principle that the 

simplest possible thing comes into existence in the simplest possible way, which he claims to be a natural law – must 

constitute the ultimate starting point of the Universe. (ibid.) 
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entity E is
147

. I take this to indicate that the simplicity of some theory is not adequately 

connected to its probable truth. The fact that Swinburne makes this the primary criterion on 

which to judge the probable truth of theories (or at least of the truth of the hypothesis of 

theism) is devastating to the project of assuring truth of preferred hypotheses. 

Second, Swinburne‘s justification of the claim that the infinite is preferred concerning 

values of properties but not concerning numbers of independent entities seems to be based on 

trivialities. To me, the claim that velocities do, but entities do not, constitute ―a whole‖ is 

trivial. Independent entities are by necessity independent. Moreover, I find it hard to even 

understand what it would mean for some velocity to be separable into a number of 

―individuatable velocities‖ – this seems to be excluded by the concept of velocity itself. Even 

given that Swinburne manages to show that the preferral of the infinite over the finite does not 

apply to numbers of independent entities, this does not justify taking for granted the general 

restriction of the preferral of the infinite to values of properties. Clearly, the fact that there is a 

difference between velocities and independent entities does not justify this. For example, it 

still remains to be shown why it could not be the case that it is simpler to postulate an infinite 

amount of (possible) properties of entities, rather than an arbitrarily limited small amount.  

Swinburne states a further ―rational‖ or ―pragmatic‖ reason for favoring the criterion 

of simplicity. He claims ―for any finite collection of phenomena, there will always be an 

infinite number of different theories of equal scope such that from each (…) can be deduced 

statements reporting the phenomena observed‖
148

, and that ―however many theories we 

eliminate by finding them incompatible with observations, we will always be left with an 

infinite number of theories between which to choose‖
149

, thus arguing simplicity to constitute 

the ultimate criterion for judging one theory T the most probable. This applies especially to 

cases where the competing theories are all of enormous scope (such as the hypothesis of 

theism). In the absence of background knowledge, simplicity is the only ground on which we 

may reach a final verdict the probability of competing theories. It is however clear that there 

are other criteria capable of filling this function. Most usually, simplicity is taken to constitute 

one factor among others – such as ―depth, comprehensiveness, (...) and unifying power‖
150

 – 

which are relevant for judging the explanatory value of hypothesis.  

Elsewhere Swinburne goes as far as taking for granted a connection between the 

application of the criterion of simplicity and the progress of science. Based upon this assumed 

connection, he formulates a reductio ad absurdum argument for the importance of this feature 

of scientific hypotheses:  

 
Without the criterion of simplicity science would be utterly unable to move 

one step beyond its observable data. (...) [Since] science is possible (...) [and] 

we can make justified predictions [it follows that] simplicity is evidence of 

truth.
151

 

 

To me, this amounts to the claim that it is impossible, as long as one does not want to claim 

something contradictory, to deny the importance of simplicity
152

. I do not agree on this, and I 

do not consider it unlikely that many of my readers will follow me in this. 

                                                 
147 And a large amount of contextual features such as who is claiming something about E and, especially for judgments of 

color and shape, by whom E is being observed (which is one of the reasons why ascriptions of color are so complicated). 
148 The Existence of God, p. 58 
149 ibid. 
150 Vogel,‖Inference to the best explanation‖, in Craig (ed.); Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 

http://www.rep.routledge.com.lt.ltag.bibl.liu.se/article/P025 2008-06-29 
151 ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, p. 25 
152 Such an argument for the importance of simplicity may be said to resemble that of Goodman, who has argued towards the 

point that the theoretical virtue of simplicity is in a sense self-evident, and thus cannot be further justified or elaborated upon. 

(see Baker, A.: ―Simplicity‖ in Zalta, E. (ed.): The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy; 

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/simplicity/ (2009-01-10) 
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1.2.3. The explanatory power of scientific explanations 

Except for the previously discussed criterion of prior probability, any (probable) true 

scientific explanation must have high explanatory power. Thus, these two factors constitute 

necessary criteria on good scientific explanations. Swinburne defines the concept of 

explanatory power by way of stating that T satisfies this requirement ―in so far as it entails or 

makes probable the occurrence of many diverse phenomena that are all observed to occur, and 

the occurrence of which is not otherwise expected‖
153

. This means that in order for T to be 

satisfactory in this respect, it must be the case that (a) T renders probable many observed 

phenomena and (b) the phenomena that T predicts must be such that in the absence of T, they 

would not be expected. This, again, is the same as stating that the phenomena explained by T 

must have low prior probability.  

1.3. “Personal explanations” 

A ―personal explanation‖ explains the occurrence of some phenomena or event E with 

reference to actions A and intentions J of a rational agent P
154

. In such an explanation, J
155

 is 

the ―what‖ – full cause C. The ―why‖ – reason R why C caused E – states how J caused E. 

This depends on the nature of A. According to Swinburne, any possible action is either a basic 

or a mediated action. It is basic if it is ―something that an agent just does, [so that the agent] 

does not do [it] by doing anything else‖
156

. If this is not the case, we have a mediated action – 

an action performed through the performance of some other action. 

1.3.1. The “why” of explanations of E caused by basic actions 

When E consists in the performance of P‘s basic action A, the ―why‖ (the full cause) of an 

explanation of E refers to the fact that ―bringing about E was among the basic actions that P 

could [at that time t
157

] do at will (that is, [actions that P] would succeed in doing if he formed 

the intention to do them)‖
158

. This means that (at t) it was among P‘s basic powers X to 

perform A.  
 

A full personal explanation of E, when E consists of P‘s basic action A, 

states that the intention J (that E occur) and basic powers X (including the 

power to bring about E – to perform A) of the agent P necessitate the 

occurrence of E 

 

According to this account of full personal explanations, P, J and X taken together necessitate 

the occurrence of E. Swinburne views of intentions and basic powers as standing in a relation 

of necessity to (basic) actions in the way that whenever J refers to bringing about some E 

(which is equal to performing A) and P has the properties or powers X necessary and 

sufficient for performing A, there is no way that P will not (that is, P will by necessity) 

perform A. This is equivalent to claiming that there is a causal determinism in the 

motivational structure (that is, in the relation between intention and action) of human beings. 

                                                 
153 The Existence of God, p. 56 
154 This mode of explanation seems, in all relevant aspects, analogous to what is commonly referred to as ―intentional 

explanations‖. The reason why Swinburne uses the term ―personal‖ is that persons according to him, are paradigm cases of 

rational agents. Given this, every E explained within the framework of ―personal explanation‖, is necessarily (/taken to be/) 

the result of the intentional actions of rational agents. According to my view, this fact makes the class of phenomena which 

may be given a personal explanation smaller than that which may be give a scientific explanation, since there are phenomena 

we want to explain which may not be interpreted as results of intentional actions. This may of course be doubted by the 

adherer of theism who believes that all things that happen in the world are caused actively/directly or indirectly 

(mediated/allowed through the creation of human beings, so that he is the original source of human action) by God. 
155 Defined by Swinburne as P‘s meaning for E to occur through his agency (ibid., p. 35). 
156 ibid., p. 36 
157 I consider it necessary adding this reference to time since obviously the capacities of any agent is due to change over time. 
158 ibid., my italics 
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To my mind, this type of causal determinism excludes the possibility of human free will on 

any interesting understanding of the concept ―free will‖
159

. Even Swinburne‘s understandeing 

of this concept may be argued to be incompatible with this kind of determinism. He claims to 

profess a ―libertarian‖ conception of free will according to which a person (or creature), P, 

has free will iff. P has ―the freedom to choose whether or not to bring about some effect (such 

as e), where the totality of causes that influence him (…) do not totally determine how he will 

choose‖
160

. The relevant question here is what it means for the totality of influencing causes 

to totally determine the choices of P – what it is for P to lack free will. Swinburne seems to 

understand the lack for free will as equivalent to a complete lack of indeterminacy. He states 

that in order for human beings to possess free will, they need to have some brain states not 

fully determined by other physical states.
161

 If, however – as is suggested by Swinburne‘s 

concept of personal explanation – P‘s having intention J (that E occur, which is equivalent to 

the performing of an action A) and powers or properties X necessary and sufficient for 

performing A, makes it necessary that P will perform A, there seems to be no room for such 

indeterminacy. 

I would like to challenge Swinburne‘s assumption that there is a necessity in the 

relation between human intention, power and action. The way I see it, even given that I have 

the intention to perform A (bring about some event E), and posses the basic power to perform 

A, I might not perform A
162

. Consider the case when I, for example, have the intention to bring 

about the event of my running five laps around a (specified) obstacle course during the next 

30 minutes. This event consists in my performing the action of (loosely speaking) performing 

some well-defined, limited
163

 set of complex movements of my body, taking place within a 

specific, limited range of space, during a well-defined, limited period of time. Although I do 

possess the basic powers necessary and sufficient to perform this action – that is, to move my 

body in accordance to this pattern the sufficient amount of times during the next 30 minutes – 

I might end up not performing this action. I might not run the five laps. It might simply be the 

case that I am not acting rationally164.   

Another reason for questioning this account of personal explanations is that it seems to 

assume that intentional actions are isolated
165

. It does not give proper weight to the fact that 

any action is influenced, at least to some extent, by its surrounding environment. If I set out to 

run five laps around an obstacle course – assuming I‘m rational and do not suffer from 

laziness, weakness of will or equal – there are several outside factors that may prevent me 

from performing this action. In reality, things do not always turn out the way one plans since 

there is always the possibility of something unexpected happening – either within oneself or 

in the outside world
166

. 

Also, Swinburne‘s concept of personal explanations of action does not provide a clear 

analysis of ―intention‖. There are at least three ways of reading this concept; it may be 

                                                 
159 The concept of human ‖free will‖ is debated. Although this issue is important, I will not provide any definition of either 

‖determinism‖ or ‖free will‖. All I am claiming here is that an interesting understanding of the concept of free will is 

incompatible with causal determinism in the sense implied by Swinburne‘s definition of personal explanation. It seems 

uncontroversial claiming determinism (in some form) to pose the biggest threat to free will. (see, further, O‘Connor, T.: ―Free 

Will‖ in Zalta, E. (ed.) The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy;  http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/freewill/ 2009-01-05) 
160 Swinburne, op. cit., p. 113 
161 ibid., p. 169 
162 Although the fact that I have this intention and power(s) does point towards my having the possibility of performing A.  
163 J refers to a finite amount of laps around a finite obstacle course, a specific place where the movements of the body 

constituting the action is to be performed and a certain finite interval of time within the limits of which this movement is to 

be performed. 
164 Textbook-examples of irrationality refer to drug-influenced or ―insane‖ agents. I consider it important to keep in mind that 

―sane‖ agents may also act irrationally. In these circumstances, there seems to be no relevant difference between ―being 

irrational‖ and ―acting irrational‖, since an irrational person will act thus. 
165 From the outside world in general, and from each other in particular 
166 That is: internal (such as weakness of will) or external (such as unexpectedly being hit by a car in trying to act on the 

intention to cross the street) factors might prevent the agent from performing some action which the agent intends to perform. 
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thought of, first, as similar to ―goal‖ or ―aim‖ – emphasizing a practical aspect – or, second, 

as synonymous or similar to ―desire‖ – emphasizing the directedness of one‘s will. Third, the 

concept of ―intention‖ might, of course, refer to some combination of ―aim‖ and ―desire‖. 

Either way, it needs to be clarified. 

1.3.2. The “why” of explanations of E caused by mediated actions 

If E is caused by a mediated action, ―the answer to the question how (...) P‘s intention was 

efficacious will be more complicated‖
167

, than if E is caused by a basic such. That E is caused 

by a mediated action means that E is an intended consequence of some basic action A, 

performed by P, so that J refers to the more complex intention that E occur as a consequence 

of A and A consists in bringing about some phenomena or event S
168

, which causes E. Thus, 

when P brings about E, it is among P‘s basic powers X, to perform A (to bring about S).  
 

A full explanation of E, when E is the intended consequence of P‘s basic 

action A, states that the intention J (that E occur as a consequence of the 

performance of action A) and basic powers X (including the power to bring 

about S by performing A) of the agent P necessitates the occurrence S and 

that the natural law(s) L in the circumstances D makes S cause E
169 

 

According to this, the full explanation of some E caused by a mediated action includes (at 

least) two further components compared to the explanation of some E consisting of the 

performance of some basic action. These further components of the explanation are necessary 

for the explanation to account for E‘s connection to J and X. Reflecting upon the matter it is 

revealed that the factors listed in both accounts of full personal explanation are incomplete. 

Most obviously, we need to add an account of P‘s epistemological and cognitive status. If P is 

a rational agent it seems necessary for P‘s performance of an action A that P knows and is 

aware
170

 that he or she knows, among other things that (a) he or she possesses the basic 

powers X, (b) the connections between A, and E holds and (c) the circumstances D obtains.   

1.3.3. The justification of personal explanations 

Formulating a personal explanation is, basically, a matter of claiming that some phenomena 

or event is caused by the intentional actions of some (rational) agent, P. It is a further 

necessary constituent of personal explanations that we take these actions to be performed by 

virtue of certain beliefs, intentions and powers which we ascribe to P. Swinburne applies in 

relevant aspects the same criteria for prior probability and explanatory power, as above 

claimed to pertain to scientific explanations, also to personal explanations. 

1.3.3.1. The prior and intrinsic probability of personal explanations 

Recalling what is stated above, Swinburne initially claims the prior probability to depend on 

the three factors of fit with background knowledge, simplicity and small scope, but then goes 

on to revise this concept to refer, mainly to the criterion of simplicity. The criterion of fit with 

background knowledge is warded off as being of no major weight in judging the prior 

probability of theories with enormous scope whereas the criterion of small scope is claimed to 

compete with that of simplicity, making it, in general, comparably unimportant for judgments 

                                                 
167 ibid., p. 36 
168 Swinburne refers to S as a ―state of affairs‖, which is similar in all relevant matters to ―phenomena or event‖. 
169 Swinburne states that ―[t]he explanation of how (...) [J] was efficacious is that bringing about S is among P‘s basic powers 

X, and that the bringing-about of S had [E] as a consequence (...). There will often be a scientific explanation of (...) [how S 

causes E]. S may cause E in accord with natural laws, L, because (...) [this] is a consequence of L (...) in circumstances D 

(which in fact hold)‖. (ibid.) 
170 Independently of whether people might be said to possess ―derivative knowledge‖, P needs to be aware of his knowing 

something in order for this knowledge to influence his actions. 
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of prior probability. The upshot of this narrowing of the concept is that for the hypothesis of 

theism (and other hypothesis of equally large scope) judgments of prior probability is purely a 

matter of judging their simplicity, whereas it for other theories is mainly a matter of simplicity 

and to some small extent their fit with background knowledge and scope.  

Fit with background knowledge, for hypotheses claiming to explain some phenomena 

or event by assuming them to be the result of the intentional actions of some agent (i.e. a 

personal explanation), is a matter of postulating persons ―similar to known persons in their 

history and physiology, their basic powers, their intentions and their ways of acquiring 

beliefs‖
171

. Such a hypothesis will be simple in as far as it postulates few persons having ―few 

properties, few constant intentions, and continuing basic powers‖
172

 and takes these persons to 

acquire their beliefs in ―constant predictable ways (…) from their surroundings‖
173

. It will 

have small scope in as far as it tells us ―about the causes of fewer phenomena; or provides less 

detail about a person‘s intentions, powers etc.; but even if it is a detailed hypothesis, we could 

have enough evidence to make it likely to be true‖
174

.  

Swinburne portrays the process of attributing beliefs, intentions and powers to 

(supposed) agents as governed by two principles. According to the principle of charity, we are 

to attribute P ―powers to perform basic actions, intentions and ways of acquiring beliefs as 

similar as possible to our own‖
175

, whereas the principle of simplicity demands that these 

properties are to be as simple as possible. To ascribe simple properties is, according to 

Swinburne, to assume that agents ―do not change their intentions and beliefs suddenly and at 

random—that their intentions remain constant over a period, and that their beliefs change 

under the reception of sensory stimuli in regular ways‖
176

. Given this, it seems that applying 

these principles amounts to make the hypothesis of the existence of P satisfy the criteria of fit 

with background knowledge and simplicity. 

Claiming the adherence to the principle of charity to be an application of that of 

simplicity, Swinburne once again demonstrates his bias for the criterion of simplicity. I 

consider this equivalent to suggesting a reduction of the principle of charity to that of 

simplicity. Although this is not stated in any straightforward manner, I consider this the only 

way of understanding the passage. The alleged reason for this is that ―in making the 

assumption that the intentions of others and their ways of acquiring beliefs are similar to our 

own, we make a simpler assumption than the assumption that they differ‖
177

. Given what is 

said above, I conclude that the main criterion on which to judge the prior probability of some 

personal explanation is that of simplicity. 

1.3.3.2. The explanatory power of personal explanations 

For T to have high explanatory power, it is necessary that (a) T renders probable many 

observed phenomena and, further, that (b) the phenomena T predicts have low prior 

probability (must be such that they are not expected in the absence of T). The properties we 

ascribe to P must generate a ―picture‖ of P which makes us expect those (public) actions (or 

behaviour) of P that we in fact find. Further, the phenomena predicted by (and thus claimed to 

be evidence of) T – ―must not be probable on other hypothesis with relatively high prior 

probability and predictive power‖
178

 

The principle of charity states that less simple our picture of some entity E is, and the 

more we assume E to differ from agents known to us, the less probable is it that E is a rational 

                                                 
171 ibid., p. 65 
172 ibid. 
173 ibid. 
174 ibid., my italics 
175 ibid., p. 61 
176 ibid. 
177 ibid., p. 62 
178 ibid., p. 65 
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agent. Sometimes, however, the explanatory power of the assumption that E is an agent or 

that there exists some specific agent P, is so high that we assume this although E or P is very 

different from previously known agents: 

 
It is possible that we might find certain otherwise inexplicable phenomena 

that could be explained by the action of a non-embodied agent, such as a 

ghost or a poltergeist. The phenomena (...) may be that books, chairs, 

inkwells etc. start flying about my room. We postulate a poltergeist P with 

certain intentions, beliefs and powers to be responsible.
179

  

 

That is, when some observed phenomena is best explained by the intentional action of a 

poltergeist P, it is fully legitimate postulating the existence of such a being. Since this agent 

lacks body, we will have to suppose it to differ from other rational agents in its powers and 

ways of acquiring beliefs. Swinburne however insists that: 

 
we can suppose P to have beliefs influenced as ours by how things are, and to 

have intentions of the kind that we have (...). For example, we can suppose P 

to have previously been a certain embodied person who had been greatly 

injured by X and who had greatly loved Y, X and Y both being still alive. 

Then we suppose P (....) to have the intention to harm X and save Y from 

harm, and to communicate with Y
180

  

 

If we assume P to be like many known agents (in the manner just stated) the hypothesis of P‘s 

existence is, according to Swinburne, simple and fits our background knowledge to some 

extent. The main reason for assuming the existence of P is however that this hypothesis has 

high explanatory power. If we – in accordance with (b), above – do not have any scientific 

explanation (more probable than this) and no probable personal explanation in terms of an 

embodied agent, this description of the case (including the phenomena to be explained and the 

properties ascribed to P) makes it probable that P exists.  

1.4. Personal explanations referring to the actions of God  

Swinburne claims all relevant arguments for the existence of God to be instances of personal 

explanation. This means that the aim of the theist is to prove the truth of his claim by stating 

that the existence, design or some particular feature or features of the world is best explained 

trough the intentional actions of God.  

Swinburne‘s analysis of personal explanation seems to imply that when some 

phenomenon or event E is explained by reference to Gods intentional actions, the ―what‖ 

states Gods intention J, whereas the specific formulation of the ―why‖ – stating how J was 

efficacious causing E – depends on whether God caused E trough a basic or mediated action. 

There are however two respects in which God differs from (most) other agents, making 

explanations by his actions different from other personal explanations. First, God is perfectly 

free. This means that explanations referring to his agency ―cannot be even in part explicable 

scientifically‖
181

. His ―intentions alone explain his doing what he does‖
182

. Second, God is a 

person without body; a spirit
183

. These points are connected in the sense that the reason why 

explanations referring to the actions of God may not be further explained trough initial 

conditions and natural laws is that God does not depend on anything physical for his life of 

                                                 
179 ibid., p. 63, my italics. 
180 ibid., p. 63-64 
181 ibid. According to this, he admits that personal explanations ―may often, at any rate in part, be explained [further] by a 

scientific explanation‖ (ibid.) I will not discuss the possibility of reducing personal explanations to scientific such further. 
182 ibid., p. 49 
183 ibid., p. 50, my italics. I elaborate Swinburne‘s concept of God below. 
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thought, knowledge or ability to affect the universe. In order to take God to be perfectly free 

in this way, it is seems necessary making the further assumption that God is not embodied.  

This view of Gods perfect freedom fits badly with Swinburne‘s account of personal 

explanations and actions performed by rational agents. The perfect freedom of God is to be 

understood as implying that ―no event or state (including the past states of himself) in any 

way causally influences him to do the actions that he does‖
184

 – making it highly questionable 

whether one may provide a full personal explanations of some phenomena E by reference to 

the basic actions of God (indeed, there seems to be no need for God to perform mediated 

actions at all). According to Swinburne‘s account of explanations trough the basic actions of 

some agent P, P‘s intention J and basic powers X together necessitate P‘s performance of 

action E. This concept of personal explanation seems to necessarily involve a causal 

determinism in the motivational structure of P, which is equivalent to denying P free will. 

1.4.1. The justification of explanations referring to the actions of God  
The particularities of Swinburne‘s example in which he attempts to motive postulating a 

poltergeist by reference to the huge explanatory power of this hypothesis are in many ways 

similar to the postulation of the existence of the theistic God. The primary reason why 

explanations referring to the intentional actions of God differ from the most ordinary cases of 

personal explanations is the same as why explanations referring to the actions of a poltergeist 

do –God and the poltergeist are both spirits (non-embodied agents). Since the assumption of 

Gods spiritual nature is said to imply that explanations referring to his actions may not be 

further explained by science, this must also be assumed for explanations referring to the 

actions of a poltergeist. 

In his discussion of the hypothesis of the poltergeist, Swinburne granted that the lack 

of fit with background knowledge caused by the spiritual nature of the postulated agent 

decreased the prior probability of the hypothesis. The explanatory power of the hypothesis 

however sufficed to make it probably true. To my mind, the primary objection to the 

poltergeist-example is that Swinburne does not give enough weight to the lack of fit between 

the hypothesis and our background knowledge. I would like to claim that this body of 

knowledge does, and is to, include that there are no non-embodied agents
185 

– this assumption 

along with, among other things, the basic laws of logic and mathematics is a threshold
186

 for 

acceptable theories. As I stated earlier, very few people would approve of a theory postulating 

the existence of some entity having the properties of being both green and not-green or both 

square and not-square. The same goes, I would like to argue, for theories postulating the 

existence of non-embodied agents. No matter how great explanatory value there is in a 

hypothesis postulating the existence of a poltergeist, such an explanation is to be 

automatically ruled out. I do not think that this assumption begs the question against 

Swinburne‘s hypothesis, since I am only claiming that this is the way many people do, and 

should, reason. According to my experience, the concept of ―agent‖ is commonly assumed to 

be correctly ascribed merely to entities being, among other things, embodied. 

There is a major difference between the hypotheses of the existence of God and that of 

the poltergeist. Whereas the poltergeist is postulated in order to explain a limited, well defined 

set of phenomena – that books, chairs and inkwells start flying about the room – God is 

intended to explain everything logically contingent. Granted that hypotheses of enormous 

                                                 
184 ibid., p. 7 
185 It is fair to Swinburne allowing the class of background-knowledge to include synthetic a posteriori known propositions, 

since he claims, in his discussion of the murder investigation, that it is among our background knowledge that each person 

has a unique set of fingerprints and that people who touch metallic things with their bare hands usually leave their 

fingerprints on them. 
186 These are basic facts about the world which altogether disqualify some hypotheses from consideration. In this way, some 

elements of our background knowledge of the world ought to be, and are already, given priority over the explanatory power 

of theories in our search for explanations of phenomena and events. 
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scope need not be tested against their fit with background knowledge, this means that even if 

the hypothesis of the existence of a poltergeist is ruled out on the ground of lacking fit with 

background knowledge, the hypothesis of theism is protected from any such objection. 

In the few last paragraphs I have been discussing various features of Swinburne‘s view 

of justification of explanation. The most relevant points to take with us in our forthcoming 

investigation of Swinburne‘s argument for the probability of the existence of God are as 

follows:  
(1)  the probability of the existence of God depends on the prior 

probability and explanatory power of this hypothesis 

(2) the prior probability of the hypothesis depends merely (or at least 

mainly) on its simplicity 

(3)  the explanatory power of this hypothesis depends on  

(a)  the prior probability of the phenomena it explains  

(b) the predictive power of the hypothesis of theism with respect to 

these phenomena. 

2. Arguments to the best explanation 

2.1. Explanatory virtues 

Swinburne views of all traditional arguments for the existence of God as arguments (or, 

equally inferences) to the best explanation. This is the method of choosing, favouring or 

supporting some hypothesis by way of showing it to provide or consitute the best explanation 

of one‘s available data. Inferences to the best explanation are characteristically ampliative in 

the sense that conclusions generated by this method postulates or (at least) accepts something 

further – that is, broadly speaking, something beyond the data – as best explaining the data
187

. 

This description fits the theistic arguments as discussed by Swinburne. In these cases, the 

hypothesis claimed to explain the data is the existence of God, the postulation of whom is 

clearly a case of going beyond the data to be explained. 

Generally, one needs to specify what constitutes necessary and together sufficient 

criteria for judging an explanation of some phenomena or event good or the best – that is, 

establish what constitutes explanatory virtues of some hypothesis – before taking this method 

into practice. As I stated above
188

, Swinburne relies heavily upon the criteria of simplicity 

together with that of explanatory power and claims that for some hypothesis to have great 

explanatory power, the phenomena it predicts (explains) must have low prior probability. In 

―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, he lists three criteria necessary for an argument to 

constitute a good explanation of its hypothesis – give significant probability to its hypothesis:  

 
First, the phenomena which they cite as evidence must not be very likely to 

occur [that is, they may not be expected] in the normal course of things. (...) 

Secondly, the phenomena must be more to be expected, [that is] to be more 

likely to occur, if the hypothesis is true. (...) Thirdly, the hypothesis must be 

simple.
189 

 

The quote restates the previously discussed demands on hypotheses or theories intended to 

explain phenomena and events. We are told, once again, that hypotheses ought to be simple 

and have high explanatory value with respect to the phenomenon to be explained and that the 

phenomena predicted by the theory ought to have low prior probability in order for the 

argument to give make probable its hypothesis. I take this quote to confirms what I previously 

claimed to constitute the essence of Swinburne‘s view of explanatory virtues. Above, I accuse 

                                                 
187 That is, the conclusion will not be ―a mere summary of the data on hand‖ (Vogel, op. cit.) 
188 In my outline of his view of justification of explanation. 
189 ibid., my italics. 
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him of not valuing the importance of the conditions of fit with background knowledge and 

smallness of scope. Here, these questions are not even considered. The concept of prior 

probability of theories is thus reduced to a mere measure of their simplicity. Not only is it 

implied by this that simplicity constitutes sole ground for choices between competing 

hypotheses of equal explanatory power, but that it is the primary
190

 criterion on which to 

choose among explanations in general. There is no reason to go over Swinburne‘s attempted 

justification of the importance of this criterion once again. I consider it inexcusable neglecting 

all the above stated possible criteria for ranking competing hypothesis: depth, 

comprehensiveness and unifying power, not to mention those he himself takes up for 

discussion just in order to rule them out. To my mind, Swinburne relies too heavily on this 

criterion, the favouring of which he has not given any satisfactory justification. 

2.1.1. Explanatory virtues and truth 

My previous examination of the justification of explanation pointed at a major problem 

attached to the use of this method – that there appears to be no necessary connection between 

explanatory virtues and truth. Given that at least part of the purpose of explanation is to get a 

closer or wider grasp of the truth, an inference to the best explanation is satisfactory in so far 

as (1) the hypothesis constituting the explanation satisfies the explanatory virtues and (2) in 

general, satisfaction of the explanatory virtues increase likeliness of truth. Criteria (2) licences 

demanding from explanatory virtues to concurrently constitute criteria of truth. However, the 

main explanatory value in Swinburne‘s view – simplicity – shows no necessary relation to 

truth, which is why it may be said that  inferences to the best explanation ―will, if anything, 

hinder the search for truth‖
191

. As was stated above, Swinburne professes two explanatory 

virtues of hypothesis – simplicity and explanatory power. According to his way of arguing, 

hypotheses are to be accepted in so far as they (a.) lead us to expect the observed data (the 

phenomena or event to be explained) and (b.) are simple (in the ways specified above). Thus, 

one might raise the above outlined general critique of this method towards Swinburne by 

arguing that neither the fact that some hypothesis (the postulating of some entity) increases 

our expectations of the occurrence of the data, nor its being simple guarantees or increases 

the likeliness of the truth of the hypothesis. Since clearly, truth does not consist in simplicity 

and the grounding of expectations, it may not be reduced to these explanatory virtues.
192

 

2.1.2. Postulating theoretical entities 

Swinburne views all important arguments for the existence of God as cases of inferences to 

the best explanation – as all amounting to the claim that the existence of God is supported by 

the fact that God provides the best explanation of some puzzling, strange or (in other cases) 

unexpected phenomenon. To my mind, these arguments are special cases of inference to the 

best explanation, since the postulated entity is theoretical in the sense of being in principle 

unobservable. 

The previous section was occupied with a problem applying to inferences to the best 

explanation in general. It has however been claimed that cases where this method is used to 

support a hypotheses about some theoretical entity raise even greater doubts than other 

applications of the it, since any such hypothesis confirmed by inference to the best 

explanation is underdetermined by the evidence. The reason for this is that one will, according 

to this method, adhere to whichever (among the in principle unlimited amount of) hypothesis 

postulating some theoretical entity that best satisfies the explanatory virtues. Again, however, 

                                                 
190 That is, most important. 
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there is no guarantee that the hypothesis best satisfying the explanatory virtues is true. Since 

the entity postulated is by necessity unobservable, there is seems to be no other way of further 

confirming the truth of these hypotheses. 

3. Swinburne’s concept of God 
Determining the probability of the hypothesis of theism, h, is a matter of determining its the 

prior probability and explanatory power. The former depends on h‘s simplicity, whereas the 

latter depends on h‘s predictive power with respect to phenomena and events E
193

 and the 

prior probability of E.  Analyzing Swinburne‘s concept of God will throw light upon the 

simplicity and predictive power of h. The discussion of what worlds God is likely to create 

will serve to establish  the predictive power of h wheras the connected discussion of the 

arguments that has been put forward against h will amount to a discussion of E‘s prior 

probability. The probability of Swinburne‘s hypothesis thus hinges largely upon his concept 

of God. 

Swinburne attempts to affirm that the prior probability of h is high relative to that of 

many other hypotheses hn about what there is on the grounds that h postulates the simplest 

kind of person that there could be and
194

 that the simpler is more likely to exist than the 

complex – that (with k as mere tautological evidence) even if P(h|k) is low, it is higher than 

P(hn|k) for many other hypotheses hn. I challenge this claim by an analysis of Swinburne‘s 

concept of God, which – to my mind – makes it plain that h is not as simple as he claims. In 

other words, that the supposed simplicity of h does not suffice to make P(h|k) high compared 

to P(hn|k) for many other hypotheses hn  about what there is. 

It is also important to note that the below elaborated concept of God will have bearings 

on what conclusion or conclusions Swinburne will be able to draw out of his argument. Since 

the aim of his project is to establish that the hypothesis of theism is more probable than not, 

and this is the hypothesis that the God of theism exits, his argument can never show anything 

other
195

 than that the God as Swinburne defines him probably exists. This means that in case 

his concept of God diverges from that concept embraced by adherers of ―the theistic 

religions‖, his argument will not suffice to show that it is probable that their (theistic) God 

exists. As we will see below, Swinburne draws up a rather complex picture of God and his 

properties. It is not certain that everyone who claims to adhere to a theistic concept of God 

will agree with him in every respect. If this is the case for most people who likes to think of 

themselves as theists, the value of Swinburne‘s project is greatly diminished. Whether or not 

this is the case is an empirical matter. Moreover, Swinburne‘s concept of God diminishes the 

value and inherent potential of his argument if this concept turns out to be in one way or 

another internally incoherent. If it turns out that he professes a concept of God that involves 

ascription of contradictory properties to God, this, to my mind, suffices to show that his 

argument can never establish that it is more probable than not that God exists. 

3.1. The simplicity of theism 

Swinburne claims to adhere to what he refers to as ―the theistic concept of God‖, which 

according to him forms the core belief of the creeds of Christianity, Judaism and Islam. 

According to this concept God is the omnipotent, (infinitely powerful), omniscient  

(all-knowing), perfectly good and free omnipresent spirit who is creator of all things. He 

states that: 

 

                                                 
193 Those phenomenon and events referred to in the premises of the arguments and which h is claimed to explain. 
194 Given that there does exist something logically contingent. 
195 Or allow any other conclusion. 
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(…) the proposition ‗God exists‘ (and the equivalent proposition ‗There is a 

God‘) (…) is logically equivalent to ‗there exists necessarily a person without 

a body (i.e. spirit) who necessarily is eternal, perfectly free, omnipotent, 

omniscient perfectly good, and the creator of all things. (…) ‗God‘ (…) [is] 

the name of the person picked out by this description.
196

 

 

God is omnipotent and omniscient in the sense that he is able to do and know whatever it is 

logically possible (i.e. coherent to suppose) that he can do and know. Swinburne points at the 

―logically possible‖-clause as extremely important. According to him, this disqualifies those 

objections according to which the supposition ―God is omnipotent‖ is incoherent since there 

are states of affairs that God cannot bring about: 
 

There are some (…) states of affairs, the description of which involves a 

logical contradiction – for example, me existing and not existing at the same 

time. God cannot bring about such [states of affairs because their 

description](…) does not really describe a state of affairs at all, in the sense 

of something that it is coherent to suppose could occur.
197

 

 

Although it is hard to conceive of what it would be for a person to exist and not exist at the 

same time, for a square to be round, and so on, this restriction does put some doubt on Gods 

omnipotence. In the ordinary understanding of this concept, some agent A is omnipotent iff. A 

can do anything. There are to be no boundaries what so ever on the actions A has the power to 

perform. Thus, if Gods freedom of action is restricted by the rules of logic, it is more 

appropriate to refer to him as ―energetic‖ (or something similar), rather than omnipotent.  

A second reason for the importance of the ―logically possible‖-clause is that it, 

according to Swinburne, restricts Gods knowledge. It is often claimed that the supposed 

omniscience of God cannot be combined with human free will – that if God knows what 

actions humans will perform in the future, those actions cannot be free in any interesting or 

relevant sense. Swinburne claims, however, that since it is not logically possible that God has 

knowledge of the future free actions of human beings, his knowledge does not include any 

propositions stating such facts. At the same time, Swinburne supposes Gods independence of 

everything material to imply that he ―knows without inference about the state of every part of 

the universe‖
198

. I take this claim to drive Swinburne towards an inconsistent concept of God. 

The reason for this is that if God has such knowledge, he knows everything, including the 

future free actions of human beings. I do not think that it is plausible claiming that God has 

knowledge of every past, present and future state of the world except the future free actions of 

human beings. To my mind, if God lacks that knowledge, has no (non-trivial,non-analytical) 

knowledge of the future states of the world. Human actions are part of that system of causes 

and effects that builds up every future state of the world – they cannot be isolated or viewed 

as separate, distinguishable components of the state of the world.  

God is the creator of all things so that ―everything that exists at each moment of time 

(apart from himself) exists because, at the moment of time, he makes (…) or permits it to 

exist‖
199

. In other words, Swinburne does not approve of the claim God merely created the 

Universe and then left it on its own. Rather, it is at each point in time necessary in order for 

the Universe to continue to exist and for it to have those properties it has, that God approves 

of this. Elsewhere, Swinburne states this point by claiming that the Universe exists because 

God keeps it in being and that the laws of nature operate because God brings it about
200

.  
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God is perfectly good in the sense that he ―always does a morally best action (when there is 

one)
201

 and does no morally bad action‖
202

. God is an omnipresent spirit. That God is 

omnipresent means that he ―knows about the goings-on everywhere without being dependent 

for that knowledge on anything and can control by basic actions all states of affairs 

everywhere‖
203

 and that he is a spirit means that he is non-embodied – that he has none of the 

properties characteristic of an embodied person. His being an omnipresent spirit is to be 

understood as follows:  
 

There is no physical object, (...) through which he has to act in order to make 

differences to other things. (...) God is [not] dependent on anything physical 

for his life of thought. And he knows about everything without being (...) 

[dependent] on any physical process for the acquisition of his knowledge. 

And he does not have any particular perspective on the world. He knows how 

things are without being dependent for his knowledge on a particular pattern 

of sensations arising from a particular viewpoint.
204 

 

Swinburne takes God to be perfectly free in the sense that no object, event or state (including 

past states of himself) in any way causally influences him to perform the  actions he performs 

or make the choices he makes. In other words, God has no inbuilt tendency or 

predetermination to act in any specific way
205

. The only determinant of Gods actions and 

decisions is his own choice at the specific moment
206

. The features of God are connected in 

various ways. First, Gods spiritual nature is a prerequisite for his perfect freedom; it seems 

that merely a non-embodied being can have these features. Second, his being a spirit is a 

prerequisite for his omnipresence. Third, his omnipresence is a qualification of his 

omniscience and omnipotence. Lastly, his perfect freedom (and thus his spiritual nature) is 

necessary for his omnipotence.  

3.1.1. God’s necessity 

Initially, when one comes across Swinburne‘s concept of God – according to which God 

―exists necessarily‖
207

 and is ―necessarily (…) eternal, perfectly free, omnipotent, perfectly 

good, and the creator of all things‖
208

 – it may seem to imply that: 

  
(a)  God exists necessarily – God exists and it could not have been the 

case that God did not exist, and  

(b)  God possesses his properties by necessity – God has a set of 

properties F (eternal existence, perfect freedom, omnipotence, perfect 

goodness, and creator of all things), and it could not have been the 

case that God did not have F. 

 

This can, however, not be the correct interpretation of the definition. First, (a) seems to 

contradict Swinburne‘s view of full explanations and his claim that God is to be the ―terminus 

to explanation of things logically contingent‖
209

. Since the explanandum of a full explanation 

may be deduced from the explanans and nothing logically contingent may be deduced from 

something necessary, it cannot be that God exists by necessity. Second, Swinburne‘s entire 

project – showing it to be probable that God exists – rests upon the assumption that we may 
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gain knowledge about God trough the method of induction. Given this, then, God must be 

understood as a contingently existent being, whose properties we can come to knowledge of 

trough the means of empirical investigation. However, the method of induction does not allow 

of conclusions stating that something is necessary; it is thus not possible to show inductively 

that God exists as a matter of necessity. If God is necessary, we come to knowledge of his 

properties deductively – by way of analysing the concept of God. The method of deduction 

allows us to conclude that it is possible or, perhaps, impossible that God exists, but this 

method does not allow us to prove that God does exist, as a contingent matter of fact. Given 

these remarks, and given that he wants to go through with his project of formulating an 

inductive proof of the existence of God, Swinburne cannot coherently claim that God exists 

necessarily. Thus, he tries to argue that God is necessary in some other, weaker sense: 

  
God possesses the properties described in some sense necessarily, and he is in 

some sense a necessary being.
210

 

 

There seems to be a contradiction in Swinburne‘s view Gods necessity. On the one hand, he 

claims that God is eternal in the sense that he ―always has existed and always will exist‖
211

, 

which is to be understood as something else than logically necessary existence. On the other 

hand, Swinburne claims that ―while other things exist by chance or because of the action of 

yet other things, God could not not exist‖
212

 – which clearly implies that God is logically 

necessary. Swinburne refers to the necessity of Gods existence as being a case of ―factual 

necessity‖ and thus proposes a contradictory understanding of Gods existence according to 

which it is necessary although contingent. Given this (a), above, shall be replaced by:  
 

(a*)  the claim ‗God exists‘ is necessary. 

 

Which is equivalent to:  
 

(a**)  Gods essence is an eternal essence 

 

That God has an eternal essence means that if God exists, he exists at all times – that either 

God exists at all times, or he does not exist. It cannot be the case that God exists at time t but 

not at t+1 or t-1. This, then, is supposed to imply that if God exists, the fact that God exists is a 

logically contingent fact – an inexplicable brute fact. In this case, however, it is not a brute 

fact that God is eternal. I see no other way of understanding this ―contingent necessity‖, than 

along the lines of (b) above – as the claim that eternal existence is a necessary property of 

God – a property God holds by necessity. To clarify, (b) may be broken down into: 

  
(b:i) being eternal is a property of God, and  

(b:ii) being eternal is a necessary (essential) property of God in the sense 

that if God exists, he has this property and if God exists and ceases to 

have this property, he ceases to be God.  

 

Note that this is supposed to hold for the entire set of properties ascribed to God, and each 

property contained within that set. That is, it is necessary (or essential) for Gods being God 

that God is omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly free, perfectly good and the creator of all things. 

This is what I take the following to imply: 

 
[saying that God holds his properties by necessity is to say that] God could 

not suddenly cease to be (for example) omnipotent. While God is God, he is 
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omnipotent. Nor could he cease to be God while remaining the same 

individual (as, for example, the Prime minister can cease to be the Prime 

minister while remaining the same person).
213

 

 

The difference between God and the person P – who at t has the ‗property‘ of being Prime 

minister but at t1 lacks this property – is that P continues to be P when lacking the property of 

being Prime Minister, while God, if ceasing to have any of his supposed properties, could no 

longer correctly be referred to as God. Assuming that Swinburne applies the same criteria of 

personal identity – the same concept of individuality or personhood – for P and God, 

personhood must be understood in the sense of referring to some set of necessary properties. 

Given this, P remains the same person after losing her property of being Prime minister 

because having this property is not necessary for P‘s being P. For God, on the other hand, 

each property is necessary – that is, essential – in this sense.  

The reason why the picture of Gods necessity as the combination of the claims (a*) or 

(a**) with (b) is incoherent is that Gods necessary existence figures both in (a*) or (a**) and 

(b). Given what I state above, we are rather to understand the claims (a**) or (a*) as 

equivalent to [(b:i) and (b:ii)]. 

I stated above that in Swinburne‘s view, the fact that God exists is a logically 

contingent fact – an inexplicable brute fact, but that eternal existence is a necessary property 

of God. Swinburne views as important the ―inexplicable‖-clause. The fact that God exists 

cannot be explained in terms of his previous existence and choices and, moreover, does not 

depend on any factor apart from himself, because this would contradict his omnipotence:  

 
(...) [if the existence of God] depended on some factor apart from himself, 

that factor could not depend for its existence on himself (for one cannot have 

causation in a circle). But if that factor did not depend on God, then God 

would not have been able to make it exist or not exist, and so would not be 

omnipotent
214

.  

 

This is the same as to say that God can be omnipotent only if God‘s existence is in some 

sense necessary. I consider the above quote to point at a deep problem, which forces 

Swinburne to portray Gods existence as being at the same time logically necessary and 

contingent. Because it would be a dead end trying to argue that God created himself, 

Swinburne has no choice but to insist on Gods necessity. Still, as is plain from the above 

discussion, Swinburne cannot portray God as entirely necessary. I think that this is why 

Swinburne claims that Gods eternal existence is a necessary feature of God while his 

existence at all is a contingent fact – why he portrays Gods necessity as a factual (contingent) 

necessity. I find the claim that God is at the same time contingent and necessary gravely 

incoherent. These concepts are mutually exclusive in the sense that either God is necessary, 

or God is contingent. I cannot stress enough the importance to distinguish the claim (a) the 

property f is essential to Gods being God from (b) God exists by necessity. Whereas (a) is a 

claim concerning what is included in the concept of God, (b) says that this concept necessarily 

refers to something that does exist. 

Existence is not a property, as Kant famously asserted. The point of Kant‘s argument 

is that although ―exists‖ in the statement ―God exists‖ has the same grammatical function as 

―is round‖ in ―the cake is round‖ or ―is omnipotent‖ in ―God is omnipotent‖, is different from 

the other two. The predicate ―is round‖ aims at ascribing a property to some entity whereas 

―is omnipotent‖ either ascribes a property to that hypothetical entity to whom the name ―God‖ 

refers, or states a feature that is necessary held by any entity to whom we may rightfully refer 

to as God (this is Swinburne‘s view of the properties of God). But ―exists‖ does not, on the 
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other hand, ascribe any property to anything. Rather, it ―merely as it were puts the item 

mentioned into the picture‖
215

. This is reflected in the Fregean system of predicate logic, 

where existence is a quantifier rather than a predicate. The addition of the existence-quantifier 

to predicates results in an expression that says that the collection of properties indicated by 

the predicate-expression is realized or instantiated.  

3.2. The predictive power of theism 

3.2.1. Radical freedom, perfect goodness and our knowledge of God 

In order for the hypothesis of theism to have high predictive power, Gods properties must be 

such that our knowledge of them guides our expectations concerning his intentions and 

actions. Since we obviously cannot explain some phenomenon or event as brought about by 

God if we lack access to his reasons and intentions, the assumption that we can have 

knowledge, or at least justified belief of these particularities of God, is central to Swinburne‘s 

argument. The previous section proposes that it is hard for us to gain any knowledge of God 

(including his inner life) – if Gods eternal existence is necessary, it is impossible for us to 

gain knowledge of God through empirical investigation. This, I claimed, is one of the reasons 

why Swinburne struggles to formulate a ―weaker‖ interpretation of Gods necessity. Below, I 

intend to show how Swinburne‘s view of Gods perfect freedom constitutes a second obstacle 

for our possibility of gaining knowledge of God. 

As Michael Huemer points out in his Ethical Intuitionism, ―rationality is a default 

assumption‖
216

 – we bring with us the assumption of general rationality as a constraint on our 

interpretations. This assumption makes it reasonable to expect of some person today to be 

similar to that person he or she was the day before. It seems hard, perhaps even impossible, to 

ever understand or correctly interpret other people if we assume that they are irrational and 

change their beliefs, desires and intentions randomly (for no predictable reason). The same 

remarks hold for any interpretation of God. If God – as Swinburne claims – lacks every 

tendency of acting in certain ways and of forming any specific intention rather than some 

other and is guided by nothing but his own choice at the time of performing some action, there 

seems to be no way for us to know gain knowledge of Gods will. Which, in turn, seems to 

make it impossible for human beings to intentionally act as to please God
217

. Given this, it is 

appropriate assuming that God is free in some weaker sense. On the other hand, Gods perfect 

freedom has to be conceived of in the ―radical‖ way in order for the hypothesis of theism to 

have as high coherence (and thus simplicity and prior probability) as possible. This 

interpretation is necessary if Gods freedom is to fit with the other properties Swinburne 

ascribes to him. 

In order to avoid the consequence that we cannot expect anything in particular 

concerning Gods actions – which is implied by the assumptions that God is a person whose 

internal life is completely beyond the range of our possible knowledge – Swinburne rephrases 

his picture of Gods perfect goodness. He argues that Gods perfect goodness is entailed by his 

omnipotence, omniscience and perfect freedom
218

. Assuming (cognitivist) moral realism, 

Swinburne claims that Gods goodness leads us to expect to find ―a universe of one kind rather 

than another. And (...) the actual universe is of a kind we would expect to find‖
219

. This is 
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tantamount to claiming that theism does have considerable explanatory power with respect to 

the Universe as it is.  

Disregarding the question of the tenability of this metaethical position, this picture of 

Gods goodness contradicts that of his perfect freedom. If no object, event or state (including 

past states of himself) in any way causally influences God to do the actions that he does, it 

cannot be that God has a tendency to perform merely good actions. Such freedom forbids any 

tendency to act in a certain way. Swinburne seems to realize the problem of fitting together 

these properties as he amends his previous account of Gods perfect freedom:  
 

In writing earlier of Gods intentions as not having an explanation, I must be 

understood as saying that they have no causal explanation (...); but still God 

will be guided by the merits of possible choices—that is, by reason.
220

 

 

According to this, God is perfectly free to perform any good, logically possible action (i.e. 

that it is coherent to suppose that he can perform). Logic and objective moral values, then, 

restricts Gods actions. Swinburne claims that (a) Gods perfect freedom is restricted by the 

moral status of his possible actions and (b) moral realism is true. Given (a) and (b) the 

argument that we may know what kinds of actions God will perform may be analysed, 

roughly, in the following: 
 

1. If some statement p is a moral judgement, God knows p‘s truth-value. 

2. If some action A is the morally best action, God knows this  

3. If A is the morally best action, then God will perform A. 

 

The ill fit of (3) with Gods perfect freedom is pointed out above. Moreover, it is problematic 

to combine (1) and (2) above with the view of God as omnipotent creator of all things 

logically contingent. If there are moral truths, they are logically contingent –  granted it is true 

that it was good of John to let Liza borrow his car yesterday, it is not incoherent assuming that 

it could have been that it was bad or wrong of him to do so. There is, if you like, a possible 

world where everything is just the way it is here, except that John did the morally wrong thing 

by letting Liza borrow his car. Swinburne‘s concept of God implies that if moral truths are 

contingent, they may be explained by reference to God. The upshot of this is
221

 that moral 

truths must somehow be caused or created by God.  

This fits badly with (1) and (2) since these claims must reasonably be taken to imply 

that the moral status of actions are independent of Gods knowing and performing them. Let us 

assume that some action A is good and some other action B is bad. If the badness of B and the 

goodness of A is to pose restrictions on the actions available to God, it cannot be part of the 

definitions of the concepts ―good‖ and ―bad‖ that God approves of those things to which the 

property of goodness is correctly ascribed, and opposes of those actions to which badness is 

correctly ascribed. In other words: A and B cannot become good and bad through Gods 

attitudes towards A and B. Moreover, Swinburne cannot claim that normative values are 

subject to scientific explanation or explanation in terms of the beliefs, desires and power of 

some agent who is not God. It seems that the only recourse for Swinburne, in order for him to 

coherently hold that moral values restrict Gods range of possible actions is by claiming them 

to be brute facts existing independently of God.  

For reasons of space, I cannot go on much further arguing with Swinburne over the 

assumed simplicity of the hypothesis of theism. Given what is said in this section, perfect 

freedom is the third of Gods properties that must be limited or redefined if this concept is to 

be coherent. If we accept the claim that any restriction of amounts of properties does affect 

the simplicity of the entity claimed to posses this property, these remarks fuel my conviction 
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that Swinburne professes an incoherent concept and thus far from simple concept of God. 

Nonetheless, the by far most important objection to this concept is the ―factual necessity‖ of 

Gods existence. I consider this picture of God to involve grave difficulties. My conclusion on 

the matter is the hypothesis of theism is far from simple. I have argued in the previous few 

sections that I consider Swinburne‘s concept of God to come off as incoherent, involving 

descriptions and restrictions of Gods properties which seems to be formulated solely for the 

purpose of fitting these properties together. As I stated in the opening of this section, this 

incoherence suffices to show that Swinburne‘s project can never show that the existence of 

God as he concieves him is more probable than not. If Swinburne does not describe God in 

coherent terms, God in this sense cannot and, thus, does not exist. 

3.2.2. What worlds will God create? 

The above argument is supposed to show how we, in general, can have knowledge of what 

actions God will perform. Swinburne goes on to argue that ―given some idea of moral 

goodness, we have some idea of the kinds of worlds that God, if there is a God, would be 

likely to bring about‖
222

. He denies Leibniz‘s point that there is a unique best world or a best 

of all possible worlds
223

 that God could create. Instead, Swinburne tries to show that we can 

expect a God possessing those specific properties he has described, to create a world such as 

the one we have.  

Swinburne argues, contrary to what many theists believe to be the case concerning 

their God, that God must inevitably bring about the existence of things beyond himself
224

. 

The different kinds of substances (being of different value) that God could create includes 

humanly free agents – ―animate [substances] with moral awareness and limited free will, 

power and knowledge‖
225

 who are free to choose between good and evil. Swinburne claims it 

to be probable that human beings are creatures of this kind. God has reason to create humanly 

free agents although their existence carries with it evil into the world. The reason for this is 

that a world inhibiting such creatures contains a special kind of goodness; a freedom of action 

that God, who cannot do evil, does not possess. God has reason to create animals also, since it 

is good that there are beings who make a difference to the world, and who seek knowledge of 

how to make a difference
226

. Finally, God has reason to create the physical universe. There 

are two major reasons for this, the first being that the universe is beautiful and the second that 

it is necessary, if humanly free agents are to have those properties that make their existence 

valuable, that they are embodied creatures living in a physical universe.  

The main point of Swinburne‘s argument is that the freedom of humanly free agents 

will be of great value only if it is possible for these creatures to choose between good and evil 

in their exercise of their power to make deeply significant differences to themselves, others 

and the physical world. In order for this to be the case, humanly free agents must have bodies 

(and must thus be located in a physical universe). This, the way I understand Swinburne, is 

the main point from which he concludes that there is ―a modest probability intermediate 

between 1 and 0, to which I will give the artificially precise value of ½, that a God will create 

humanly free agents located in a beautiful physical universe, containing perhaps also 

animals‖
227

. Important to note here is that this means that Swinburne admits that the 

probability that God, if he exists, will not create the Universe is ½ – in other words also a 

modest probability. In other words, this argument does not suffice to show that it is more 
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223 That is, a world such that no world is better than it although other worlds may be equally good 
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probable than not that God, if he exists, can be expected to create the Universe rather than 

something else.  

The reason why I am not going any deeper into Swinburne‘s argument for the claim 

that humanly free agents need bodies and a physical universe is that consider it being based 

upon ad hoc assumptions of what it is for creatures to have the ability ―to affect themselves 

and each other greatly for good or ill‖
228

. Surely, if God has those properties Swinburne takes 

him to have, there are innumerable ways in which he could have made it the case that agents 

of the kind he refers to as ―humanly free agents‖ had a free choice of the rightly valuable kind 

and were able to influence themselves, each other and the world. Moreover, even granting 

Swinburne that the existence of such creatures makes necessary the existence of a physical 

Universe, the Universe – and surely, the bodies occupying it – could have been made in a 

completely different shape, out of different matter and so on. If God is restricted merely by 

the rules of logic and the moral properties of actions, it seems highly implausible to assume 

that the world as we find it is the only environment in which these goods may be instantiated. 

Moreover, I think that the points Swinburne argues here brings into the light very neatly that 

the way he treats the arguments makes the judgements of their C-inductivity, and thus the 

final verdict on the probability of the existence of God, a highly subjective matter. Once 

again, all Swinburne will be able to show, is that he himself is convinced by these arguments. 

3.3. Is theism the stopping-point of explanation? 

Swinburne seems to consider it a natural feature of human psychology that we, whenever 

faced with some phenomena or event e, are bent to ask for its explanation, regardless of the 

nature of e. In his ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, he states that ―[w]e should seek 

explanations of all things‖
229

. Although this most probably should be understood as a 

rhetorical question, it reveals something of his attitude towards the world. Such an approach 

may be questioned in its own manner, but the important question here is whether we are 

entitled to assume that there are explanations of all phenomena and events. This is not the 

question whether we are able to formulate explanations of every phenomena and event we 

come across. According to Swinburne‘s view of the matter the phenomena and events e stated 

in the arguments for the existence of God, could not exist uncaused. Since explanations states 

causes, this means that for each one of these en, there must be an explanation. God could 

however exist uncaused. ―[I]f there is a God (...) explanation stops with him―a being would 

not be God if something other than God could explain his existence‖
230

.  

Swinburne tries to justify the claim that all explanation ends with God by way of 

claiming this to be implied by his description of Gods properties: ―[a] substance who is 

essentially omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly free is necessarily a terminus of complete 

explanation‖
231

. If we explain some phenomena or event e through the actions of God – that 

is, if we claim e to be brought about by the powers, beliefs and intentions of God – we cannot 

go on further in our explaining. Swinburne claims this to be the case for the reason that Gods 

power and beliefs derive from his omnipotence and, respectively, from his omniscience, 

whereas his intention ―if it derives from anything, can derive only from some wider intention 

of his. Gods wider intention has no explanation except that he chose this intention‖
232

. The 

point here is that if God exists, his intentions cannot be explained to derive from anything but 

his wider intentions. Disregarding the fact that this fits ill with the claim that God is a person 

and persons usually are thought to form their intentions from their beliefs and desires, this is 

surely not a proof that God exists. The fact that Gods intentions cannot be explained does 
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surely not imply that God himself – that is, the existence of God – cannot be explained. In 

order for the above points to serve as a justification of the claim that all explanations stop 

with God, it must be shown that God exists with those characteristics Swinburne ascribes to 

him. I argue above
233

 that Swinburne treats Gods eternal existence as a matter of logically 

contingent necessity. This is a confused concept. God must be either contingent or necessity. 

To my mind, it is most plausible considering Gods existence a matter of contingency. I am not 

willing to a priori assume God to exist, nor to define God into existence. The reason why 

Swinburne‘s argument that God is the terminus of explanation does not hold is that he has not 

managed to show that God, as a matter of fact, exists. 

A second strategy used by Swinburne in order to portray God as the end of explanation 

connects to an internal ranking of the different types of explanation. This hierarchy, I argue, is 

an effect of his rhetorical method of discussing the different arguments for the existence of 

God. He claims the hypothesis of theism to explain everything logically contingent
234

, for the 

main reason that science is incapable of explaining these things
235

. Granting Swinburne that 

our real options in our quest of explaining everything logically contingent is either through 

some scientific explanation or through a personal explanation referring to the intentional 

action of God, he claims that we will have to take recourse to the latter of these alternatives, 

since the only option to this is to assume that there is no explanation of these phenomena and 

events. Thus, there seems to be a lot that hinges upon the assumption that everything has an 

explanation – that nothing may constitute its own explanation. As I have previously pointed 

out, explanations in his view necessarily state causes – phenomenon and events 

separate/distinct/different from the phenomenon or event to be explained. 

Analysing Swinburne‘s handling of the arguments for the existence of God, it will be 

clear that he proceeds by way of first stating that the phenomena and events E stated in the 

premisses cannot be scientifically explained, which is, second, supposed to justify the search 

for a personal explanation of E – an explanation in terms of the intentional actions of God. 

Formulating such an explanation, then, is supposed to prove the probability of the existence of 

God. In other words, the assumption heavily relied upon by Swinburne, concerning each 

evidence – phenomena and event – en: 
 

(1) Since e has an explanation, and it is impossible to formulate a scientific 

explanation of e, there must be a personal explanation of e. 

 

This might, however, be used arguing against him, by being reformulated into: 

 
(2) Since e has an explanation, and it is impossible to formulate a personal 

explanation of e, there must be a scientific explanation of e. 

 

If we start from the assumption that there is no personal explanation of E – if we proceed in 

the direction opposite of Swinburne‘s – we face the option
236

 of there being either a scientific 

explanation or no explanation at all of E. Since the latter of these alternatives is excluded
237

, 

we must assume that there is some scientific explanation of E. It is, again, greatly important to 

distinguish this assumption from the claim that we are able to formulate a scientific 

explanation of E through the means of today’s science. Rather, this is the assumption that it is 

not impossible that science will at some point in the future be able to provide an explanation 

of these phenomena. Also, the assumption that there must be a scientific explanation, rules 

out the possibility of explaining these phenomena through the means of anything that goes 
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beyond science. The claim that God exists is something that can never be empirically 

(scientifically) confirmed or disconfirmed. God is, by his very (supposed) nature, such that his 

existence may at most, as Swinburne himself admits, be shown to be probable. 

I take this to strongly imply that Swinburne needs some further justification of ruling 

out (2). It shall, furthermore, be noted that his justification for ruling out scientific 

explanations of the various E relies heavily upon his
238

 view such of explanations – as 

explanations referring to prior states of affairs and natural laws. However, this is merely a 

description of a certain pattern of explanation, not a definition of the boundaries of science. 

There is, I contend, no incoherence in the assumption that there are, or might be, other ways 

for science to explain phenomena and states of affairs, that transgress this explanatory pattern. 

                                                 
238 Above discussed. 
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D. ANALYSIS 

1. Arguments for the existence of God  
Recalling that Swinburne considers all traditional, relevant arguments for the existence of 

God to be arguments to the best explanation, claiming that the phenomena or event 

constituting the premise of the argument to be best explained as the result of the intentional 

action of a rational agent – the theistic God. Swinburne wants to formulate these arguments so 

that they come off as sharing a similar pattern. The arguments we are about to investigate 

claim that since the occurrence of some phenomenon or event (either very evident and general 

or fairly special) is explained by the actions of God, God must exist. To this, Swinburne adds 

(or rather, takes for granted the truth of) the previously discussed claims that:  

 
 We shall look for explanations of all phenomena and events E 

 It cannot be the case that there is no explanation of some (arbitrarily 

chosen) E 

 There are two types of explanation: scientific and (what has been 

referred to as) personal.  

 If we cannot find a scientific explanation of some E (so that we may 

assume that there is none) there is a personal explanation of E to be 

found. 

 

Given this, the arguments we are about to investigate will be formulating as having, in 

general, the following structure: 

 
1.  E has low prior probability – that is, E is not to be expected in the 

ordinary course of things 

2.  Science cannot explain the occurrence of E  

3.  If God exists, he has the power to bring about E  

4. If God exists, he might choose to bring about E 

5.  Together, (3) and (4) imply that E is to be expected if God exists – that 

is, the hypothesis of theism has high explanatory power with respect to e, 

which includes E 

6.  The occurrence of E is reason for expecting that there is a God 

 

Surely, not all previous formulations of these arguments follow this structure. Neither have all 

of them been of the inductive kind. Swinburne thus has to rephrase each one of the arguments 

in order to make them fit the frames of the method he has proposed. 

Again, what Swinburne wants to show is that since (a) we are looking for a personal 

explanation
239

 of the E stated in the arguments and (b) simplicity and explanatory power are 

explanatory virtues of hypothesis and (c) God has the specific set of properties F (previously 

pointed out), making him the simplest possible person, we have an inductive proof that (d) it 

is probable that God exists. Given his concept of probability, which I have claimed to be at 

least weakly subjective, (d) should rather to be interpreted as (d*) Swinburne considers it 

probable that God exists. To my mind, this is the most that such a concept of probability will 

allow one to prove. It remains to be examined whether he manages to show even this. 

In my account of the arguments below, I will devote relatively much attention to the 

first three arguments – the teleological argument, the cosmological argument and the 

argument from consciousness.  I think that these three arguments (or some variation of them), 

have the most potential of convincing people that God exists. Swinburne himself views the 

first of these arguments as being the most important:  

                                                 
239 That is, an explanation necessarily involving a reference to the intentional action of an agent – God. 
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the orderliness of the universe to which the teleological argument draws our 

attention is so striking that analogy with arguments in other areas of inquiry 

suggests that any argument therefrom to a common personal source of being 

must have immense force
240 

 

I do not think much of the remaining two arguments for the existence of God – the arguments 

from religious experience and miracles. Swinburne, however, puts considerate weight in these 

– especially in that from miracles – which is why I will need analyze thoroughly also these. 

1.1. The Cosmological argument 

Swinburne characterizes the cosmological argument
241

 as arguing from the existence of a 

complex physical Universe to God who keeps it in being. The premise, thus, of this argument 

is ―the Universe for as long as it has existed‖
242

. A second prerequisite for Swinburne‘s 

argument is the assumption that ―there is a complexity, particularity, and finitude about the 

Universe‖
243 

 which cries out for an explanation. One immediate objection towards this is one 

might just as well describe the Universe as unified, general and simple, depending on what 

aspect or aspects of it the statement is put in relation to. The claim that the Universe is 

complex seems uncontroversial. It is, however, a matter of dispute whether it is also particular 

(in the sense of forming a part of some greater whole) and finite. Depicting the Universe as 

holding these properties is important for Swinburne, since it is central to his argument that 

existence of the Universe has to be explained in terms of something simpler – God
244

.  

In line with his characteristic scheme of arguments for God‘s existence, he goes on to 

claim that it is impossible for science to explain the existence of the Universe
245

. This, he 

argues, is implied by the very nature of such explanations. Within science, a phenomenon or 

event E is explained in terms of initial conditions which, in accordance with the laws of 

nature, bring E about. This means that science can never explain why there are any states of 

affairs at all – the answer to this question lies beyond the reach of science. Swinburne 

continues his argument by line of forming a ―dilemma‖. He notes that either (a) there was a 

first state of the Universe, or (b) there has always been a Universe, and goes on to claim that 

in case of (a), science cannot explain why there was the first state, and in case of (b), science 

cannot explain why there was ever any matter
246

. The hypothesis of theism, however, can 

explain the existence of the Universe. Swinburne refers to it as exceedingly strange that there 

should exist anything at all, but thinks that if God exists it is not vastly unlikely that he should 

create a Universe such as ours
247

. This is the same as to say that the Universe, E, has low prior 

probability and that the hypothesis of theism, h, has high predictive power with respect to E. 

Swinburne‘s main argument for the claim that it is likely that God, if he existed, would 

create a Universe such as ours is that the Universe ―is a thing of beauty, and a theatre in which 

men and other creatures can grow and work out their destiny‖
248

. Since the possibility for God 

to create the Universe is an immediate consequence from Swinburne‘s description of him as 

omnipotent and perfectly free, it is not necessary to go into detail on his additional argument 

for this. As far as the assertion that the Universe is a beautiful theatre is concerned, Swinburne 

seems to take the truth of this for granted. He adheres to an objectivist realism about 
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normative a well as aesthetic values. Disregarding the fact that this view is disputable, it does 

not follow from this that the Universe is beautiful – it might as well be the case, given this 

metaethical position, that it is ugly. 

Swinburne views the hypothesis of theism as preferable to other hypotheses of what 

there is because it is a simpler starting-point of explanation. To my mind, he offers merely 

one clear argument for this:  

 
A scientific explanation will have to postulate a starting point of explanation 

a substance or substance that caused or still cause the universe and its 

characteristics. The simplest scientific starting point would be an unextended 

point. This, however, would have to have some finite amount of other of 

power or liability to exercise it (since what it will create would not be 

constrained by rational considerations), and so it would not possess the 

simplicity of infinity.
249 

 

To repeat what has been stated previously, he describes God as a rational agent (person) of 

infinite power, knowledge and freedom, so that the hypothesis of theism is ―the hypothesis of 

the existence of the simplest kind of person which there could be‖
250

. Granted that there 

cannot be any scientific explanation as simple as the theistic explanation of the phenomena 

and events E stated in the premisses of the arguments, this amounts to the claim that the 

hypothesis of theism constitutes the simplest explanation of E
251

. However, it needs to be 

clarified how the ―simplicity‖ of God (and thus the hypothesis of theism) is to be understood. 

Swinburne‘s view may be analysed along the following lines: 

 
(a) God is one.  

Thus, God is simple. 

 

(b) The Universe has many parts.  

Thus, The Universe is complex. 

 

My analysis of Swinburne‘s concept of God however justifies the following:  
 

(a*)  God has complicated properties, the coherence of which is disputable.  

 Thus, God is complex.  

  

Moreover, I do not consider it controversial claiming the opposite of (b): 
 

 (b*)  The Matter of the Universe has simple properties, the coherence of which is 

  indisputable.  

  Thus, the Universe is simple. 

 

In other words, the simplicity of the hypothesis of theism as well as the complexity of the 

Universe is a matter of perspective or – as I stated above, – of what it is put in relation to.  

In ―Arguments for the existence of God‖ Swinburne draws the following conclusion: 
 

The argument from the Universe to God is an argument from a complex 

phenomenon to a simple entity which leads us to expect (though it does not 

guarantee) the existence of the former far more than it would be expected 

otherwise. Therefore, I suggest, the argument is a sound C-inductive 

argument
252

 

 

                                                 
249The Existence of God., p. 106 
250 ibid. 
251 Or at least the simplest available explanation. 
252 ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, p. 29 



61 

The same, although refined conclusion is drawn in The Existence of God. Here, Swinburne  

claims to having shown the prior probability of the existence of a complex physical universe 

to be lower than the prior probability of the hypothesis of theism. When k is tautological 

evidence, h the hypothesis of theism and e the existence of a complex physical universe,  

[P(h|k) > P(e|k)]253. He goes on to claim that e – the complex physical universe – is less to be 

expected if ~h – if there is no God – than if h. This, then, amounts to the claim that  

P(e|h & k) > P(e|~h & k): 

 
[I]f there is no God, the existence of a complex universe is not much to be 

expected (...) because (...) it is vastly improbable a priori that there would be 

anything at all; and because, if there is anything, it is more likely to be God 

than an uncaused complex physical universe. P(e|~h & k) is low. (...) [I]f 

there is a God, clearly he can create a universe. (...) [The] probability that 

God would create [humanly free agents is ½]. (...) [T]hese creatures would 

need to have bodies. (…) [So] the probability that a God would create a 

physical world will be no less than 1/2. (...) [I] conclude that 

[P(e|h & k)] is quite high. Since P(e|h & k) > P(e|~h & k) and so > P(e|k), by 

the relevance criterion P(h|e & k) > P(h|k), and so the argument from the 

existence from a complex physical universe to God is a good C-inductive 

argument.
254 

 

I would like to object that even granting Swinburne‘s bias for personal over scientific 

explanations and that science cannot explain the existence of the Universe or states of affairs, 

he still has to show why we should not assume that there is no explanation of the existence of 

the Universe. On what grounds, that is, is he assuming it to be more probable that (a) the 

Universe exists and there exists a God who created it and keeps it in being at every moment 

than (b) the Universe exists? It seems that the best way of arguing (a) to be more probable 

than (b) is by showing the prior probability of an unexplained (that is, an either uncaused or 

self-explanatory) God plus the existence of a Universe created by him to be higher than the 

prior probability of the hypothesis of the existence of an ―unexplained‖ Universe.  

Since (a) and (b) are both of enormous scope, we shall calculate their prior probability 

by disregarding all but tautological knowledge. Since Swinburne‘s concept of explanation 

rules out the possibility of self-explanatory phenomena, we will, in both cases, be dealing 

with the prior probability of some uncaused entity
255

. Moreover, Swinburne claims that we 

shall seek explanations of all things
256

 until we reach the simplest possible starting point of 

explanation – some ―brute fact on which all other things depend‖
257

. Taken together, these 

two points imply that if we postulate the existence of God, we will either assume God to be a 

―brute fact‖ or we will have to try and find some other brute fact that explains why God exists 

and why he has those properties he has. To my mind, this lowers the prior probability of (a) as 

compared to that of the rival hypothesis (b). The reason for this is that I consider the 

postulation of God as a brute fact to raise more questions than the postulation of the Universe 

as a brute fact – that the assumption that God with all his supposed properties (including that 

of having created the Universe) exists as a brute fact is in greater need of explanation than the 

assumption that the Universe exists as a brute fact. The reason for this is that I – as I argue 

above – consider Swinburne‘s concept of God to come off as incoherent, especially with 

regards to his claim that Gods existence is a ―factual necessity‖.Furthermore, I consider his 

                                                 
253 ―A priori the existence of anything at all logically contingent, even God, may seem (...) at least not very probable. (...) 
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claim that the Universe is finite and particular to be disputable. This is not given any 

satisfactory justification. Rather, this is something Swinburne takes for granted. Given that 

every finite limitation cries out for an explanation, I take it that we are better off assuming 

that the Universe constitutes an infinite whole, making the hypothesis of the Universe (if one 

may call it such) simpler than that of theism.   

1.2. The teleological argument (Argument from design)  

The premise of Swinburne‘s version
258

 of the teleological argument for the existence of God  

is ―the operation of the most general laws of nature, that is, the orderliness of nature in 

conforming to very general laws‖259. Thus, the phenomenon constituting the premise of the 

previously discussed argument – the existence of the Universe – is included in the premise 

also of this argument.  

Swinburne proceeds his argument in that manner which he claims to apply to all 

arguments for the existence of God. He starts of by stating that E – ―the conformity of objects 

throughout endless time and space to simple laws‖
260

 – cries out for explanation. He argues 

for this claim by way of analogy. The analogy goes as follows: if we were to enter a room 

where all papers are written in the same handwriting, we would seek an explanation in terms 

of a ―common source‖. Since we would, in such a case, assume that there is some single agent 

who is responsible for the inscriptions on each paper, we shall also assume that there is some 

single agent responsible for the conformity of objects to laws of nature. This is a weak 

analogy. Indeed, we take it for granted
261

 that inscriptions on paper may only be produced by 

rational agents and, further, that all (or most) rational beings have some (close to) unique style 

of handwriting. We do however not take it for granted that the natural laws must be produced 

by a rational agent – there are many other possible explanations of the conformity of natural 

phenomena. Furthermore, even granted that this conformity must be the product of rational 

agency, there is no constituent of this type of conformity pointing in the direction of one 

single rational agent.  

The second step of Swinburne teleological argument arguing that ―science by its very 

nature cannot explain (…) why there are the most general laws of nature that there are; for ex 

hypothesi, no wider law can explain their operation‖ 262. I have already argued this claim to 

rest upon confusing (a) that which the science of today cannot explain and (b) that which is 

by necessity scientifically inexplainable – that is, that which cannot be described in scientific 

terms. Even if I do not succeed in this argument, we shall remind ourselves the previous 

discussion of what may be referred to as Swinburne‘s methodological bias for personal 

explanations over scientific such, and also the discussion of the grounds on which it is 

supposed to be more probable that there is a God explaining the existence of the Universe 

then it is that the Universe exists as a brute fact.  

Swinburne‘s third step is to claim that the hypothesis theism can explain why it is that 

protons and electrons move in an orderly way – it is simply because God makes them do so. 

As in the previous argument, we are faced with a claim about God‘s ability that seems to be 

implied by Swinburne‘s picture of God. God is, by his very nature, able to produce laws. 

There is however an important, implicit constituent of the claim that has not yet been properly 

scrutinized. Reminding ourselves of the relevant aspects of explanations of phenomena 
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referring to the intentional actions of God
263

, it becomes clear that we have not yet been 

provided with is a clear statement of the ―what‖ of these explanations. This is the question 

why God would want to create the natural laws and make them function the way they do – that 

is, in accordance with what intentions may assume God to have done this?
264

 This is a deep 

question the answering of which requires far-reaching assumptions about Gods intentions.  

In connection to his cosmological argument for the existence of God, Swinburne tries 

to justify the claim that God would create the Universe by stating that the Universe is 

beautiful and carries with it opportunities for human beings to grow and work out their 

destiny. In discussing this argument, Swinburne once again refers to aesthetic and ethic values 

as constituting Gods reason for creating the phenomena to be explained, stating that creating 

the laws of nature serves Gods double purpose of making the Universe beautiful and making 

it possible for human beings to control and change it. It may be objected towards the first of 

these that for all we know, it may surely be that God would have wanted the Universe to be 

ordered (that is, beautiful) even if there would have been no sentient beings. However, 

Swinburne claims the second of the two purposes to be the most important. This assumed 

reason of God contains a reference to human beings. Thus, it Swinburne seems obliged to 

show – prior to ascribing God this reason for creating the natural laws – why it should be 

assumed that God would want there to be human beings. Swinburne does not seem to feel this 

urge very strongly, providing as only reason for why God would want to create human beings 

that sentient embodied beings are worthwhile
265

 and that it is good that human beings – which 

he describes as ―embodied minicreators who share in Gods activity of forming and 

developing the Universe through their free choice‖
266

 – exist. I do not consider the remarks 

that sentient embodied beings are ―worthwhile‖ and, respectively, that ―it is good that there be 

men‖ to provide an adequate answer to the question why God would want to create human 

beings. Clearly, if God a rational agent, it must be taken as inherent in the assumption that 

God has the intention to create human beings that he considers it being worthwhile doing this. 

But for what reason does God consider it being worthwhile creating human beings? This 

question remains to be answered. Swinburne goes on to claim that if such beings are to exist, 

there must be laws of nature. For this reason: 
 

There is (…) some reasonable expectation that God will bring (…) [the 

natural laws] about; but otherwise that the Universe should exhibit such very 

striking order is hardly to be expected.
267 

 

This is supposed to point at the low prior probability of the order of the universe and the 

explanatory power of the hypothesis of theism (that God would want there to be natural laws 

and so would bring them about). But since the truth of the premise of the argument – that the 

existence of human being is good and worthwhile – is questionable, this argument does not 

hold. Swinburne has, to my mind, not shown that it is, as a matter of fact, probable that God – 

if he existed – would bring about natural laws, and so has not shown the hypothesis of theism 

to have high predictive power with respect to this phenomena. Swinburne goes on by stating 

that: 
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Scientific explanation comes to a stop. The question remains whether we 

should accept these particular features of the laws and matter of the Universe 

as ultimate brute facts or whether we should move beyond them to a personal 

explanation in terms of the agency of God
268

  

 

One way of answering this question in a simple manner, would be to affirm that these features 

of the laws and matter of the Universe should be accepted as ultimate brute facts. Obviously, 

however, this is not the answer Swinburne expects. However, I consider it clear from our 

previous discussion that if we follow his proposed line of reasoning (that is, if we agree to 

move beyond science to the personal explanation of these phenomena), we will nonetheless 

end up with a brute fact – the existence of God and his intentions. Without restating my 

previous argument, the hypothesis of theism has, to my mind, lower prior probability and 

raises more questions than what may be referred to as ―the hypothesis of the Universe‖.  

As a last remark before stating his final verdict as to whether the teleological argument 

constitutes a C-inductive argument for the existence of God, Swinburne claims that it is ―most 

unlikely that laws and initial conditions should have by chance a life-producing character‖. I 

consider it being of no need to go over all the particularities of this second take on the 

teleological argument. This remark is supposed add as a further premise of his argument that 

the prior probability of the hypothesis of the Universe is very low. I consider this move 

questionable. If something is a brute fact, it is simply a brute fact. If one would like to speak 

about brute facts as ―matters of chance‖, one may do so. This, however, is merely a manner of 

speech – it does not add any further facts to the matter. Additionally, since God did not create 

himself, and must thus constitute a brute fact, we could similarly claim it to be most unlikely 

to be a matter of chance that God possesses the specific properties he does and has the 

intention to create the laws of nature in the way empirical studies shows them to be
269

.  

My previous reasoning grants that the prior probability of the hypothesis of theism is 

very low – as a matter of fact, I claim this value to be comparably lower than the prior 

probability of the hypothesis of the Universe. This argument is meant to establish this 

assumption, and further, that the probability of Gods creation of the laws of nature (that is, the 

brute fact of Gods intentions, including the intention to create the laws of nature) is, at least, 

not greater than the probability that these laws are brute facts, without our postulation of the 

existence of God.  

1.3. The argument from consciousness  

In distinction from the two previous arguments – which takes as premises phenomena too 

―big‖ for science to explain – the argument from consciousness
270

 take as its premise a 

phenomenon too ―odd‖ for science to explain
271

. In this argument, Swinburne seems to take 

for granted the truth of a form of ―mind body dualism‖
272

, claiming that mental events are 

totally different and distinct from physical events. It is worth to note that this theory of mind 

is vastly debated and contested. While mental events are described by Swinburne as ―private, 

coloured, noisy or felt‖
273

, brain events are said to be ―public, interacting colourless centres of 

forces‖
274

. According to him, physical events are the cause of mental events, but since these 

two kinds of events are so different, there is no scientific theory that can explain what mental 

                                                 
268 ibid., p. 32 
269 ibid. 
270 Swinburne claims to base his argument from consciousness on that of John Locke. 
271 This is true also of the argument from miracle, next in line to be discussed. 
272 The common thought of such theories within philosophy of mind is that the mental and the physical (or mind and body or 

mind and brain) are in some sens radically different. (See Robinson, H. ―Dualism‖ in Edward N. Zalta (ed.) The Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy; http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/dualism/) 
273 ibid., p. 33 
274 ibid. 
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events are or how these correlate with brain events. In fact, he argues, it is very improbable 

that science will ever be able to explain why this correlation exists or why there are the 

particular correlations that there are. In short, science cannot explain why evolution did not 

just ―throw up unfeeling robots‖.
275

 

Swinburne goes on to add, in manner we start to recognize, that these phenomena cry out for 

an explanation and that God may provide this, since God brings these state of affairs about. 

We also recognize the tone of the reason he states for this:  

 
In order that animals and men may learn about the physical world, see it as 

imbued with color and smell making it beautiful, and learn to control it. (…) 

Brain events caused by different sights, sounds and smells give rise to different 

characteristic sensations and beliefs in order that men may have knowledge of a 

beautiful physical world and thus have power over it
 276 

 

Reflecting upon the above stated reasons for why God can but science cannot provide an 

explanation of why there exists conscious sentient beings instead of (what Swinburne refers to 

as) ―unfeeling robots‖ it becomes evident that there is a missing part of his argument
277

. In 

both previous arguments, Swinburne claimed as a proof of Gods intention to create the 

Universe and, respectively, the natural laws, that it is good that there are human beings (with 

free will). Apart from the fact that Swinburne‘s concept of personal explanation may be 

argued to rule out the possibility of free will, there is something inherently problematic in the 

claim that the goodness of the existence of conscious human beings and natural laws (which 

was the previous topic of discussion) resides in the fact that this enables human beings to take 

the role of ―minicreators who share in Gods activity of forming and developing the 

Universe‖
278

. I consider the claims (a) that human beings have free will and (b) that the 

Universe exists with its specific properties at every point in time because God allows
279

 this 

to be – if not impossible, then at leas – hard to reconcile. If Gods approval is needed at every 

instance (every possible state) of the Universe, there is simply no room for free will in any 

interesting sense. On the other hand, if God allows the existence of minicreators with free will 

to form and develop the Universe
280

, this means (given that human beings have always been 

equipped with free will) that God gave up part of his omnipotence and omniscience at the 

moment he created human beings (or allowed for evolution to do this). To me, these 

considerations cry out for an explanation as to why God, if he exists, did not create robots, or 

some other beings without consciousness and free will. Even granting Swinburne that it is 

unproblematic to postulate the existence of God with all his assumed properties and, further, 

that he had sufficient reasons to motivate his creation of the world with its inherent order, I 

consider it being by far more probable that it is a brute fact of evolution that there are 

conscious beings than it is that God created them. The reason for this is that the assumption 

that God created conscious minicreators with free will does not fit into the picture of God and 

his properties and may, thus, not be claimed to constitute evidence which increases the 

probability of Gods existence. 

                                                 
275 ibid. 
276 ibid. 
277 Disregarding the fact that there are grave problems connected to the theory of mind body dualism having to do with those 

specific aspects Swinburne accuses science for being unable to explain – the interaction between mind and body. 
278 ibid., p. 30 
279 Disregarding whether he is allowing this in an active or passive way. 
280 Note that Swinburne‘s previous statements imply this conception of human beings.  
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1.4. The argument from religious experience  

An argument from religious experience refers to an ―experience which seems to the subject to 

be an experience of God‖
281

. Swinburne tries to that such arguments have some force by 

applying what he claims to be two basic principles of knowledge. Before discussing these 

principles, it is of use to investigate what theory of knowledge is assumed by Swinburne. 

Swinburne equates rational belief with epistemically justified belief and claims 

knowledge to amount to strong rational belief
282

. He holds an internalist view of epistemic 

justification, which means that, on his view, S‘s beliefs are justified trough factors which S 

can become aware of through introspection. The factors relevant for judging whether some 

belief is justified are S‘s basic propositions
283

 and S‘s inductive criteria (that is, S‘s criteria 

for judging a proposition p1 to be evidence of p2) so that: 

 
 S‘s belief that p is justified (rational) iff.  (a)  p is in fact rendered probable by S‘s basic 

propositions (total evidence), and  

  

 (b)  The basic propositions are as probable as S 

believes them to be. 

 

According to (b) – which is a foundationalist criterion – rationality is a matter of conformity 

to some objective standards. If S believes her basic propositions to be as probable as they, a 

matter of fact are, S is objectively justified believing these propositions. Moreover, if this is 

the case, ―the way we are inclined to believe that things are makes it logically probable that 

they are that way‖
284

. That is equivalent to claiming that the fact that S believes that p makes 

it logically probable that p is true. Given this, our best way of acquiring knowledge is to make 

our beliefs (strong and) rational. Note that these claims move Swinburne close to the 

fundamental principle of Bayesianism – that rational degrees of belief conform to the 

probability-calculus, so that claims about the probability of some hypothesis on some 

evidence are indeed claims about what it is (ideally) rational to believe.  

I see a problem in Swinburne‘s view that if we are inclined to believe something to be 

the case, this is probably the case. Although incorporating the foundationalist criterion (b), he 

rejects the standard ―classical‖ foundationalist view of rightly basic propositions – of the 

criteria to be met in order for S‘s inclination to believe that p guarantees that p is probably 

true. On the this view, a proposition b is rightly basic for S iff. b is either self-evident or 

incorrigible
285

 to S or evident to the senses for S. Swinburne considers this an all too narrow 

understanding of the concept of properly basic propositions. By referring to what he calls The 

Principle of Credulity
286

 he proposes instead that every basic proposition is rightly basic. In 

other words: if it seems to S that p, then probably p. He claims this principle to apply to ―all 

propositions which purport to be deliverances of experience (that is, things we think we have 

perceived or experienced)‖
287

. I consider it clear from his example of the consequences of this 

criterion that it is by far too allowing. Swinburne claims that ―if it seems to you that you have 

(...) seen a ghost or a UFO, you ought so to believe, in the absence of contrary reason‖
288

. 

Contrary reason, he goes on to claim, may consist of other propositions – such as the fact that 

                                                 
281 ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, p. 34 
282 Swinburne claims that ―the best we can do towards getting a true belief is to get a strong rational (...) belief (...) the one 

and only way to acquire and propagate knowledge is to acquire strong rational(...) belief‖ (Swinburne, R.: Faith and Reason, 

Oxford University Press, Oxford 2005 , p. 65) 
283 More specifically, S‘s basic propositions are propositions that, according to S, seem overall probable without the support 

from other propositions: S believes them to be probable to the degree that her experiences seem to suggest (ibid., p. 18-19). 
284 ibid., p. 54 
285 In the sense that S cannot be wrong about the truth-value of b. 
286 Which according to him is a basic principle of knowledge. 
287 ibid., p. 55 
288 ibid., p. 55 
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you have a well-supported theory that there are no UFO‘s
289

. This, then, implies that the 

application of the principle is to be restricted. I agree with Swinburne that we shall not apply 

the principle in cases where we believe that we have seen ghosts or UFO‘s. However, I would 

like to make the restriction of the principle tougher than what Swinburne seems to propose. 

The way he speaks of ―contrary reason‖ we must have a well-supported theory according to 

which there are no ghosts before this proposition may function as a restriction on what 

propositions we shall believe. I would like to strengthen this restriction to say, rather, that we 

shall reject the principle for all propositions for which there is no positive evidence. That is, it 

is sufficient that we lack a well-supported theory according to which ghosts exist, in order for 

us to deny propositions claiming that there are ghosts the status of belief – that is, 

disregarding whether or not there are any positive contrary reasons. I take this to suggest that 

as long as Swinburne adheres to his (all too permissive) principle of rightly basicality of 

propositions, he is not justified claiming strong rational belief to amount to knowledge. To my 

mind there is, in other words, still a distinction between (a) what it is rational to believe and 

(b) what is true. The fact that Swinburne tries to establish a connection between (a) and (b) to 

the point that they emerge to being identical deepens my conviction that Swinburne will – if 

his project is successful – at most be able to establish that he, himself, is rationally justified in 

believing that the theistic God exists. The above points make it plain that this shall not and 

cannot be taken to imply that it is probable that (the theistic) God exists. 

On an externalist view of epistemic justification, the justification of some belief is 

generally thought to depend on the reliability of the process by which the belief is produced. 

A process is reliable in as far as it produces true beliefs. This means that whether or not S is 

justified believing that P depends on whether S has come to the belief that P through a process 

which produces true beliefs. The question whether S‘s is justified believing that P is 

independent of whether S is or can become aware of the fact that the belief is justified
290

. On 

such a view, rational belief has a closer connection to truth than on an internalist view
291

.  

Swinburne formulates and applies what he claims to be two basic principles of 

knowledge. According to previously discussed principle of credulity ―we ought to believe that 

things are as they seem to be, unless and until we have evidence that we are mistaken‖
292

, 

whereas the principle of testimony  tells us that ―those who do not have an experience of a 

certain type ought to believe any others when they say that they do – again, in the absence of 

evidence of deceit or delusion‖
 293 

Applying these two principles, then, Swinburne concludes 

that ―someone who seems to have an experience of God should believe that he does, unless 

evidence can be produced that he is mistaken‖
294

 and that others, who do not themselves have 

religious experiences ought to believe the reports of others to be true. Surely, these principles 

seem to function in order to make one‘s beliefs internalistically justified and thus rational in 

Swinburne‘s sense. It is however clear from the above description of Swinburne‘s view of 

rational belief, the fact that S is rational believing that P says merely that P is rendered 

probable by some set of propositions which S believes to be as probable as they as a matter of 

fact are. This implies that the fact that S is rational in holding P does not guarantee that P is 

true. S‘s system of belief may be coherent although consisting of propositions that are all 

merely vaguely probable. 

I do not agree with Swinburne that these few points constitute evidence of the 

existence of God. What we have here is merely two principles of rationality, applied in the 

context of formulating beliefs. As they stand, these principles dictate when it is rational to 

                                                 
289 ibid. 
290 ibid., p 43 
291 Swinburne himself says that on an internalist view on which the internal coherence of S‘s set of belief is the only 

restriction on rational belief, S may be rational believing P although P is not an adequate response to reality.  
292 ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, p. 34 
293 ibid., p. 35 
294 ibid. 
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have a certain belief and when it is not. Even granting Swinburne‘s definition of rational 

belief, the fact that I am rational believing that God exists amounts, at most to the fact that a 

set of propositions I believe to a objectively justified degree entails the proposition that God 

exists. The fact that I am rational believing this proposition does not mean that it is probably 

true. Therefore, my rational belief that God exists, does not entail that God, as a matter of fact 

exists, nor that this is objectively probable. 

I agree with Swinburne that the entire rejection of the principle of credulity – in some 

form – makes it if not impossible, then at least very hard to formulate any beliefs at all. I do 

not contest that the principle of testimony has a similar central status  for the possibility of 

interaction and transferral of information between agents. Where I disagree with Swinburne is 

over the range of the application of this principle. Although it (or something similar to it) is to 

be applied under normal circumstances of every day discourse, it may be overruled if the 

particularities of the claim or of the agent making the claim (the speaker) diverges from what 

may be considered ―normal‖
295

. The principle is to be considered overruled if there are 

reasons to believe that the speaker is lying or that he or she is under the influence of some 

drug. Cases diverging from the normal also include reports of events strongly diverging from 

ordinary experience or of events of highly remarkable nature, the occurrence of which was 

only witnessed by the speaker and, moreover, claims to the existence of entities for which we 

have no positive evidence in form of a theory supporting such claims. I take these remarks to 

suggest that it is highly unprobable that the correct application of these principles will prove 

or add to the probability of the existence of God. 

1.5. The argument from miracles 

Swinburne‘s use of the concept of ―miracle‖ amounts to
296

 the following: 

 
An event E is a miracle =

(df.) 
E is a violation of a natural law by the action or 

permission of God 

 

Given this definition, E is a miracle iff. (1) E is a violation of a natural law and
297

 (2) E is 

brought about or permitted by God. This implies that referring to E as a miracle involves 

ascribing to E some ―unexpectedness‖ or a priori improbability. It is also clear that all 

supposed miracles occur within some religious tradition
298

. More importantly, however, 

Swinburne‘s definition is problematic in the sense that E can be established to be a genuine 

miracle merely if it is already established that God, as a matter of fact, exists. It is not 

sufficient for establishing that E is a miracle that it is probable that God exists. This means 

that it is problematic claiming the occurrence of some miracle to constitute evidence for the 

existence of God. If the definition is to be applied strictly, the occurrence of a miracle may, at 

most, be taken to constitute a verification or establishment of what one already knows. For the 

sake of the argument, I will ignore this problem. There are further reasons to reject the 

supposed occurrence of a miracle as evidence of the existence of God. 

 

                                                 
295 The conception of what is normal may be thought to consist of our background knowledge of the way the world works. 
296Swinburne states that he will follow a normal usage of the concept of ―miracle‖, according to which a miracle is ―a 

violation (…) of a natural law by the action or permission of God‖ (The Existence of God, p. 282) 
297 In order to see that (1) is not in itself sufficient, consider the fact that although it took science a long time before it was 

able to fully explain the phenomenon of tide, this phenomenon was never (to my knowledge) thought of as a miracle. 
298 Of which some are central to the tradition in question – such as the life, death and resurrection of Christ, whereas some are 

not – such as singular events of answering of prayers or ―converting events‖ in a person‘s life. 
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1.5.1. Violations of natural laws 

Any historical event E is either (a) brought about or allowed to occur by natural laws or (b) a 

violation or quasi-violation of natural laws. E is a violation of laws of nature if the laws of 

nature are universal or deterministic and E is incompatible with these laws
299

. If E is a 

violation, E is either (b*) uncaused and non-repeatable or (b**) caused by something lying 

outside the system of natural laws – that is, either (i) some unique physical object that does 

not behave like other objects of its kind or (ii) a non-embodied person. E is a quasi-violation 

if it is highly probable that E is of kind (b*) or (b**).  

Since any miracle is necessarily of kind (b)
300

, it is important to carefully distinguish such 

events from those which may be provided a scientific explanation. As Swinburne points out,  

we do not have complete knowledge of the natural laws working in all fields
301

. This makes it 

hard (or even impossible) for us to draw up such a distinction with certainty. Consider 

someone‘s quick recovery from some serious illness. Some may want to interpret this event, 

E*, as a miracle – that is, as being (b). It may however be that E* is actually (a) – it may be 

that E* is an unusual effect of some biochemical law the operations of which we do not have 

complete knowledge. Our partial ignorance of the natural laws implies that (1) even if God 

has actually set the natural laws aside, there is no ceratinty that there will be public evidence 

that this is the case and (2) even if we are able to fit E* into our (imperfect) system of natural 

laws, E* might actually be a breach of some natural law – E* might be a miracle.  

To summarize what I just stated, our beliefs concerning whether some event E is or is 

not a miracle (or breach of natural laws) has no necssary connection to whether E is actually 

so. I take this to imply that there is no use talking about miracles, even less claiming the 

occurrence of such events to constitute evidence of the existence of God. If the truth or falsity 

of the proposition ―E is a miracle‖ is altogether impossible to establish, it surely does not 

matter whether it is entailed by the hypothesis of theism or not. Swinburne tries to avoid this 

consequence by applying the principle of credulity. According to him, the reasonable 

investigator supposes that what is on all evidence, a violation to natural laws really is one
302

, 

so that if a man whose heart has not been beating for 24 hours was resurrected, there would be 

reason to suppose that this event was really a violation of a natural laws. I feel no need to go 

over the arguments against such indiscriminate applications of this principle. 

1.5.2. Events caused by Gods actions 

Some event E is a violation or quasi-violation of natural laws iff. it is impossible to give E a 

scientific explanation (in terms of initial conditions and natural laws L). In such cases we 

shall, according to Swinburne, look for an explanation of E in terms of the actions of God. He 

attempts to prove his point by way of the following argument: 
 

(1) If E is a violation or quasi-violation of natural laws, E is either (b*) uncaused 

and non-repeatable or (b**) caused by something lying outside the system of 

natural laws. 

(2) It is improbable that there are any events of kind (b*). 

Thus: If E is a violation or quasi-violation of natural laws, E is probably of kind (b**). 

 

(3) If E is of kind (b**), E is caused either by (i) some unique physical object that 

does not behave like other objects of its kind or (ii) a non-embodied person; (ii*) 

God or (ii**) some lesser spirit (such as a ghost, poltergeist, demon, etc.). 

(4) It is improbable that E is caused by (i) or (ii**). 

Thus: If E is a violation or quasi-violation of natural laws, God probably caused E. 

                                                 
299 if E is ―impossible, given the operation of the actual [universal] laws of nature‖ (ibid., p. 277) 
300  Or one or other of its ―sub-kinds‖. 
301  Especially in the fields of sociology and psychology. 
302  ibid., p. 280 
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Again, we have a correct C-inductive argument from some evidence e to a hypothesis h iff. 

adding e to the background knowledge k increases the probability of h, and also iff. e is more 

likely to occur if h is true than if h is false. If e is a proposition referring to the occurrence of 

the event E of the argument above, this argument seems to imply that there is a C-inductive 

argument from e to h. That is, given Swinburne‘s hypothetical conception of probability: if we 

know that e is true, e increases the probability of h. As I have previously argued, however, 

belief in some proposition e which is not true or the truth of which we can never know, is not 

a satisfactory indicator that some hypothesis h is true. This seems to be a common view of the 

concept of evidence, which is probably why such a large part of the history of discussion of 

miracles has centred over the supposed evidence of such events. 

1.5.3. Evidence of miracles 

David Hume, among others, argued that due to the lack of sufficient, satisfactory evidence of 

miracles taking place, there is no reason to suppose that any miracle has ever occurred
303

. 

Hume‘s reasons for this claim is basically that there are no reason to believe the reports of 

such events
304

. Given this background, it comes as a slight surprise when Swinburne states 

that he will not ―discuss detailed evidence for or against particular historical claims‖
305

 and 

that his aim in the chapter on miracles is merely to:  

 
list the kind of evidence that is relevant to establishing disputed claims about 

whether certain historical events occurred; and to discuss what evidential 

force the occurrence of such disputed events would have (if they occurred).
306

 

 

He claims that there are four kinds of evidence about what happened on some particular 

occasion in the past: (1) memories, (2) testimonies, (3) physical remains of the past – ―traces‖ 

such as footprints, fingerprints etc., (4) background knowledge about how things are or 

behave on other occasions.  

I understand the (4) to include general facts about how the world works, such as the 

laws of logic and a posteriori generalizations such as the workings of the laws of nature and 

the fact that human beings may not be ten feet tall. Swinburne states that such facts functions 

as a ―corrective to discount some of the claims made on the basis of the first three kinds of 

evidence‖
307

 and recommends suspiciousness towards claims that run counter to them. This is 

a view of background knowledge that comes close to what I have previously proposed
308

. 

This is also the view that Hume assumes when he states that if some event E violates the laws 

of nature, this speaks against the claim that E occurred. As discussed in the previous 

section
309

, Swinburne is of the view that we have reason to believe our apparent perceptions, 

our memories and the reports of others. I cannot stress enough that the principles
310

 on which 

he bases this claim do not guarantee truth of our beliefs. They state when it is rational to 

have a certain belief. To my mind, it is not to be judged rational to believe reports of miracles.  

In order to establish that reports of miracles shall indeed be believed, Swinburne 

argues that in addition to those general facts about how the world works, (4) is to include ―all 

                                                 
303 Hume states that ―no testimony for any kind of miracle has ever amounted to a probability, much less to a proof‖ (Pojman, 

L.: Philosophy of Religion: An Anthology, Wadsworth/Thomson Learning, Belmont 2003, p. 267) 
304 For a more thorough picture of Hume‘s argument, see (for example) Pojman, ibid., p. 261-269.  
305 The Existence of God, p. 274 
306 ibid., p. 274-275 
307 ibid., p. 283 
308 I argued above that some elements of our background knowledge (such as the basic rules of logic) function as thresholds 

for acceptable theories, altogether disqualifying some hypotheses from consideration. 
309 On the argument from religious experience. 
310 Which I view of as principles of practical rationality. 
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other evidence (of the kind discussed in other chapters of this book) about whether there is or 

is not a God‖
311

. The reason for this is that violations are probable only if there is a God: 
 

(…) evidence that there is no God is evidence against the occurrence of an 

event such as E (which, if it occurred, would be a violation); and any 

evidence that there is a God is evidence (…) [that it is possible that E occur], 

and then testimony to the occurrence of E might be good enough to outweigh 

the evidence of what, given the laws of nature, would probably occur on this 

occasion.
312

 

 

As I touched upon earlier, I would like to challenge the assumption that we need first to state 

evidence against the existence of God, ghosts or UFO‘s before we have reason to assume that 

an event E – the occurrence of which is possible only if God, ghosts or UFO‘s exist – has not 

occurred. This view is based upon his assumption that the burden of proof in the debate over 

the existence of God rests on neither side – that atheists need to come up with evidence 

against the existence of God before they may justifiably deny his existence. I do not agree 

with Swinburne on this. I take it to constitute a default assumption that God or any such 

metaphysical entity (including ghosts and poltergeists) does not exist. Again, I consider the 

burden of proof to rest upon the shoulders of those who claim that God exists and I think that 

the theist has to come up with good arguments for his claim, before it is justified believing 

this claim to be true.
313

 Since no such evidence has been stated we have no reason to assume 

that any miraculous event E has taken place. Swinburne aims to formulate an argument to the 

effect that it is more probable than not that the God of theism exists. As I should be clear by 

now,  the purpose of this essay is to argue that he does not succeed in this. More importantly, 

however, it seems that even if he did succeed, his conclusion would not suffice to grant the 

occurrence of miracles, since these per definition require that it is certain that God exists. 

Given this, it may at least be considered clear that if Swinburne does not succeed in showing 

it to be probable that God exists, we have no reason to assume that any event such as E has 

ever occurred. I conclude that whenever we hear someone reporting of some event such as E 

taking place, we are to ignore the principle of credulity and assume that this person has said 

something that is not true. 

2. Arguments against the existence of God 

2.1. The Problem of Evil  

The widely discussed problem of evil has been argued – both by philosophers and ordinary 

people – to conclusively refute the possibility of the existence of God, or at least to count as a 

good argument against the actual existence of God. There seems, simply, to be no way of 

defending the existence of God with his supposed properties in the face of such horrible 

events in the human history as earthquakes and plagues wiping out entire cities or nations, not 

to mention the Holocaust and the 9/11 events. Where were God then, one may justifiably ask 

– if God is perfectly good, why did he allow
314

 these events to take place? This section, is 

devoted to Swinburne‘s treatment of this problem. If Swinburne cannot handle this problem 

properly, he will have grave problems of defending his hypothesis. 
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argument against the existence of God. It will be sufficient to show that the proposed arguments in favour of the claim of 

theism do not succeed. 
314Swinburne‘s concept of God implies that any event is caused or permitted by God. (See the above section on Swinburne‘s 

concept of God.) 
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In The Existence of God
315

, Swinburne sums up his treatment of the argument from evil to a 

moderate conclusion: 

 
Hence evil provides a good C-inductive argument against the existence of 

God. But it does not provide a very strong one (...). So, with e as the 

occurrence of the moral and natural evils known to us, h as the hypothesis of 

theism, and k as the evidence considered in previous chapters, P(h|e &k) < 

P(h|k), but the former is not less than the latter by very much.
316 

 

To me, this is an underestimation of the power of the argument – to my mind it is, if you 

wish, a P-inductive argument for the ―hypothesis of atheism‖
317

. It remains to be argued why. 

Swinburne allows the traditional distinction of the evil in the world – as consisting of moral 

evil, ME, and natural evil, NE, – so that if there is a God, he permits ME to occur and brings 

about NE himself. Swinburne‘s answer to the question how this is compatible with the 

assumed perfect goodness, omnipotence and omniscience of God that all evils serves a 

greater good
318

. He puts down four conditions that must hold
319

 in order for it to be 

compatible with the perfect goodness of God that he allows some evil E to occur – for some 

instance of evil E to serve a greater good:  

 
(1)  It is not logically possible or morally permissible for God to bring about 

G except by allowing E,  

(2)  God does in fact bring about G,  

(3)  God does not wrong the sufferer by causing or permitting E – God has 

the right to make or permit that individual to suffer,  

(4)  A comparative condition is satisfied; the expected value of allowing E 

to occur is positive. 

 

Swinburne begins by declaring that he views (1) as satisfied in the case of ME, since human 

beings cannot have free will if they are not allowed to choose between doing good and evil. 

This is all fair. I have no quarrel with Swinburne here. Evil poses a real threat to the theistic 

hypothesis merely when it comes to instances of NE – evil that cannot be brought about by 

human agents. Swinburne‘s central task is thus to show how the criteria (1) trough (4) are 

satisfied for NE. The claim that (1) is satisfied for NE is more controversial than the claim that 

it is satisfied for ME. It is based upon the assumption that without NE, the possibility for 

human beings to make significant free choices would be greatly diminished. I will treat his 

two reasons for this claim – ―the higher order goods defence‖ and ―the argument from the 

need for knowledge‖ – separately.  

2.1.1. The higher order goods defence 

According to Swinburne, the occurrence of NE provides opportunities for valuable (kinds of) 

emotional responses (that is, valuable free choices) such as compassion for the starving in 

India or the victims of carnivorous dinosaurs a long time ago. In general, any bad action or 

state of affairs gives people a free choice of how to react by good or bad actions. This first 

reason why we should accept that a perfectly good, omnipotent, omniscient God brings about 

natural evils is, thus, based upon the assumption that there are objective moral values. I 

                                                 
315 In ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, Swinburne waves off the problem of evil, stating merely that his argument 

―need[s] to be weighed against any arguments against the existence of God, of which the most important is the argument 

from evil. But (...) the negative arguments ultimately have no force. (―Arguments for the Existence of God‖, p. 35) 
316The Existence of God, p. 266 
317 Understood as the hypothesis according to which the God of theism does not exist. Since this is the mere denial of the 

hypothesis of theism, h, the untenability of h suffices to establish the truth of this (opposite) hypothesis. 
318 In Swinburne‘s words: ‖I summarize the claim, with respect to some evil E, that if there is a God, he could, compatibly 

with his perfect goodness, allow it to occur in order to promote G, as the claim that E serves a greater good.‖(ibid., p. 238) 
319 These criteria are necessary. 
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consider it probable that the claim that the opportunities brought about by evil are of special 

value stems from some intuition of Swinburne‘s. If this is the case, my intuitions about the 

value of these kinds of feelings do not cohere with those of Swinburne. I consider it fully 

legitimate asking why the value of compassion for the starving exceeds that of compassion for 

those who have been hit by the bullet of a gun – what it is with compassion for people whose 

suffering has been brought about by the occurrence of NE that makes it more valueable than 

my compassion for those who suffer as the result of ME. The higher order goods defence, 

thus, rests heavily upon the empirical claim that there is a special kind of emotional response, 

qualitively different from any other such, that may only be directed towards states of affairs 

that consist of or are brought about by NE. Even granting Swinburne this, an omnipotent God 

could have made human psychology such that these kind of valuable responses could have 

been directed towards states of affairs caused by or consisting of ME. In addition to this – that 

God could have brought about the same amount of valuable states of affairs and reactions in 

the world without allowing or causing any instances of NE – it seems to be implied by God‘s 

perfect goodness that this is the optimal way for him to bring it about that the world contains 

this quantity of this particular value. 

2.1.2. The argument from the need for knowledge 

Swinburne‘s second reason for claiming that human ability to make free choices would 

diminish in the absence of NE is that NE is necessary if we are to know how to bring about or 

prevent evil or bad states of affairs
320

 – a kind of knowledge necessary if we are to be 

genuinely free to choose between performing good and evil actions. Since we acquire 

knowledge inductively, we will have sure knowledge of what will happen in the future only if 

there are many instances of evil. Swinburne argues by way of stating examples. Discussing 

rabies disease – viewed as an instance of NE – he claims that: 

 
We know that rabies causes a terrible death. With this knowledge we have 

the possibility of preventing such death (...) or of negligently allowing it to 

occur, or even of deliberately causing it. Only with the knowledge of the 

effects of rabies are such possibilities ours. But for us to gain such 

knowledge by normal induction of the effects of rabies it is necessary that 

others die of rabies (...) and be seen to have done so. Generally, we can have 

the opportunity to prevent disease affecting ourselves and others or to neglect 

to do so, or the opportunity to spread disease deliberately (...), only if there 

are naturally occurring diseases.
321 

 

The reason why this comes off as so odd is that it includes a hidden premise. The value of our 

knowledge on how to prevent rabies or any other disease is purely instrumental, depending 

necessarily on the fact of the existence of natural disease. That is, it is a good thing to have 

this kind of knowledge only if there are diseases. Let me state my point by analogy. Consider 

any existing human artefact, such as books. Given that there are books, it is good thing that 

human beings know how to read – how to handle books. However, if there were no books 

(given for the sake of the example, that books were the only kinds of things containing written 

text or words to read), such knowledge would be altogether useless. If, somehow, all books 

suddenly ceased to exist, reading skills would be deprived of all value. Moreover, Swinburne 

claims there must be naturally occurring diseases if humans are to have the opportunity to 

choose whether to deliberately spread disease. In my analogy, this would be the same as 

saying that there need to be naturally occurring books for human beings to read in order for us 

to have a genuine choice of whether to create own books to read.  

                                                 
320 He states that NE provides us with the knowledge required to make such choices. (ibid., p. 245) 
321 ibid., p. 250-251 
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The criterion (2) to be satisfied in order for a good God to bring about some instance of NE – 

such as E – is that God does in fact bring about the good G that cannot logically or morally be 

brought about without bringing about E. In other words: E is necessary for G. The way 

Swinburne has argued, G refers to human beings with free will. He claims that since we must 

assume that things are the way they seem, there is no reason to doubt that human beings do 

have free will. Thus, his conclusion amounts to the claim that both (1) and (2) are satisfied for 

NE.  

2.1.3. Life after death and God’s incarnated suffering 

According to criterion (3) God may, compatibly with his perfect goodness, bring about or 

permit that some individual A suffers (as the result of some evil E) only if he does thereby not 

wrong A – if he has the right to cause or permit A‘s suffering. Swinburne claims this criterion 

to be satisfied in the case of NE. God has the right to demand something in return from us 

since he is the author of our being– a benefactor. He does however admit that there some 

human lives are such that it would on balance have been better if these people had never 

existed. Criterion (4) states that the expected value of God‘s allowing E to occur must be 

positive. This combined with the fact the evil in the world makes some lives on balance not 

worthwhile, puts an obligation on God to provide people living such lives with a good life 

after death – to make their total lives
322

 good and worthwhile
323

. Thus, it is necessary in order 

for (4) to be satisfied that there is a life after death.  

The problem of evil forces Swinburne into an additional revision of his concept of 

God. If God is perfectly good and makes us suffer the way we do, God must share our 

suffering. Since God is non-embodied
324

, this implies that God he must become incarnate.
325

 

To sum up, in order to handle the problem of evil, Swinburne finds no recourse other 

than to assume (a) that there is a life after death, (b) that God shares our suffering and (thus) 

(c) that God must become incarnate. These claims are in need of justification independently 

of their being necessary in order to explain the occurrence of evil. Swinburne does not 

provide any such justification. Instead, he goes on to conclude, as I have already cited, that 

when e is the occurrence of moral and natural evils, h the hypothesis of theism and k the 

evidence considered in the previous chapters, P(h|e & k) < P(h|k). 

3. Swinburne’s conclusion 
Swinburne‘s unsurprising conclusion in ―Arguments for the Existence of God‖ – where he 

does not discuss the problem of evil or any other arguments stated as evidence against the 

existence of God – reads as follows: 

 
Many traditional arguments for the existence of God are sound C-inductive 

arguments.(...) they need to be weighed against any arguments against the 

existence of God (...). But my overall view is that (...) the negative arguments 

have ultimately no force, and the positive arguments taken together constitute 

a sound P-inductive argument
326

 

 

In The Existence of God, Swinburne formulates a more elaborate conclusion. First, he states 

that all the phenomena claimed to constitute evidence for the existence of God
327

 that he has 

been investigating are ―more to be expected, more probable, if there is a God than if there is 

                                                 
322 That is, their lives before death plus their lives after death.  
323 ibid., p. 262 
324 Assuming that having a body is necessary in order for God to suffer the same way as human beings do. 
325 ibid., p. 264-265 
326 ibid., p. 35 
327 Except the existence of morality. I have for this reason omitted this argument from my discussion. 
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not.‖
328

 This means that for each of the en, where h is the hypothesis of theism and k (except 

for the first argument) is the phenomena and events previously taken into account, P(en |h &k) 

> P(en|k). Bayes‘ theorem implies that [P(e|h & k) > P(e|k)] iff. [P(h|e & k) > P(h|k)] – that we 

have a C-inductive argument from e to h iff. e is more likely to occur if h is true than if h is 

false. Since for each en, [P(en |h &k) > P(en|k)], we may thus conclude that each argument 

from en to h constitutes a good C-inductive argument for h – that is, that for each en,  

[P(h|en &k)  > P(h|k)]. As a second step on the way to stating his conclusion, Swinburne 

recalls from his previous discussion, that the occurrence of evil, stated as evidence against the 

hypothesis of theism, forced him to reformulate h – to add the additional hypotheses that God 

(a.) provides a compensatory life after death, and (b.) shares the suffering of human beings by 

becoming incarnate. Because of this, when e is the occurrence of evil, and k the evidence 

previously taken into account – that is, the phenomena and events stated in the arguments for 

the existence of God – P(h|k) > P(h|e & k); the occurrence of evil lowers the probability of h.  

The sole remaining question, thus, is whether these points provide sufficient ground 

for formulation of a P-inductive argument for the existence of God – whether P(h|e & k) > 

P(~h|e & k), so that P(h|e & k) > ½. As I have argued, if this is the case, given the setup of 

Swinburne‘s argument, all that may be said is that Swinburne himself believes it to be more 

probable than not that the God of theism exists. This, we recall, is not his view on the matter. 

According to him, if we are able to show – when h is the hypothesis of theism, k ―tautological 

evidence‖ and e all the relevant factual evidence for and against h – that P(h|e & k) > ½, this 

means that it is in an objective sense, more probable than not that the God of theism exists.  

Once again, Bayes‘ theorem holds that the value of P(h|e & k) – probability of h on e and k 

(as specified above) – is a function of h‘s prior probability and explanatory power with 

respect to e, best illustrated as: 

 

 

Now, the explanatory power of h – [P(e|h & k) /P(e|k)]  – is the likeliness (given k), that e 

will occur if h is true (the predictive power of h with respect to e), divided by the likeliness 

that e occurs, given merely k (the prior probability of e). P(h|k) is a matter of h‘s simplicity 

(the intrinsic probability of h disregarding the question of h‘s scope). 

In this essay, I have shown Swinburne‘s way of arguing to the conclusion that theism 

is an extremely simple theory. In the light of these considerations, h might be claimed to be a 

hypothesis of high prior probability. However, it has previously been affirmed by Swinburne 

that ―it is a source of extreme puzzlement that there should exist anything at all‖
329

 – that the 

prior probability that anything should exist is low. Given this, the value of P(h|k) may be said 

to be low. In the last chapter of The Existence of God, Swinburne allows – for the sake of the 

argument – that ―the extended point hypothesis [that is, the simplest possible scientific 

explanation] is as simple as theism; and that one or two of the other scientific hypothesis are 

too not too much simpler than the hypothesis of theism‖
330

. Swinburne thus omits any final 

judgement of the value of P(h|k), although pointing out that this value will be low and similar 

to the value of P(hn|k) for the rival scientific hypotheses hn. Because of this, the decision over 

which of the competing hn (including, of course, the hypothesis of theism) to favour turns on 

which hn has the highest explanatory power – that is, on which hypothesis, the probability that 

the various en would occur given its truth is the highest as compared to the probability that the 

en would occur anyway. As I have described in the essay, Swinburne considers the universe 

―being of a kind such that, given Gods character, he might well choose to create [it]‖
331

. 

Given the evil there is in the world, bringing down the probability of Gods creating the 

                                                 
328 ibid., p. 328 
329 ibid., p. 336 
330 ibid. 
331 ibid., p. 339 

P (h|e & k) = 
P(e|h & k) 

× P(h|k) 
P(e|k) 
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universe, Swinburne concludes that the value of P(e|h & k) is 1/3 (where e represents all the 

evidence stated in the arguments for the hypothesis of theism except for the evidence of 

religious experience). The only remaining value to determine, is P(e|k); the prior probability 

of e. Recalling that Bayes‘ theorem may be formulated to state that: 

 

 

 

Since the theorem‘s top line – [P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)] – also occurs at the bottom, the major 

determinant of the value of P(h|e & k) will be [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)]
332

. This is the 

probability that there will be a universe of the kind we have and no God. The value of [P(e|~h 

& k) × P(~h|k)] is equal to the sum of the probabilities of the ways in which this could be the 

case. Swinburne claims that this could be the case in three different ways – that there are three 

hypothesis to be considered: h1 is the hypothesis that there are many gods, h2, that there is no 

God or Gods but an initial physical state of the universe of such a kind as to bring about the 

present state, and h3 that there is no explanation at all. I understand this last hypothesis, h3, as 

equivalent to the hypothesis that there is no single cause of the universe; that the universe is 

the terminus of explanation – a brute fact. Thus: 

 
[P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)] =  [P(e|h1 & k) × P(h1|k)] + [P(e|h2 & k) × P(h2|k)] + 

[P(e|h3 & k) × P(h3|k)] 

 

Swinburne argues that h1 is less simple – less probable – than the hypothesis of theism, h. 

Thus, [P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)] > [P(e|h1 & k) × P(h1|k)]. He goes on to claim that: 

 
there is no particular reason why an unextended physical point or any other 

possible staring points of the universe, or an everlasting extended universe, 

should as such have the power and liability to bring about all the features [of 

the universe that we find]
333

  

And that:  
it will only become at all probable that there will be a universe of our kind if 

we build into the hypotheses an enormous amount of complexity. (...) [A] 

disjunction of such (...) hypotheses will be intrinsically less probable than 

one very simple hypothesis. Either P(e|h2 & k) is going to be much lower 

than P(e|h & k) or P(h2|k) is going to be much lower than P(h|k)
334

 

 

The value of P(e|h3 & k) is 1 since ―the universe being this way unexplained entails it being 

this way‖
335

. That is, if h3 is true, h3 necessarily entails the truth of e. It is however, he goes on 

to claim, ―beyond belief‖ that the universe should be the way we find it without there being 

some further explanation. That is, he judges the prior probability of h3 – P(h3|k) – to be 

infinitesimally low. He concludes, for this reason, that calculated value of [P(e|~h & k) × 

P(~h|k)] does not exceed the value of [P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)]. Thus, the calculation of the value 

of P(h|e & k) through Bayes‘ theorem will have the result that the value of P(h|e & k) is not 

below ½. P(h|e & k) could be equal to ½, given what he has said since the class of cases 

where [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)] does not exceed [P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)] includes the case where 

[P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)] = [P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)]. Adding the evidence from religious 

experience, which has up to this point been excluded, he states his final verdict on the 

probability of the hypothesis of theism:  

 

                                                 
332 Since P(e|k) = {[P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)] + [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)]}  
333 ibid., p. 340 
334 ibid., p. 341 
335 ibid. 

P(h|e & k) = 
[P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)] 

[P(e|h & k) × P(h|k)] + [P(e|~h & k) × P(~h|k)] 
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On our total evidence theism is more probable than not. An argument from 

all the evidence considered in this book to the existence of God is a good  

P-inductive argument. The experiences of so many people in their moments 

of religious vision corroborates what nature and history show to be quite 

likely—that there is a God who made and sustains man and the universe.
336 

                                                 
336 ibid., p. 342 
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E. CONCLUSION 

Swinburne‘s project is a project of formulating an inductive argument for the existence of the 

God of theism. This is a twofold project of showing the (probable) truth of a claim that 

something is, as a matter of fact, the case in the external world and of showing people to be 

internally justified – rational – to hold this belief. My aim of this essay was to evaluate the 

claims upon which Swinburne tries to justify this conclusion. I have argued that his project 

must reasonably be taken to fail in many respects. I have been guided by the conviction that if 

his argument is to succeed, all its parts – his inductive method, his definitions and treatment 

of the different arguments, his concept of God, probability and explanation – must be 

successful and bear with them the potential of reaching his searched for conclusion. I claim to 

have shown that there are parts of Swinburne‘s argument that do not pass the test of analysis.  

My method has been that of investigating the different parts of Swinburne‘s argument 

as presented by him mainly in The Existence of God and ―Arguments for the Existence of 

God‖ in order to analyze the merits of his argument. I have been questioning his argument on 

many points, but the core of my objection has been that his conception of probability is 

(weakly) subjective, that he relies too heavily on simplicity as a virtue of plausible and 

probable hypotheses and that his concept of God involves an incoherent picture of God‘s 

nature. In the first – instrumental – part of the essay, I examined Swinburne‘s restriction of 

relevant arguments, his method of formulating an inductive argument (including his concepts 

of C- and P-inductivity) and his application of Bayes‘ theorem. I pointed out problems 

inherent to each one of these parts of the arguments. I argued that the concept of ―logical 

probability‖ is (weakly) subjective, implying that Swinburne‘s argument, even if successful 

can not amount to an objective, intersubjectively available conclusion concerning the 

probability of the existence of the God of theism as Swinburne understands him. Moreover, I 

claimed his project to rest upon the incorrect assumption that that there is a strong connection, 

amounting to identity, between rational belief and truth.  

In the second – conceptual – part, I carried on by investigating Swinburne‘s view of 

the concepts of explanation and God, which I also judged to incorporate undesirable elements 

and implications. This was especially evident concerning his concept of God, which I judged 

to incoherent, which implies that God in, in Swinburne‘s conception of him, can not and, 

thus, does not exist. Moreover, I argued that Swinburne does not appropriately appreciate the 

importance of the criterion of fit with background knowledge.  The third part of the essay – 

the analysis – was an examination of Swinburne‘s treatment of the different arguments for 

and against the existence of God. Whereas Swinburne claims each of these arguments to 

constitute what he refers to as a C-inductive argument for the existence of God, I expressed 

deep skepticism of the merits of these arguments as amounting to anything but, at most, a 

subjective validation of Swinburne‘s own belief in the existence of God.  

My conclusion is that Swinburne has not been able to prove that it is more probable 

than not that his hypothesis – that the God of theism exists – is true. Even granting him that 

he is rational (given his understanding of the concept) in holding this belief, he is not justified 

in claiming that it is in an objective, intersubjectively available fact that it is probable that the 

God of theism exists. It may be argued that my conclusion says nothing concerning the truth 

of the general claim that the God of theism exists, since Swinburne‘s argument – and thus this 

paper – merely concerns one among many possible interpretations of this claim. Even in the 

face of such a reply, I still consider it being the case that the well-mannered theist must try to 

come up with some (other) proof of the existence of God before claiming this to be an 

objective, intersubjectively available matter of fact. 
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