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Hume’s Abject Failure: The Argument Against Miracles. By John Earman. New York: Oxford University Press, 2000. 217 pages. $21.95.

Every discipline has its share of sacred cows.  In Hume’s Abject Failure, John Earman attacks one of philosophy’s best known beasts and he does so from the opening paragraph:

An impressive amount of ink has been spilt over Hume’s “Of Miracles.”  It is almost universally assumed . . . that [it] offers a powerful and original argument against miracles.  On the contrary, I contend that Hume's argument is largely derivative, almost wholly without merit where it is original, and worst of all, reveals the impoverishment of his treatment of inductive reasoning.  Hume scholars will no doubt be enraged by this charge.  Good!  There has been much too much genuflecting at Hume’s altar.

A collective “amen” can be heard from generations of likeminded critics.  Although Earman had already poked holes in Hume’s arguments (“Bayes, Hume, and Miracles,” Faith and Philosophy 10:4 (1993): 293-310), he now casts down the gauntlet:  the probability calculus proves that “Of Miracles” is quite weak.  But unlike so many who have gone before, Earman does not merely intend to expose Hume’s fallacies.  His aim is to sketch an epistemology that allows for both the possibility of miracles and a healthy skepticism toward miracle claims—twin goals that many theists also embrace. 

As a whole, this is a very good book that one could easily miss.  It will be of great interest to Hume scholars, no doubt, but to many others as well.  For non-historians, there is a window into the religious disputes of that day (e.g., whether miracles should be understood in an ontic or epistemic sense).  For philosophers of religion, there are opening moves in the debate on divine action (viz., whether God “violates” the laws of nature).  For modern Bayesians, the arguments are cast in the precise terms of the probability calculus.  But no one should be put off by this:  the interpretation of the equations is never left as an exercise for the reader.  In fact, the book is surprisingly readable—surprising, that is, for those familiar with Earman’s more technical work in the philosophy of physics.  

There are two sections.  The first is a critical exposition of Hume.  The second is a useful collection of primary sources.  Earman frequently refers to these texts, allowing the reader to immediately turn to specific passages.  Excerpts from Locke, Spinoza, Samuel Clarke, and others lay out the philosophical thought on miracles at the time, as well as the specific arguments surrounding the resurrection of Jesus.  (As a whole, they make some of the recent treatments of divine action looked painfully uninformed—as if the issues of law and intervention were never seriously considered before the 20th century.)  “Of Miracles” is taken from the last edition of the Enquiry (1777).  Finally, there are some early rebuttals from Richard Price (Four Dissertations, 1768) and Charles Babbage (Ninth Bridgewater Treatise, 1838).  Price’s work is the most important since it shows what Hume understood—or should have understood—about conditional probabilities and testimony.

Earman starts by defining Hume’s goal:  to find a silver bullet aimed at the heart of organized religion.  Rather than debunking superstitious miracle claims one-by-one, Hume believed that he had found an argument that would clear the table all at once.  He begins with his well-known definition: a miracle is a violation of the laws of nature.  A law of nature is defined in part as a regular, exceptionless concomitance of events.  A miracle is therefore a metaphysical notion, in contrast to the prevailing epistemic view.  (Clarke and Locke considered miracles to be inexplicable events, contrary to the causal order only so far as the observer can tell.  Such events might in fact be in accord with the laws of nature, it just isn’t clear how.)

This leads to a familiar puzzle.  If Hume’s view of a law of nature is correct, then a real miracle is a logical impossibility.  Why then write an essay about the credibility of miracles?  If there were published reports of round squares or married bachelors, the rebuttal should take no more than a paragraph.  Earman’s answer is that Hume’s canonical definition of ‘miracle’ is different from the one he attacks.  The paradigm cases in “Of Miracles,” such as dead men coming back to life, all share a common property:  they are contrary to “uniform experience.”  Hume thus adds an epistemic component to his official, purely metaphysical view of miracle.  His extended argument is not that miracles are impossible.  It is instead that miracle claims cannot be justified because they contradict what we believe to be a law of nature.  Our uniform experience provides the warrant for believing that some regularity is a law.  The big question, then, is epistemic.  Can one ever rationally believe the report of some event that conflicts with (what we take to be) a law of nature? 

According to Earman and contra C. D. Broad and standard Hume interpreters, the right answer is roughly “as a matter of principle, yes; as a matter of fact, no.”  The main evidence for this is Hume’s famous Maxim which begins “no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such a kind, that its falsehood would be more miraculous” (38).  The second clause allows for the possibility of a credible miracle.  Unfortunately for the theist, however, there haven’t been any.  But how would Hume know this?  The answer is found in the confirmation of law statements.  Using the straight rule of induction, Hume believed one could prove that the law statement “all P’s are Q’s” is true.  Roughly, the inference would be this:  assuming that a lot of P’s have been examined, since all known P’s are Q’s, then the probability that all P’s are Q’s is 1.  This is the heart of his first argument against miracles.  If the law statement is something like ‘all dead persons at time t1 are still dead persons at all times t2, t3, t4,…’, then, in light of our uniform experience, the probability that some dead person came back to life is zero.  Hence, no rational person should believe such an account.  Other miracles claims could be treated accordingly.

Although the straight rule of induction was a crude instrument, no one wants to hold Hume accountable for not using 20th century tools.  However—and this is where things get interesting—Earman shows that better methods for dealing with eyewitness testimony had been available since 1700.  At this point, Earman shifts to a discussion of Thomas Bayes and Richard Price, both of whom were making technical breakthroughs in the probability calculus.  Price’s Four Dissertations (1767) includes a direct response to the Enquiry and a frontal attack on the straight rule of induction.  Following Bayes, Price argued that prior probabilities should be equally distributed across each of the possible outcomes of some observational test, unless there is some background knowledge to the contrary.  For example, if we know there are a trillion balls of seven different colors in a bin, then the prior probability of drawing, say, a red ball is 
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.  Once we start picking out balls, the odds will change.  If after drawing a million balls, no red balls have been drawn, then the updated probability of the next ball being red will be significantly lower than 
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.  Until we reach the end of the bin, however, we should assign some nonzero probability that the next ball will be red.  After all, the trillionth selection might be the only red one.

Very well, but why is this problematic for Hume?  Earman shows that even in the rudimentary work Hume had access to, the importance of prior probabilities in inductive arguments was clear.  Since there is no fixed “bin” when it comes to observations in nature, Price makes the (seemingly obvious) point that no matter how many trials lead to a given conclusion, the very next trial might have a different result.  Hence, for inductive generalizations of the form “all known P’s have been Q’s”, there is always a nonzero probability that some P is a non-Q.  This directly contradicts Hume’s straight rule of induction.  Price shows quite convincingly that if a law of nature were confirmed via this method, there is a nonzero probability that it will fail on the very next test. 

The upshot for miracles is straightforward.  Unless there is reason to believe otherwise, the prior probability of a given miracle-event must be greater than zero.  So, before the reported resurrection of Jesus, Pr(a dead person comes back to life) ( 0.  Moreover, no matter how many instances we find where deceased humans remain dead, there will always be a nonzero probably that some will not.  Hume’s silver bullet therefore misses the mark; there can be no inductive proof against miracles.  

The question remains whether one could ever be justified in believing the testimony that a miracle had occurred.  This is where the Maxim comes into play.  It says two things.  First, such testimony can be accepted only if its falsehood would be more miraculous than the miracle itself.  Earman takes the reader through several interpretations of this using different conditional probabilities.  His conclusion is that this first clause is very nearly a tautology.  All sides in the 18th century miracle debate would have agreed that extraordinary claims required extraordinary evidence.  Usually some naturalistic interpretation of the reported miracle—optical illusion, error in memory, even outright deception—will seem more likely.  No deep insight is required for that conclusion.  

The second part of the Maxim says that even if testimony could justify belief in a miracle, “there is a mutual destruction of arguments, and the superior only gives us an assurance suitable to that degree of force, which remain, after deducting the inferior” (38).  In other words, a given argument might be better than one with an opposite conclusion; nonetheless, the stronger is still weakened to some degree by the lesser argument.  The Maxim thus contains a two-step process in determining the probability that some event E has occurred.  First, one must consider all of the evidence, both pro and con, including the possibility of error and deception on the part of the witness.  Second, in the unlikely case that some positive degree of believe in E were established, Pr(E) is then reduced in light of any arguments to the contrary.  As Earman shows, this is no tautology.  It is, however, false.  Undermining evidence must already taken into account in determining Pr(E).  Once the inductive crank has been turned, there is no next step.  If the probabilities come out in favor of the event, the defeaters are not then given a second chance to weaken Pr(E) under the guise of mutual destruction.  By adding an extra step, the Maxim unjustifiably doubles the weight of the defeating evidence.

In the first edition of the Enquiry, Hume apparently thought that the Maxim was definitive and that testimony can therefore never establish a miracle.  In the 1768 edition, he changed this to the weaker empirical claim that no miracle has been justified by the evidence in recorded history.  (Earman speculates that this change was prompted by Price’s critique.)  However, having shifted from the strong modal claim to the merely factual undercuts Hume’s conclusion.  In order to make his case, he would have to stoop to investigating historical case studies, much like those found in the writings of his contemporaries.  

Earman finally does find the core of an idea worth preserving.  He considers whether a fair-minded, intelligent person today needs to investigate every eyewitness account of alien abduction or Bigfoot.  Earman thinks not, even though there are no knock down principles of induction to rule them out.  If not, then what does that same person say when confronted by multiple witnesses, people of good character, etc.?  In his critique of Hume, Earman seems to have made the case that, in at least some instances, one has to take these reports seriously.  After exploring the options available to the modern Bayesian, Earman chooses to deny that the witnesses in these cases are even minimally reliable.  Religious miracles and UFO abductions are “relevantly similar to the case of faith healing where there is a palpable atmosphere of collective hysteria that renders the participants unable to achieve the minimal reliability condition—indeed, one might even say that a necessary condition for being a sincere participant in a faith healing meeting is the suspension of critical faculties essential to accurate reporting” (61).  This drops the prior probability that their testimony is true to zero, which cannot be overcome no matter the quality of the witnesses.  

Earman concedes that this involves a good bit of armchair psychology.  In order to hold up, one would need studies on the nature of collective hysteria and then see if the science fits the actual case histories.  Earman bets they will, but he allows that some witnesses might meet the minimal reliability condition after all.  In principle at least, religious beliefs can be incrementally confirmed in orthodox Bayesian terms by testimony for a miracle.  The process would be roughly analogous to confirming hypotheses in elementary physics.  This is certainly good news for the theist, although it might seem like old news for those familiar with Richard Swinburne’s Bayesian arguments in The Existence of God.  In any case, Earman treats theological claims as semantically on a par with those in science.  Religious beliefs are not, contra many atheists (and not a few theologians), beyond the scope of confirmation/disconfirmation.  Nor are they, contra Stephen J. Gould and others, to be confined to the ghetto of value judgments.

On a more critical note, it is surprising that Earman finds no historical context for this concern about reliability and religious hysteria.  John Locke was famously skeptical of overly emotional religion.  The force of “enthusiasm” he says, “takes away both reason and revelation, and substitutes in the room of them the ungrounded fancies of a man’s own brain, and assumes them for a foundation both of opinion and conduct” (An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, 4.19.3).  Jonathon Edwards also had much to say about the matter, being no friend of “raving enthusiasts.”  He specifically warns against taking high emotions as a sign of God’s work:  “[‘T]is no evidence that religious affections are of a spiritual and gracious nature, because they are great” (The Works of Jonathan Edwards (vol 2), ed. John E. Smith (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959): 130, 142).  But in the same breath, Edwards also addresses the critic: “[R]eligious affections being in a very high degree, is no evidence that they are not such as have the nature of true religion.  Therefore they do greatly err, who condemn persons as enthusiasts, merely because their affection are very high.”  It seems that a modern day Edwards, viewing the same faith healing service that Earman has in mind, would also be skeptical.  Nonetheless, certain experiences during the Great Awakening passed this careful scrutiny and were deemed supernatural.  The point is that this core of an idea that Earman likes in “Of Miracles” is not new.  Emotionalism does trump critical thinking in many believers.  Still, this does not account for those who have come to believe in miracles without any hint of “collective hysteria.” 

Given an already vast literature on Hume and miracles, one might question the importance of yet another book.  Interesting detail has been added since Earman’s 1993 piece and the writing is less dense, but most of the key points are the same.  A number of authors may also feel indignant about having beaten him to the punch without so much as footnote of recognition. 

Even so, Earman makes the best case yet that Hume’s view of inductive inference was naïve, even compared to his contemporaries.  His use of the probability calculus gives this point unmatched precision.  Perhaps the most important aspect of this book is that John Earman wrote it.  Ideally, as we teach our students, the soundness of an argument has nothing to do with its source.  In reality, the scholarly credentials and perspective of the author matter, especially in areas beyond our own expertise.  Earman is not a theist; he has no theological agenda to push.  He is, however, one of the very best philosophers of science in the world.  If this were the work of a junior scholar from a Christian college, it would most likely be ignored.  Earman’s stature makes that impossible.  

Finally, if “Of Miracles” is so poor, why has it been hailed by so many for so long?  Earman offers two reasons.  One is the tendency to favor arguments with an agreeable conclusion.  It is always easier to spot a fallacy committed by the opposition, regardless of the issue.  The other is that Hume’s rhetoric is quite powerful.  Like a new paint job on a used car, a good presentation hides many flaws.  In the end, it seems that Hume got at least one thing right:  “Eloquence, when at its highest pitch, leaves little room for reason or reflection; but addressing itself entirely to the fancy or the affections, captivates the willing hearers, and subdues their understanding.”  
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