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3a: The late 18th and early19th centuries


Student Resource 4: Hume’s Critique of Miracles

1. A miracle is a breaking of the laws of nature; and because a firm and unalterable experience has established these laws, the proof against a miracle is complete.

Why is it more than probable that all men must die; that lead cannot, of itself, remained suspended in the air; that fire consumes wood, and is extinguished by water; unless it be that these events are consistent with the laws of nature and only a breaking of these, a miracle, can prevent them.

2. No testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle unless it would be even more miraculous if the testimony were false.

3.  [There has never been] in all history, any miracle witnessed by a sufficient number of men of such good education, integrity and reputation, and at the same time so open and public, that it could not be denied.

4. The surprise and wonder caused by miracle sis so wonderful that it will make people believe in them even if they did not experience the miracle for them selves. And even if an enthusiast for religion knows a miracle to be false, he may go on teaching it in order to promote his cause.

5. In matters of religion, whatever is different is wrong …It is impossible the religions of ancient Rome, of Turkey, of Siam, and of China should, all of them, be established on any solid foundation. Every miracle, therefore, pretended to have been wrought in any of these religions (and all of them abound in miracles), is simply put forward in order to destroy the other religions and their miracles.

· What are Hume’s main criticisms? 

· How could one argue against it?

· How could the miracle accounts of the bible be reconciled with science? 

· How does this compare to today’s understanding? Are there alternatives?

� David Hume, ‘An enquiry concerning human understanding’ (1748) in: Philosophy of Religion for A level, A Jordan et al., Stanley Thornes, pp. 171-173
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