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Foreword





I am very grateful to Joshua Sijuwade for writing this introduction to my philosophical and theological writings; and I commend his very full treatment of the controversial views on the many philosophical issues, which I have developed during a long life. Joshua summarises some of my views on the major issues in his Introduction, and then goes on to describe them more fully in subsequent chapters. That will be useful for those unfamiliar with the issues, who may not always fully understand them when they are first introduced. He explains with respect to each of my views, the context in which I developed a view, and goes on to discuss several objections which have been made to it by other philosophers, and suggests how I might respond to these objections. It is very useful to have many different objections to a view critiqued in the same place.


As Joshua explains, my major motivation for writing most of the books and articles which I have written, is to show that belief in the Christian creed is rational. I hope that I have considered seriously the objections to this view, before finally rejecting them; and that if I had reached a different conclusion, I would have acknowledged that. This major motivation led to my “philosophy-first” approach to theological doctrines, to begin the examination of theological doctrines by first investigating the purely secular philosophical concepts and theories which are taken for granted by theological doctrines. Thus, the doctrine that God caused the existence of the universe, presupposes a particular philosophical theory of the nature of causation, known as “agent causation”. And the doctrine that humans have a life after death requires in my view a particular theory of personal identity, a version of what is called “substance dualism”, according to which humans on earth consist of two separate substances – body and soul, of which the soul is the one part essential for personal identity. That theory allows not merely the possibility of our souls, and so us, continuing to exist after death, but our souls being united again with a body, as affirmed by the Christian doctrine of the resurrection of the body of each of us. Investigating some of these philosophical theories, in turn inevitably involved investigating relevant contemporary scientific theories.


But while that has been my major motivation, I believe also that it is important for purely secular reasons to hold correct views about most of the major philosophical issues which I have discussed, including views about what constitutes personal identity, the nature and fundamental principles of morality, free will, and our moral responsibility for our actions. I hope that my discussion of these issues has made a small contribution to their resolution. Like, I think, most philosophers, I have much enjoyed trying to work out the answers to philosophical questions, and arguing with others about them. I have been very blessed to be able to do this with my life; and I hope that Joshua’s book, will help many readers to understand my views about these all-important issues.


Richard Swinburne













Introduction: Life, Works and Philosophical Foundations





The central aim of this work is to provide an introductory guide to Richard Swinburne’s philosophical thought – as expressed through his main philosophical writings – in a way that balances accessibility, depth and range. Thus, this work focusses on presenting Swinburne’s arguments in a clear and engaging manner, making his complex ideas more accessible to a broader audience while maintaining the integrity and depth of his philosophical reasoning. By covering a wide range of Swinburne’s works, from his early trilogy (The Coherence of Theism, The Existence of God and Faith and Reason) to his later contributions, this guide offers a comprehensive overview of his thought and its development over time. Therefore, ultimately, this work seeks to demonstrate how Swinburne establishes the rationality of theistic and Christian faith through rigorous philosophical argumentation. By exploring his defence of the coherence of theism, the existence of God and the philosophical basis for Christian doctrine, this work thus highlights the strength and persuasiveness of Swinburne’s case for the reasonableness of religious belief. Moreover, by engaging with critical objections to Swinburne’s work and presenting compelling responses, this guide showcases the resilience and adaptability of his philosophical framework in the face of scholarly critique. In presenting Swinburne’s ideas in an accessible yet thorough manner, this work aims to equip readers with a solid understanding of his contributions to the philosophy of religion and philosophical theology. This understanding will enable readers to appreciate the significance of Swinburne’s work in demonstrating the compatibility of faith and reason, and its potential to provide a rational foundation for theistic and Christian belief. Therefore, as such, this work serves as an invaluable resource for those seeking to explore the philosophical underpinnings of religious faith and to engage with one of the most influential and rigorous defenders of theism and the Christian faith in contemporary philosophy. We shall now explore Swinburne’s life and works, focussing on his educational background, academic positions and major philosophical achievements.




The Life of Richard Swinburne





Early Life and Education1



Richard Granville Swinburne was born on 26 December 1934 in Smethwick, a town in the metropolitan borough of Sandwell (near Birmingham) located in the West Midlands, England. He was the only child of William Henry Swinburne and his wife Gladys Edith Swinburne, neé Parker. Richard’s mother’s family were from the Lowestoft area, with his maternal grandfather working as an optician and his paternal grandfather running an off licence in London during World War II. Richard’s father worked as a schoolteacher for much of Richard’s early childhood and, around 1946, he took a position as musical education advisor to Essex County Council – one of the first to hold such a role. Later in his career, William became head of the music department at a polytechnic college in Colchester. Before Richard’s birth, his mother worked as a secretary and, after he went away to boarding school, she worked as a secretary again to help pay his school fees, sometimes staying in London during the week and only returning to the family home in Colchester on weekends. The Swinburne family moved from Smethwick to Colchester, where they lived until Richard was seventeen, except for two years from 1939 to 1941, when, fearing wartime bombing, the family relocated to the village of Tiptree, in the Essex countryside. Richard vividly remembers seeing the sky filled with German bombers on their way to attack London and wondering aloud to his mother whether God would allow the Germans to win the war. Though his parents were not religious, he cannot remember a time when he did not believe in God. From ages seven to ten, Richard attended a private preparatory school affiliated to Colchester Royal Grammar School, where his father taught. His mother arranged for him to have special Greek and Latin tutoring. When he was ten, Richard spent a year confined to bed with suspected tuberculosis (as the prescribed cure for the illness at that time was extended periods of bed rest). His mother looked after him and hired tutors to help him keep up with his studies. Being an only child in a strained marriage, she focussed intensely on encouraging his academic achievement.


After his recovery, Richard boarded at a preparatory school in Felixstowe for one and a half years. In 1946, he won a scholarship to Charterhouse, a top English public school (in Britain ‘private school’), which he attended until 1952. Richard’s mother was very happy about him being awarded this place, given her belief about the importance of a public school education for progressing efficiently through life. At Charterhouse, Richard continued his study of Greek and Latin, but was unable to fully participate in sports due to his health. He was confirmed in the Church of England at age sixteen. However, he largely kept his religious devotion private, not participating in school Christian groups. The school holidays were a particularly lonely time for Richard, as he returned to an empty home, with his mother working (in her previously held role as a secretary) and his father busy with musical activities, and an unhappy marriage. To keep occupied, Richard read extensively, kept scrapbooks of current events and went on outings with his mother. However, he had few friends and little family social life during those periods. That is, Richard’s transition to boarding school led to a disconnection from his earlier school friends and left him without close friendships during school holidays at home. Moreover, due to his suspected tuberculosis, he was unable to participate fully in the school’s sporting activities, which caused some of his peers to regard him as a “weed”.2 Additionally, most of his contemporaries at Charterhouse came from relatively affluent families, whereas Richard’s background was more modest. These factors contributed to his feeling somewhat isolated during his time at the school. After finishing at Charterhouse, Richard completed two years of National Service from 1952 to 1954. He was able to spend most of that time intensively studying Russian language rather than military training. This allowed him to engage in deep intellectual conversations about philosophy, religion and politics with the other academically inclined young men in the Russian course.


In 1954, Richard began his studies at Oxford University. He had won an open scholarship to study Classics at Exeter College, but decided to switch to Philosophy, Politics and Economics (PPE). Studying PPE with a focus on philosophy would provide a broad base of knowledge of the modern world before he began training for his chosen vocation as an Anglican priest. However, Richard was disappointed that his philosophy tutor was absent during his first year, requiring him to focus on politics and economics rather than philosophy. He was also dismayed to find that Oxford philosophy at that time was dominated by ordinary-language philosophy, which focussed on analysing the use of language rather than addressing substantive questions. That is, the prevailing ordinary-language philosophy dismissed topics such as metaphysics and religion as little more than an antique speech-act game. It also largely ignored science, an area that intrigued Richard. The notable exception was Friedrich Waismann, a former member of the Vienna Circle and Oxford’s lecturer in the philosophy of science. Waismann’s lectures, particularly on space, time, and their connection to relativity theory, were the most inspiring Richard attended. These topics not only captured his intellectual curiosity but also seemed relevant to his hope of connecting philosophy to religion. On his own, Richard became convinced that modern science posed challenges to Christian belief that needed serious philosophical engagement – although the Church itself seemed complacent. He was especially concerned with the apparent conflict between science and human free will. Nevertheless, Richard performed very well academically, earning a first-class degree in PPE in 1957 after vigorously defending his exam results in his viva voce. He was accepted for ordination training in the Church of England but decided to stay on at Oxford to pursue a graduate degree in philosophy before embarking on an ecclesiastical career. This is that, during this time, Richard had begun to feel a calling to become a priest and hoped that philosophy might prove useful in addressing questions of religion.


From 1957 to 1959, Richard undertook a Bachelor of Philosophy (BPhil) degree, a two-year graduate programme that served as the main preparation for an academic career in philosophy. Supervised by Professor H.H. Price, Richard wrote his thesis on the relationship between different branches of science, focussing on the hierarchy between physics, chemistry, biology and psychology. This choice of topic reflected his recognition that he needed to seriously study science in order to address its challenges to theology. He also undertook a philosophical study of the rationality of religious belief. During his BPhil, Richard lived in St Stephen’s House, an Anglo-Catholic seminary, where he also did theological study and spiritual formation in preparation for ordination. However, he delayed taking holy orders in order to finish his philosophical studies properly. From 1959 to 1961, he held a prestigious junior research fellowship at St John’s College, Oxford. In 1960, Richard married Monica Holmstrom, a fellow Oxford student and devout Anglican. That year he also completed the Oxford postgraduate diploma in theology and passed his General Ordination Examination, formally qualifying him for the priesthood. Nevertheless, he received permission to delay his ordination in order to continue his studies in the philosophy of science.







Early Career: Leeds, Hull and Keele


In 1961, Richard took up a research fellowship at the University of Leeds. This position finally gave him the opportunity systematically to study the natural sciences alongside the philosophy of science. With the historians of science, Jerry Ravetz and Donald Cardwell, Richard studied key developments in physics and biology, including hands-on laboratory work. He came to believe that the criteria used to judge scientific theories, such as a theory’s simplicity and ability to make testable predictions, could also be used to evaluate the probability of theism as an explanatory hypothesis. However, Richard’s academic progress put a strain on his young family. His wife Monica was isolated at home while he worked. She had given up her own teaching career to raise their two daughters, born in 1961 and 1962. The Swinburnes lived a long way away from the university in Leeds but had little money for furnishings or social activities. Though Richard’s flexible schedule allowed him to help with childcare (as Richard and Monica had two children together: Caroline and Nicola), Monica felt lonely and distant from his intellectual world.


In 1963, Richard obtained a permanent position as lecturer in Philosophy at the University of Hull, where he taught until 1972. During his early years there, the Swinburnes continued to live modestly. At first, they lived in a small house and lacked a car and telephone – and, though the Church of England still expected him to be ordained and serve as a priest-scholar, he reluctantly concluded that his family situation and demanding academic research made that impossible. This is that, outside of practical considerations, Richard initially felt a calling to become a priest, but his focus gradually shifted toward academic scholarship. He realised, over an extended period of time, the importance of providing a rational defense of religion, especially in an era when the dominant theological perspective held that “religion is entirely a matter of faith; you enter into religion, and you mustn’t expect arguments, because that is demeaning to God”. Richard found this approach insufficient for engaging the educated world, which demanded a more rigorous response. Believing he could make a greater impact as an academic philosopher, he pursued this path to help offer the intellectual defense he saw as essential. So, at Hull, Richard was able to develop his ideas about the philosophy of religion in conversation with his colleague Christopher Williams, a Roman Catholic philosopher who had had to leave the Benedictine order when he developed polio, and was thereafter confined to a wheelchair. Richard also got to know well the atheist philosopher J.L. Mackie, who was of great help to him by reading the manuscript of his two main first books on philosophy of science. The first of these was Space and Time (1968). In it, he used methods drawn from the analysis of scientific concepts to examine the philosophical foundations of space-time physics and cosmology. Though still a technical work, the book’s publication established Richard as a young philosopher of science unusually open to religious questions. (Richard’s personal relationship with Mackie deepened during this period, as Mackie, who had been appointed as the first Professor of Philosophy at the nearby University of York, frequently visited Hull with his colleague to attend fortnightly seminars and guest lectures. Their intellectual exchange was particularly fruitful in the areas of space, time, and confirmation theory, with Mackie providing valuable feedback on Richard’s draft manuscripts. Their first public debate on the existence of God took place at Hull, marking the beginning of a long-standing philosophical dialogue. Even after both had moved on – Richard to Keele and Mackie to Oxford – their intellectual engagement continued. When Richard delivered his Wilde Lectures on the existence of God at Oxford in 1976, Mackie attended all eight lectures of the first series. Later, Mackie’s The Miracle of Theism would serve as a response to Richard’s The Existence of God. Despite their opposing views,3 Mackie particularly valued Richard’s rational approach to religious philosophy, which stood in contrast to the contemporary theological tendency to treat religion as an isolated language game).


In 1969-70, Richard was able to take a sabbatical as Visiting Associate Professor at the University of Maryland near Washington DC, which gave him the chance to visit other American universities. On returning to Hull, Richard published his second book, An Introduction to Confirmation Theory (1973), which developed a probabilistic model of scientific reasoning and which allowed him subsequently to apply this to the question of the probability of theism. Based on the strength of this work, he was promoted to a senior lectureship in philosophy at Hull.







Mid-Career: Professorship at Keele


In 1972, Richard was appointed Professor of Philosophy at the University of Keele, a position he held until 1984. Founded in 1949 as a pioneering experiment in interdisciplinary education, Keele required all undergraduates to take a common foundation year and live on its residential campus. Richard shared Keele’s vision of integrating the sciences and humanities. In keeping with Keele’s ethos, he and his family initially lived on campus, though they later bought their own house nearby.


As head of department, Richard had to devote more time to teaching and administration than at Hull. Nevertheless, he took advantage of the freedom offered by his chair to write three major works developing a systematic philosophy of religion. In The Existence of God (1979), Richard built on the logical analysis of theism he had begun in The Coherence of Theism (1977) by arguing that the theistic hypothesis had greater probability than its alternatives as an ultimate explanation for the existence and nature of the universe. While drawing some criticism from more positivistic philosophers, the work established Richard alongside Alvin Plantinga as a leading exponent of the rationality of religious belief. While Plantinga argued that religious belief could be a ‘basic belief’ which did not need any further justification - termed the thesis of ‘Reformed Epistemology’, Richard argued that such justification is available as the most probable explanation of the most general features of the universe. (Richard’s personal relationship with Plantinga began during the latter’s stay at Oxford in 1985-86, when Richard was delivering his first series of Wilde lectures. Despite their different approaches to religious epistemology, they developed a strong mutual respect and friendship. While Plantinga had argued in God and Other Minds that no probabilistic argument for God’s existence was cogent, he came to appreciate Richard’s work in providing such arguments that could potentially lead non-believers to faith. Plantinga’s appreciation was evident in his review of the second edition of The Existence of God in the Times Literary Supplement, and his Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry on Religion and Science where he writes that Richard’s work ‘over the last 30 years or so has resulted in the most powerful, complete and sophisticated development of natural theology the world has so far seen’.4 Their professional relationship was further cemented when Plantinga (after declining the Oxford Professorship himself) served as one of Richard’s referees for the position. Overall, their close relationship continued to flourish both personally and professionally throughout the rest of their illustrious careers). In Faith and Reason (1981), Richard analysed the ethics of religious belief. Going beyond the usual debates about evidentialism and fideism, he argued that it could be rational to believe in God in the sense of trusting him and committing to a relationship with him, even if one was less than certain of his existence. This argument provided a distinctive reconciliation of the traditional divide between Catholic and Protestant views of justification by faith. While based at Keele, Richard also regularly returned to Oxford, holding a visiting position as Wilde Lecturer in Natural and Comparative Religion from 1975 to 1978. The lectures he delivered on the existence of God provided the basis for his 1979 book. Richard developed friendships with other Oxford philosophers of religion, such as Basil Mitchell (Nolloth Professor of the Philosophy of the Christian Religion at the University of Oxford, 1968–85); and his life changed considerably in 1985 when he was appointed as Mitchell’s successor. He saw the position, which came with a fellowship at Oriel College, as an opportunity to reach a much wider audience. However, the transition was overshadowed by the end of his marriage. Richard’s wife chose to separate from him and remain in the Keele area, rather than move to Oxford. During this time, Caroline, Richard’s eldest daughter, had finished reading Music at the University of Nottingham (later going on to work as a BBC radio presenter), and Nicola, Richard’s second daughter, had also completed her degree in Geology at the University of Cambridge (later going on to study for a doctorate at the Open University, and subsequently holding a research fellowship at the University of California, Berkley). Though not legally divorced, Richard and Monica have continued to live separately, while keeping in contact with each other and occasionally meeting up. The estrangement was a source of considerable pain for Richard, who took up permanent residence in his college until his retirement in 2002 when he moved to live in an apartment in Oxford very close to the university.







Later Career: Nolloth Professorship at Oxford


At Oxford, now largely freed from undergraduate teaching and other administrative responsibilities, Richard was able to take his philosophical defence of Christian doctrine to a new level. In 1983 and 1984, he delivered the Gifford Lectures at the University of Aberdeen on topics related to the philosophy of mind, which later was to be published, in revised form in 1986, in the monograph The Evolution of the Soul. In these lectures, Richard used methods drawn from the philosophy of mind to argue for a dualistic account of human nature. Drawing in part on his earlier work on personal identity, he maintained that humans are composed of a physical body and a non-physical soul that can potentially survive the death of the body. He went on to argue that the Christian doctrines of the incarnation and resurrection of Christ are coherent, given a dualist anthropology. Richard further developed his Christian philosophical theology during his time as Nolloth Professor. In The Christian God (1994), he offered detailed philosophical analyses of the doctrines of the Trinity and Incarnation, the two most distinctive claims of Christian theism. Richard argued that a metaphysical model of the Trinity, as three distinct divine individuals (the Father, Son and Holy Spirit) united by a common divinity, best captures the apparently paradoxical statements about God’s nature found in Scripture and the creeds. With respect to the Incarnation, he used the notion of divided consciousness to explain how one person (God the Son) could become incarnate as the man Jesus Christ while retaining his divine attributes and identity.


Richard’s most notable work from this period was Providence and the Problem of Evil (1998). In this book, he presented a greater good theodicy, suggesting that the existence of evil is compatible with the existence of an all-powerful and all-good God because God would have good reasons for allowing evil and suffering to occur. Specifically, Richard proposed that God allows humans to experience suffering to provide them with opportunities to exercise free will and responsibility, develop moral character and be of great use. In developing this theodicy, Richard’s main intention was to defend God’s justice, sparking significant discussion and debate within theological and philosophical circles. Throughout his time at Oxford, Richard remained an active participant in scholarly debates about science, religion and the rationality of theistic belief. Richard generally argued that the findings of modern science were more compatible with theism than with naturalistic atheism. He was also a regular participant in interdisciplinary projects on science and religion sponsored by the John Templeton Foundation. In 1996, Richard published a popular abridgement of his work titled Is There a God? This short book presented Richard’s core arguments for theism to a non-academic audience and has been widely used in schools and universities. Later in his career, Richard had the opportunity to engage in philosophical partnerships and deliver lectures in Eastern Europe and Russia. His proficiency in Russian, acquired during his national service, enabled him to lecture in Russian and foster connections with Russian philosophers and theologians. He chaired the ‘Outreach to Russia’ committee for the Society of Christian Philosophers, which was set up in 2000, and awarded a grant from the John Templeton Foundation to organise summer schools, conferences, and translation projects to promote the development of analytic philosophy of religion in Russia.







Post-Retirement: Publications and Media


Richard retired from his Oxford chair in 2002, but has remained active in research, writing and public engagement in his seventies and eighties. In 2003, Richard published The Resurrection of God Incarnate, a major study of the evidence for the divinity of Jesus Christ and especially for his resurrection from the dead. Using a probabilistic form of Bayesian reasoning, Richard argued that the historical evidence for the Resurrection confirms the hypothesis of Jesus’ divinity when combined with the prior probability that an incarnate God would live the sort of life that the Gospels attribute to Jesus. Although a work of Christian apologetics, the book is notable for its rigorous philosophical methodology and scrupulous treatment of biblical scholarship and ancient history. In his later years, Richard focussed a lot of his time on publishing ‘second editions’ of a number of his earlier books – with these second editions involving not merely a few corrections and additions, but the rewriting of a number of whole books, which included significant changes to certain positions. (Before and during his retirement Richard also published ‘revised editions’ of some of his works, which included only minor corrections and additions, as distinct from the published second editions of his works.) These second editions include The Existence of God in 2004, Faith and Reason in 2005, Revelation in 2007 and The Coherence of Theism in 2016.5


More recently, in 2024, Richard again focussed on tackling one of the most enduring questions in the philosophy of religion: the problem of evil. In his book, Could a Good God Permit So Much Suffering? A Debate, co-authored with James Sterba, Richard argued for the compatibility of God’s existence with the presence of moral and natural evil in the world. This work not only provided a robust defence of theodicy but also fostered critical engagement by juxtaposing opposing viewpoints. The rigorous exchange between Richard and Sterba offered readers a comprehensive understanding of the philosophical issues at stake, making the book, in combination with that of Providence and the Problem of Evil, a significant contribution to contemporary debates on the problem of evil. Richard’s philosophical interests extended well beyond the philosophy of religion. Of particular note is his Epistemic Justification (2001), a major work of epistemology that defends an internalist theory of epistemic justification, which he subsequently applies to the rationality of religious belief in his trilogy. In 2013, Richard published Mind, Brain, and Free Will, a wide-ranging study of the philosophy of mind that further develops his arguments against reductive materialism and in favour of substance dualism and libertarian free will, which featured earlier in The Evolution of the Soul. In this book, Richard engages extensively with recent work in neuroscience and cognitive psychology, arguing that the empirical evidence is more compatible with dualist anthropology than with the monistic theories favoured by many scientists.


In addition to his scholarly research, Richard devoted much of his retirement to communicating his ideas to popular audiences. In 2010, he published a revised edition of his earlier work, Is There a God? He published two more short introductory books, Was Jesus God? (2008), a summarised defence of the central Christian doctrines that featured in his tetralogy - consisting of his four books about Christian doctrine (Responsibility and Atonement, Revelation: From Metaphor to Analogy, The Christian God and Providence and the Problem of Evil) as well as The Resurrection of God Incarnate, - and Are We Bodies or Souls? (2019), which is an exploration and defence of substance dualism. He gave frequent public lectures and took part in numerous debates with leading atheists and critics of Christianity. While generally avoiding polemics, Richard robustly defended the intellectual credibility of the Christian worldview in the face of the New Atheist movement. His work has often been contrasted with that of Richard Dawkins. Dawkins had reviewed Richard’s Is There a God? and discussed his arguments for theism in The God Delusion (2006);6 Richard himself found Dawkins’ objections philosophically unsophisticated, as he especially believed (as explained in more detail in his British Library National Life Stories interview) that he did not consider the work to have accurately represented the arguments of himself, nor those of the arguments that other religious people have produced in these contexts.7 Media work also became an increasing focus during Richard’s retirement. He recorded a number of video interviews for websites such as the Closer To Truth television series, which aims to present the views of leading thinkers on religion and science in an accessible format. He appeared in various live debates involving atheistic thinkers, such as Herman Philipse, and other leading philosophers of religion, such as Graham Oppy. He gave interviews to print and broadcast media around the world, especially in the United States, Canada and Australia, where the public debate over the rationality of religious belief has been particularly active. In these appearances, Richard sought to present a philosophical case for the truth of Christian theism to a broad audience without engaging in religious proselytising.


Concerning the specific influences during Richard’s academic career, he notably developed his philosophical approach independently of the 1950s Oxford philosophical establishment, including Ian Ramsey, the then Professor of Philosophy of Religion. Indeed, at that time, Philosophy of Religion was not even offered as an optional subject for undergraduate philosophy degrees. Instead, his intellectual framework was shaped by broader philosophical traditions: Carl G. Hempel and Paul Oppenheim’s theory of scientific explanation, featured in their paper ‘Studies in the Logic of Explanation,8 which postulated hypotheses that entailed evidence, and Rudolf Carnap’s work, in Logical Foundations of Probability,9 on what he termed ‘probability1’ (now generally known as ‘epistemic probability’) and its distinction from ‘probability2’ (now generally known as ‘statistical probability’). Richard also found inspiration in Saint Thomas Aquinas’ rational approach to theology. These diverse influences converged in Richard’s mind, leading him to develop his distinctive approach of constructing cogent probabilistic arguments for the existence of God.


In his personal life, Richard experienced a significant religious transition in his early sixties. In 1995, after several decades as a member of the Church of England, he was received into the Eastern Orthodox Church. This change had occurred because he had become disillusioned by what he saw as the Anglican Church’s increasing tolerance of doctrinal deviation and unorthodox teaching, especially on core issues such as the Incarnation. He was attracted to Orthodoxy’s combination of traditional liturgy and theology with a more conciliar and less centralised model of church authority. Nevertheless, Richard continued to see himself as an analytic philosopher of religion rather than a confessor of any particular denomination, and he remained on good terms with his Anglican colleagues. His experience within the Orthodox Church has been largely positive, particularly in his local Greek parish in Oxford, which Richard described as active and friendly, served by dedicated priests, including the late Metropolitan Kallistos Ware, who founded the parish. However, Richard acknowledges the complex political landscape of Orthodox Christianity, which comprises fourteen independent jurisdictions that, while united in doctrine, often disagree over jurisdictional boundaries. Despite these internal conflicts, Richard particularly values the Orthodox emphasis on worship. And while the Orthodox church has traditionally been perceived as anti-intellectual, Richard has observed a growing openness to philosophical argumentation, a development he hopes to encourage through his work, including the volume Natural Theology in the Eastern Orthodox Tradition10, which he co-edited with David Bradshaw.


Now 90 years old, Richard continues to write and speak on issues in Christian philosophy. He is widely regarded as one of the most important philosophical defenders of theism in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. Through his rigorous and wide-ranging work over more than five decades, Richard has played a pivotal role in establishing the rationality of religious belief as a legitimate subject for philosophical inquiry. He has sought to demonstrate that traditional Christian doctrines can be expressed in a logically coherent way and justified by evidence and argument. While his specific theological positions remain controversial, his influence on the field is widely acknowledged by both supporters and critics. As Richard looks towards his tenth decade, he remains committed to engaging in serious philosophical dialogue about the truth of the Christian worldview.










The Works of Richard Swinburne


Swinburne’s intellectual journey is marked by his efforts to reconcile traditional Christian beliefs with the prevailing materialistic worldview of modern intellectualism. Throughout his career, Swinburne has been deeply committed to fulfilling the vocation of a ‘natural theologian’ by demonstrating the intellectual credibility of the Christian faith, especially in the face of modern scientific and philosophical challenges. This part of the biography will explore Swinburne’s engagement with the conflict between materialism and Christianity, his interaction with the legacy of logical positivism, and his development of a robust natural theology that defends theism and specific Christian doctrines through rigorous philosophical argumentation.




Intellectual Context: (i) The Conflict between Materialism and Christianity


Swinburne found himself confronted with a materialistic worldview that appeared to be in direct conflict with traditional Christian beliefs. Many modern intellectuals regarded core Christian doctrines, such as the incarnation of Christ, as utterly absurd. They subscribed to a notion of progress that seemed to leave Christianity behind. However, Swinburne was deeply drawn to traditional Christianity, and he was troubled by the Church’s apparent indifference to the tension between modern knowledge and faith. Preachers would deliver pious sermons while failing to address the scientific and philosophical questions that weighed heavily on Swinburne’s mind. He came to realise that underlying this indifference was a theological attitude that essentially dismissed the role of reason in establishing the foundations of Christianity. As Swinburne delved deeper into his academic pursuits, the importance of reconciling faith and reason became increasingly apparent. This theme would come to dominate his entire career – defending the core tenets of Christianity against philosophical criticisms. Swinburne worked tirelessly to establish the intellectual credibility of Christian theology and to challenge the prevailing secular assumptions of his time. A significant aspect of his approach involved thoroughly examining contemporary scientific theories and philosophical arguments to demonstrate how they could be harmonised with religious belief, rather than being in opposition to it.







Intellectual Context: (ii) The Legacy of Logical Positivism and Ordinary Language Philosophy


During Swinburne’s time at Oxford as an undergraduate and graduate student and research fellow, he faced the challenge posed by ‘ordinary language philosophy’, an influential movement at Oxford. Proponents of ordinary language philosophy, such as J.L. Austin, in his work How to Do Things With Words,11 and Gilbert Ryle, in his work The Concept of Mind,12 argued that many philosophical problems arise from misunderstandings of the everyday use of language. They believed that by carefully analysing ordinary language, one could dissolve most (if not all) philosophical problems. The other influential philosophy in the Anglo-American world was that of ‘logical positivism’, which, as advocated by individuals such as Rudolf Carnap, in his essay ‘The Elimination of Metaphysics Through Logical Analysis of Language’,13 Moritz Schlick, in his paper ‘Positivism and Realism’, and A.J. Ayer, in his work Language, Truth and Logic,14 held that all propositions which could not be ‘verified’ (and it had a very demanding understanding of ‘verified’) were to be rejected as meaningless. Both of these philosophies had led to a sceptical stance towards metaphysical and theological claims in the early to mid part of the 20th century. Nevertheless, Swinburne appreciated the emphasis on clarity and rigour in Oxford philosophy and recognised the potential for employing philosophical tools to make Christian theology intellectually credible. This led him to pursue a career as a professional philosopher rather than an Anglican priest. He immersed himself in the study of modern science and the philosophy of science in order better to understand and challenge the materialistic worldview.


Swinburne found the scepticism of both ordinary language philosophy and logical positivism towards metaphysics limiting. He believed that philosophical inquiry should go beyond merely analysing language and should also address substantive metaphysical and theological questions, and that metaphysical and theological views were meaningful and capable of being ‘verified’. Swinburne’s engagement with both logical positivism and ordinary language philosophy and his subsequent rejection of their restrictive empiricism and linguistic scepticism, laid the groundwork for his ground-breaking work in analytic philosophy of religion. In this field, he rigorously defended religious language and the cogency of metaphysical claims, demonstrating their meaningfulness and intellectual credibility. Swinburne’s rejection of these dominant philosophical trends was not merely an academic exercise but, rather, it was a foundational step in his broader project of using analytic philosophy to vindicate religious belief. Swinburne’s major works often include detailed arguments against the central tenets of logical positivism and ordinary language philosophy, showing how theological discourse can be both meaningful and intellectually rigorous. He also explored the way in which the emphasis on empirical verification in logical positivism could be integrated into a more comprehensive epistemological framework that included rational belief in God. Through this synthesis, Swinburne aimed to show that religious beliefs could withstand the scrutiny of contemporary philosophical analysis and the findings of contemporary science.







Natural Theology: (i) Bare Theism


In beginning to establish the framework of ‘Bare Theism’ (or ‘Bare Natural Theology’), which is a type of natural theological argumentation that focusses on analysing and defending the central tenets of theism, Swinburne’s exploration of science and the philosophy of science revealed that scientific theories often describe entities and phenomena that are not directly observable. He argued that the justification for these theories lies in their simplicity and their ability to predict phenomena – with Swinburne specifically emphasising the crucial role of simplicity in selecting between competing theories. He then applied these principles to metaphysical theories, including theism and the Christian theological system, viewing them as ‘super-scientific’ theories that explain the existence and nature of the universe. This approach allowed him to establish a robust ‘natural theology’ – a theological approach that assesses theism (and more specific forms of theism such as that of Christian theism) based on certain evidence or phenomena from the natural world – and thus construct a cumulative case for theism, employing the same criteria that underpin scientific reasoning to argue for the probable truth of religious claims. Swinburne’s methodology involved the use of inductive probability to support the rationality of belief in God, a concept he meticulously developed and defended throughout his works. He identified five criteria for evaluating the probability of a hypothesis: its explanatory power, probability relative to background evidence (or knowledge), probability of the data relative to background evidence, scope, and simplicity. In his analysis, Swinburne highlighted that the success of scientific theories in explaining and predicting phenomena lent credence to a similar approach in theology, thereby supporting the rationality of theistic belief through a coherent and unified epistemological framework. Hence, within this context, and drawing inspiration from Saint Thomas Aquinas, Swinburne adopted a natural theological approach that employed the criteria of modern science and philosophy to argue for the existence of God. He believed that theistic belief could be demonstrated to be meaningful and probably true through rigorous argumentation and evidence. His programme aimed to establish the intellectual credibility of theism by addressing the challenges posed by modern science and philosophy. By combining Aquinas’ medieval scholasticism with contemporary analytic philosophy, Swinburne developed a unique methodology that bridged classical and modern approaches to theology. He distinguished between bare natural theology, which argues for the existence of God, and ramified natural theology, which defends more specific Christian doctrines.


Now, in focussing on the former, one can see that Swinburne drew a distinction between scientific and personal explanations. Scientific explanations describe phenomena in terms of prior states and natural laws, while personal explanations involve the purposes and actions of agents. He argued that the existence of the universe and its fundamental laws could not be fully explained by science alone but required a personal explanation in terms of God’s power and purposes. This distinction was crucial in his defence of theism, as it provided a coherent framework for understanding divine action and intention in a scientifically explainable world. Swinburne maintained that personal explanations, grounded in the intentions and purposes of agents, are indispensable for a comprehensive understanding of the universe. He elaborated on how personal explanations could not be reduced to inanimate explanations, emphasising the unique explanatory scope of personal causation in understanding the actions of a divine being. Swinburne’s work in this area underscored the importance of recognising different types of explanations and their respective roles in a comprehensive understanding of reality, bridging the gap between empirical science and theological inquiry. This is that, within this context, Swinburne employed the cosmological argument to explain the existence of the universe. He argued that the complexity and orderliness of the universe required an explanation beyond scientific explanation. The existence of God, as an omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly free being, provided a simple and probable explanation for the universe’s existence and the operation of natural laws. His detailed exploration of this argument highlighted the necessity of a first cause, which he identified as God, thereby providing a robust philosophical foundation for theism. Swinburne’s version of the cosmological argument emphasised the explanatory power and simplicity of theism over competing naturalistic explanations. He argued that the intrinsic probability of theism is higher than that of rival hypotheses, owing to its simplicity and explanatory power, and developed a cumulative case that considered various aspects of the universe’s existence and nature. His approach integrated traditional metaphysical insights with contemporary scientific knowledge, offering a modernised and rigorous defence of the cosmological argument that continues to influence both philosophical and theological discussions.


In addition to this, Swinburne also employed the teleological argument, or argument from design, focussing on the temporal and spatial order of the universe; he argued that the orderliness and fine-tuning of the universe, which allows for the existence of life, pointed to a purposeful creator. The improbability of such fine-tuning occurring by chance supported the hypothesis of a divine designer. By addressing modern scientific discoveries, such as the fine-tuning of physical constants, Swinburne strengthened the argument from design, making it relevant and persuasive in contemporary discourse. He meticulously argued that the fine-tuning of the universe for life is best explained by the existence of an intelligent designer. He maintained that the fine-tuning of the universe significantly raises the probability of theism compared to naturalistic accounts, presenting a detailed case for why a divine creator is the most probable explanation. Swinburne’s work on this argument thus included sophisticated probabilistic analyses and an engagement with cutting-edge scientific theories, enhancing the argument’s credibility and appeal to both theists and sceptics.


Swinburne’s work extended beyond theism specifically to defend substance dualism, free will and central Christian doctrines. He argued for the existence of the soul as essential for life after death and for the existence of libertarian free will as a foundation for moral responsibility. Swinburne’s defence of substance dualism was rooted in the belief that human beings are composed of both a physical body and a non-physical soul. He posited that the soul is necessary for personal identity and continuity beyond physical death, providing a basis for belief in an afterlife. This perspective was critical in his broader theological framework, which required a non-material aspect of human existence to make sense of life after death. In defending free will, Swinburne argued against determinism, emphasising that true moral responsibility requires that individuals have the genuine ability to make free choices. He maintained that without ‘libertarian’ free will, moral judgements and responsibility would be undermined, thus challenging materialistic and deterministic accounts of human behaviour. This defence of free will was integral to his arguments about the moral nature of human beings and their capacity to engage in meaningful relationships with God.







Natural Theology: (ii) Ramified Theism


In further establishing the framework of ‘Ramified Theism’ (or ‘Ramified Natural Theology’), which is a type of natural theological argumentation that focusses on analysing and defending the central tenets of a particular theistic extension (such as Christianity, Islam or Judaism etc.), Swinburne’s focus was on providing a tetralogy on Christian doctrine that explores the concept of God as a Trinity, the Incarnation, the atonement, the necessity of revelation and the problem of evil. In his examination of the Trinity, Swinburne argued for the coherence and necessity of understanding God as three persons of one essence, emphasising a ‘social trinitarian’ conception of the Trinity, where each of the individuals within the Trinity are persons and the one ‘God’ is identified as the collective of the divine individuals. He explored the Incarnation, positing that God becoming human in the person of Jesus Christ was a logical and coherent expression of divine love and a necessary step for human salvation. In discussing the atonement, Swinburne offered a detailed account of how Christ’s sacrificial death reconciles humanity with God, addressing both the justice and love of God. He argued that the necessity of revelation is grounded in the limitations of human reason to fully comprehend divine truths without divine assistance. Swinburne tackled the problem of evil by proposing that the existence of evil is compatible with a perfectly good God, arguing that the presence of evil can be understood in the context of a greater divine plan that includes free will and responsibility. Swinburne argued that these doctrines were consistent with a perfectly good God and were supported by historical evidence, including the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Following the publication of his tetralogy, Swinburne focussed on providing a comprehensive defence of the Resurrection, arguing that it is a historically credible event and a cornerstone of the Christian faith. He meticulously analysed historical documents and testimonies, presenting a case that the resurrection of Jesus is the most probable explanation for the historical evidence available.


Swinburne’s systematic approach to Christian doctrine not only reinforced the intellectual viability of these beliefs but also provided a comprehensive framework that addressed key theological concerns with philosophical rigour. Swinburne’s exploration of Christian doctrines was deeply integrated with his broader philosophical work, reflecting his commitment to a coherent and comprehensive defence of the faith. He presented arguments for the internal coherence and moral acceptability of key Christian doctrines, arguing for their probability relative to the background of theism and historical evidence. Through his detailed and methodical approach, Swinburne aimed to show that Christian doctrines are not only logically consistent but also fully grounded upon the available historical and empirical evidence, thereby offering a robust intellectual foundation for Christian belief. His work remains a significant contribution to contemporary philosophy, providing a rigorous defence of faith that engages both philosophical inquiry and theological tradition.


More fully, with regards to Swinburne’s overall influence within philosophy during his career (and post-career), one can take it to be the case that his work, in combination with that of Plantinga’s, brought about the establishment and significant development of the field of ‘analytic’ philosophy of religion within contemporary philosophy. At its core, analytic philosophy of religion focusses on investigating the meaning and justification of central religious claims, using the best tools and techniques of analytic philosophy. In doing this, it thus covers a vast array of topics, spanning metaphysical, epistemological, ethical, and interpretive dimensions of religious belief and practice. That is, it is an area of philosophy that explores questions regarding religion, including the nature and existence of God, the examination of religious experiences, the analysis of religious language and texts, and the relationship between religion and science. Now, philosophy of religion is indeed an ancient discipline - being part of the earliest philosophical efforts - and its primary topics and problems emerge in reflections found in the ancient civilisations of Egypt, Mesopotamia , India, and China. The early Christian thinkers such as Saint Augustine (354–430 CE), Saint Anselm (1033–1109 CE), and, most importantly, Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274 CE), all made significant contributions to the development of the field of philosophy of religion within the medieval period. During the 20th century, however - which we can term the era of ordinary language philosophy and logical positivism - philosophy of religion (alongside that of metaphysics) was generally deemed an unworthy area of philosophical inquiry, and thus was thrown to the side lines. However, the tide began to turn in the mid to latter part of the 20th century through the work of Plantinga in the 1960s and Swinburne in the 1970s. More specifically, in North America, through Plantinga’s publication of God and Other Minds in 1967 - which argued for the epistemic rationality of religious belief (through demonstrating the parity of religious belief with belief in other minds),15 and the Nature of Necessity in 1974 - which re-vitalised research on the ontological argument and introduced the highly influential ‘Free-Will Defence’ against the ‘Logical Problem of Evil’.16 And, in Europe, through Swinburne’s publication of The Coherence of Theism in 1977, which sought, as noted previously, to meticulously demonstrate the coherence of the theistic concept of God - and the highly influential publication of The Existence of God in 1979, which argued, as also noted previously, for the probable existence of God, based on Bayesian epistemology - there was, as one could say poetically, a re-igniting of the intellectual flames for philosophy of religion in the hearts and minds of various philosophers, and a particular re-kindling of interest in rigorous philosophical analysis of religious claims and belief within the general field of analytic philosophy. Thus, through the pioneering work of Swinburne and Plantinga (amongst others), this field, one could say, was re-born in the form of analytic philosophy of religion. Hence, through the career of Swinburne, and his intellectual collaborators, the ancient field of philosophy of religion has been brought off the philosophical shelf and is now seen as a worthy area of philosophical research, dialogue, and debate within the 21st century.









Theoretical Approach: Philosophy First


Swinburne, as noted above, defines the field of philosophy of religion as one that investigates the meaning and justification of core religious claims using the most effective tools and methods of analytic philosophy. This thus involves closely examining the logical structure of religious beliefs, analysing key concepts and arguments, and thoroughly evaluating their coherence and probability. In line with this definition, one can understand that Swinburne’s approach to religion and theology is one that takes a ‘philosophy-first’ approach. More fully, Swinburne’s ‘philosophy-first’ methodology entails a systematic engagement with the most compelling philosophical arguments and theories available before applying them to the central religious and theological positions under analysis. Thus, unlike many philosophers of the past, such as Saint Thomas Aquinas, who began with established theological doctrines and employed philosophical reasoning to explicate and support these positions, Swinburne commences his investigations of various theological topics with an independent analysis of various general philosophical concepts. He begins by rigorously evaluating arguments in a number of domains, including metaphysics, epistemology, ethics and the philosophy of mind, without initially considering their theological ramifications. Moreover, Swinburne performs a critical engagement with a wide range of opposing philosophical viewpoints, by considering and addressing various counterarguments, which thus strengthens the coherence and persuasiveness of his own position. By doing all of this, Swinburne constructs a robust foundation of philosophical argumentation that is not contingent upon prior theological commitments. Thus, once this philosophical framework has been established, Swinburne then applies these concepts and carefully reasoned principles to the central religious and theological claims under focus. This approach ensures that his conclusions regarding, for example, the rationality of belief in God, the nature of the divine attributes and the problem of evil, are firmly grounded in rigorous philosophical analysis rather than predetermined theological assumptions. Hence, by eschewing theological presuppositions, Swinburne allows the philosophical arguments to guide his inquiry, potentially leading to conclusions that can subsequently inform and shape his theological views. Ultimately, Swinburne’s approach aims to provide a clear, rational and philosophically robust method for understanding complex varied religious and theological positions, thus demonstrating that theological conclusions can be derived from well-supported philosophical reasoning rather than serving as the starting point for philosophical inquiry.







Major Works of Richard Swinburne


Swinburne’s works in the philosophy of religion can be divided into two main series: a trilogy focussing on the philosophical foundations of theism; and a tetralogy exploring specific Christian doctrines. As noted previously, during his retirement, Swinburne has dedicated considerable effort to revising and expanding some of his earlier works, resulting in second editions that reflect both ongoing philosophical discussions and his deepening insights. These second editions serve to update and enhance his arguments in light of scholarly feedback and advancements in the field, ensuring that his substantial contributions continue to engage both current and future scholars in the fields of philosophy and theology. The trilogy, which forms the basis for his philosophical defence of theism, includes:


	1.   The Coherence of Theism (1977; revised 1993): This work argues for the logical consistency of theistic belief, addressing objections to the coherence of the concept of God.


Second Edition (2016): This second edition underwent extensive revision to reflect current discussions in philosophy relevant to theism, particularly those around omnipotence and the reconciliation of God’s foreknowledge with human freedom. In this edition the structure of a number of chapters was altered for clarity and focus, notably with less of a focus on the issue of logical positivism (given its waning influence since the publication of the previous edition) and the introduction of a distinct chapter on metaphysical possibility to better distinguish it from logical possibility, and ultimately clarify and expand upon these complex philosophical issues. Furthermore, Swinburne introduced terminological updates to the content of various chapters to align the discussion with contemporary philosophical language and his own subsequent works, thus refining the works’ arguments to better handle modern critiques and inquiries concerning the coherence of theistic belief.


	2.   The Existence of God (1979; revised 1991): This work presents a cumulative case for the existence of God, employing various principles from the philosophy of science.


Second Edition (2004): This second edition incorporates substantial changes, particularly in refining and expanding the probabilistic arguments for the existence of God. Swinburne engages more directly with new objections and developments in the philosophy of religion, updating his treatment of classic arguments such as the cosmological and teleological arguments, and introducing lesser-known arguments such as those arising from divine providence and miracles. He also improved the clarity of the work’s argumentation to make the complex philosophical discussions more accessible to readers. Moreover, Swinburne revises his approach to the problem of evil, acknowledging it as a more significant challenge than in the previous edition, and adjusts his arguments regarding the implications of an afterlife on the probability of God’s existence.


	3.   Faith and Reason (1981): This work explores the relationship between faith and reason, arguing that religious faith is rational and can be supported by evidence.


Second Edition (2005): This second edition features several significant revisions that clarify and deepen the exploration of the rationality of religious faith. In this edition, Swinburne addresses new philosophical insights and criticisms that have emerged since the original publication. He elaborates on the rational foundations of religious faith, discussing in greater detail how faith and reason interact within a probabilistic and internalist framework. Swinburne also takes this opportunity to respond to contemporary views such as Alvin Plantinga’s theory of warrant and John Hick’s pluralistic hypothesis about the validity of all religions, ultimately reinforcing his argument that religious commitment should be based on the most probable truths offered by a religion’s creed.


The tetralogy, which builds upon the philosophical foundation established in the trilogy, focuses on specific Christian doctrines, which include:


	1.   Responsibility and Atonement (1989): This work examines the moral aspects of Christian theology, particularly focussing on the concepts of sin, atonement and redemption.


	2.   Revelation: From Metaphor to Analogy (1992): This work investigates the nature of divine revelation and its role in religious belief, emphasising the importance of metaphor and analogy in understanding religious language.


Second Edition (2007): This second edition introduces substantial changes, focussing on a deeper exploration of how religious language, especially metaphors and analogies, aids in understanding divine revelation. For this edition, Swinburne extensively rewrote the text to include a new chapter that addresses whether traditional Christian moral teachings on topics such as divorce, homosexuality and abortion can be considered as revealed truths. Additionally, this edition features an appendix that employs probability calculus to structure the evidence supporting the Christian revelation, thus allowing Swinburne to address and counter criticisms against the use of probabilistic arguments in theological discourse, and thus ultimately offering a more rigorous foundation for arguing for veracity of revealed truth.


	3.   The Christian God (1994): This work explores the nature of the Christian God, discussing the attributes of God, the doctrine of the Trinity and the doctrine of the Incarnation.17


	4.   Providence and the Problem of Evil (1998): This work addresses the problem of evil, arguing that the existence of evil is compatible with the existence of an omnipotent, omniscient and perfectly good God.


In addition to these series, Swinburne has written other notable philosophical works that are outside of his trilogy/tetralogy that, nevertheless, contribute to his overall defence of theism and Christian doctrine:




Is There a God? (1996; revised 2010): This work investigates the question of God’s existence and serves as an accessible introduction to the central arguments featured in the trilogy.





The Resurrection of God Incarnate (2003): This work provides a detailed defence of the resurrection of Jesus Christ, arguing for its historical credibility and theological significance.





The Evolution of the Soul (1986; revised 1997): This work defends substance dualism, positing that human beings consist of both a physical body and a non-physical soul, and that there is no scientific explanation for the evolution of the soul.





Was Jesus God? (2008): This work examines the veracity of the central Christian doctrines and serves as an accessible introduction to the central arguments featured in the tetralogy and the Resurrection of God Incarnate.





Mind, Brain, and Free Will (2013): This work further analyses the concept of substance dualism, addressing contemporary debates about the mind-brain relationship and the nature of free will and moral responsibility.





Are We Bodies or Souls? (2019): This work focusses on further defending substance dualism and serves as an accessible introduction to the central arguments featured in The Evolution of the Soul and Mind, Brain, and Free Will (with a focus on developing the arguments featured in these earlier works).





Could a Good God Permit So Much Suffering? A Debate (2024): This collaborative work, co-authored with James Sterba, argues for the compatibility of God’s existence with the presence of evil in the world.





Together, these works form a comprehensive and rigorous defence of theism and Christian doctrine, showcasing Swinburne’s commitment to providing a robust defence of the veracity and rationality of theism and, more specifically, the Christian faith.







Final Reflections


Throughout his illustrious career, Swinburne remained committed to systematising and justifying his Christian beliefs with philosophical rigour and intellectual tenacity. He acknowledged the possibility of doubt but believed that rational arguments and evidence supported the truth of Christianity. His work aimed to establish the intellectual respectability of Christianity and to bridge the gap between rigorous philosophy and religious faith. Swinburne’s influence extended beyond academic circles, as he sought to make his conclusions accessible to a broader audience through popular books and lectures. Despite the challenges and doubts, Swinburne’s lifelong dedication to his vocation as a natural theologian remained unwavering. Swinburne’s works remain a testament to the enduring relevance of natural theology and the philosophical defence of the Christian faith, influencing generations of scholars and believers alike. He argued that rational religious enquiry is, in fact, a moral obligation and based upon certain criteria for comparing the probabilities of different religious creeds, ultimately favouring Christianity based on these assessments. His legacy is characterised by a profound integration of faith and reason, inspiring ongoing dialogue and exploration in the fields of philosophy and theology.










The Philosophical Foundations of Richard Swinburne


In contemporary philosophy, the main fields of inquiry are metaphysics, epistemology and ethics. These domains explore fundamental questions about reality, knowledge and moral values. As explained previously, Swinburne has made significant contributions across these areas, as his work provides a detailed and structured framework that addresses essential philosophical questions through a rigorous analytical lens. By understanding Swinburne’s views within metaphysics, epistemology and ethics, one can gain deeper insights into his contributions to the philosophy of religion. This foundational understanding will be unpacked in the following sections, allowing one to appreciate his philosophy-first approach to theological theorising, which will be explored further in subsequent chapters.




Metaphysics


Swinburne’s metaphysical system is centred on a ‘four-category’ ontology, encompassing substances, properties, times and causation—where, at a general level, an ‘n-category system’ is one which holds that n different categories are necessary and sufficient for describing all phenomena. These categories are ‘fundamental’ within Swinburne’s metaphysical system in the sense that they are not reducible to one another – unlike that of other metaphysical notions such as ‘modality’, which is ‘reducible’ within Swinburne’s system (in the sense that modal notions concerning possibility and necessity are simply ‘generalisations’ of language used by substances, possessing certain properties, at particular times – and so the category of modality is reducible to the other fundamental categories). Now, in detailing the nature of these categories further, the first category, substances, refers to independently existing concrete objects, like desks, persons and particles, which can possess essential and accidental properties. Properties, the second category, are characteristics or features of substances, with a focus on their non-reductive nature and the concept of ‘thisness’, distinguishing individual substances even if they share all other properties. The third category, times, involves specific moments or periods where properties are instantiated in substances, integrating causality and temporal progression. The fourth category is that of causation, which focuses on the causal powers of substances, and their various liabilities to exercises these powers. This structured approach to metaphysics provides a detailed understanding of the world’s constituents and their interrelationships, offering a robust foundation for exploring various complex philosophical questions about the nature of reality. It will now be important to further unpack this metaphysical framework.




Substances


The first ontological category of Swinburne’s metaphysical framework is that of substances, which are defined as particular concrete objects that exist independently, are property bearers and can have other substances as parts. Everyday objects such as desks, persons and particles (such as photons) are to be identified as substances. Crucially, substances exist wholly at any given time – a desk existing on a Tuesday exists entirely on that day, not partially then and partially on another day – and are characterised by their ability to exist independently of other substances, except for their parts, which are also substances. One can distinguish between pure substances, which do not have other substances as parts, such as fundamental particles or human souls, and impure substances, which are composed of other substances, like desks or organisms. This distinction is critical for understanding the composition and continuity of substances over time. Furthermore, a differentiation can be made between essential and accidental properties of substances, where essential properties define the kind of substance it is, and accidental properties can vary without altering the substance’s identity. Though, it is important to note that essential properties can also define (or help to define) what makes an individual substance the substance it is – when a substance of that kind does not have ‘thisness’ (the property of being a particular individual), as, according to Swinburne, not all substance have thisness.







Properties


The second ontological category of Swinburne’s metaphysical framework is that of properties, which are characteristics or features of substances. Properties can be monadic, involving a single substance, or relational, involving multiple substances. For example, the colour of a rose is a monadic property, as it pertains to the rose itself. In contrast, the distance between two buildings is a relational property, as it depends on both buildings and their spatial relationship to each other. Moreover, properties are crucial in defining the identity and behaviour of substances. For instance, being red or reflecting light at a certain wavelength are properties of a surface. Against the reduction of all properties to mere powers to produce effects, a view held by some philosophers, one can understand that, while powers to produce effects are indeed properties, not all properties can be reduced to such powers. There must be more to some properties than just their ability to produce further events (where an ‘event’ is the instantiation of a property in a substance at a time, such as a ball becoming red at 3:00 PM); otherwise, an infinite regress would ensue, rendering the whole system of properties indistinguishable from any other similar system.


Within this conceptualisation of properties one can also introduce the notion of ‘thisness’ or haecceity, the property, as noted previously, of being a particular individual substance. Thisness distinguishes one substance from another, even if they share all other properties. This concept addresses scenarios where two qualitatively identical substances are distinct merely by being made of different matter. Thisness is crucial for understanding the identity of non-physical substances as well, where the individuality of a substance does not rely on its material composition but rather on its unique existence. This aspect of Swinburne’s metaphysics ensures that each substance’s identity is grounded in its particularity, not just its general properties. In conceptualising the nature of thisness, one can understand that it goes beyond the mere possession of certain characteristics – as it is what makes a substance the particular individual it is, even if all its other properties were to change. To illustrate, consider Max Black’s scenario, introduced in his article ‘The Identity of Indiscernibles’,18 where two identical spheres exist in an otherwise empty universe; even if the properties of these spheres were to change, each would retain its individual thisness, thus distinguishing it from the other despite their identical appearances. Thisness is not a property that can be described by universal or general terms but is unique to each individual substance. This notion thus helps one tackle philosophical problems such as the identity of indiscernibles, where two entities sharing all properties could still be distinct due to their thisness.







Times


The third ontological category of Swinburne’s metaphysical framework is that of times, which are specific moments or periods at which properties are instantiated in substances. The world’s history is a succession of these times, with each time involving the instantiation, transformation and cessation of properties in substances. This perspective integrates causality and temporal progression, where times are fundamental units of the world’s history, driven by causal relationships. For instance, the time at which a desk is painted brown and later moved involves changes in the desk’s properties at different times due to causal interactions – this is called an ‘event’. Events, therefore, consist of properties possessed or not possessed by substances at specific times, or substances existing or not existing at certain times. However, since events are analysable in terms of substances, properties and times – and since none of these three can be reduced to any other – substances, properties and times (and causation) are thus the basic ontological categories in Swinburne’s metaphysics.


With regard to the nature of time itself, this metaphysical framework considers time as a continuum, where any period consists of smaller, infinitely divisible periods. Time is not composed of discrete instants; instead, instants are boundaries of periods and do not constitute periods themselves. Instants mark the endpoints of periods, have no duration and cannot be aggregated to form periods. In addition to this, this framework differentiates between the topological and metric aspects of time: the ordering of events (topology) is independent of laws of nature, while the measurement of intervals (metric) requires consistent periodic processes governed by these laws. The causal theory of time, which is assumed within this framework, defines the future as periods that can be influenced by present actions, while the past consists of periods that could have influenced the present. This causal relationship delineates the flow of time and emphasises the impossibility of backward or simultaneous causation. Moreover, time cannot begin or end, as it would be logically impossible for there to be a period of time in which there is no time. Time is therefore eternal, with no beginning or end, and any understanding of the universe must account for this infinite divisibility and continuous nature of time.







Causation


The fourth ontological category of Swinburne’s metaphysical framework is that of causation, where substances cause other substances to gain or lose properties or to begin, continue or cease to exist. This causal relationship is grounded in the causal powers of substances. Substances cause events by virtue of their inherent properties, which include causal powers and liabilities to exercise these powers under specific conditions. For example, a stone has the power to break fragile objects, and this power is exercised when the stone is dropped from a certain height. A distinction can be made between full causes, which are sufficient on their own to produce an effect, and partial causes, which are necessary parts of a collective that is sufficient for the effect. There is also a differentiation between active causes, which directly bring about effects, and permissive causes, which allow effects to occur by not preventing them. This nuanced view addresses complex causal interactions, such as the combined roles of a match and hydrogen in causing an explosion. A further key aspect of this causal theory is the account of mental causation and libertarian free will. Human souls are taken to possess causal powers that are not wholly determined by physical states or prior events, allowing for genuine free choice. This libertarian view contrasts with deterministic accounts of human action, thus underscoring the unique causal role of human agents. Intentional actions are fundamental exercises of causal power. When agents act intentionally, they exert causal influence directly, not merely as a result of being in a certain state. Additionally, this framework rejects the empiricist tradition that seeks to reduce causality to patterns of regular succession between events. Causation is seen as an irreducible relation between substances and events; and attempts to analyse it in terms of more basic categories are considered misguided. The notion of causation by substances is foundational and, while events can be causes, they do so in virtue of the substances involved. Causation is thus a fundamental category as it cannot be reduced to the three other categories of substance, properties and times. This view is thus to be contrasted with that of David Hume. Hume’s view, grounded in his empiricism, posits that causation is not something we directly observe but rather a mental habit formed from consistently observing events together. For Hume, in his work An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding,19 when we say ‘A causes B’, we are simply noting that A and B have regularly appeared in sequence. He famously argued that we cannot perceive any necessary connection between cause and effect – only a sequence of events. For instance, when one billiard ball strikes another, we see the second ball move afterwards, but we do not directly perceive any ‘causal power’ driving this motion. Therefore, in Hume’s view, causation is a product of mental association rather than an objective feature of the world.20 In contrast, Swinburne advocates for a realist view of causation, where causality is seen as an inherent relationship between substances and their powers and liabilities. That is, for Swinburne, causation involves the actual exercise of the causal powers that substances possess under specific conditions, referred to as liabilities. For example, when a stone shatters a window upon being thrown, this is not merely a case of one event following another. Instead, it reflects the stone’s intrinsic power to break fragile objects and the liability that is triggered when it strikes them with sufficient force. This power is a fundamental property of the stone, and its exercise, under the right liability, leads to a real causal relationship. Thus, Swinburne views causation as a fundamental and irreducible aspect of reality, where substances have inherent powers and liabilities that determine their causal roles. In contrast, Hume sees causation as a construct of the human mind, based on observed patterns of succession between events, and denies the perception of any necessary connection or intrinsic causal powers within substances. This contrast underscores Swinburne’s belief that causal relationships exist independently of our perceptions, grounded in the very nature of substances and their inherent properties. Now, outside Swinburne’s four-category ontology (and their cognate notions) is a further concept that plays an important role within his metaphysical system: modality – which is, however, to be conceived of as a reducible notion within Swinburne’s system.







Modality


Modality is another important (though, as noted previously, a non-fundamental, and thus reducible) aspect of Swinburne’s metaphysical framework. At a general level, modality is concerned with the ‘absolute’ necessity, impossibility, or possibility of propositions, often in relation to different possible worlds or conditions (e.g., ‘It is necessarily true that 2 + 2 = 4 in all possible worlds’ or ‘It is possible that it will rain tomorrow, depending on the weather conditions’). However, within Swinburne’s metaphysical system, the focus within modality is not on that of the traditional notions of ‘possible worlds’ – where a possible world is a hypothetical way in which the world could have been (for example a world where the Roman Empire never fell, or Hitler won WWII, or Abraham Lincoln was not assassinated etc.) – but an anti-realist view of modality is assumed termed ‘logical nominalism’. Within this view, modal truths (i.e. truths concerning what is necessary and possible) belong primarily to sentences and depend solely on the conventions of human language. In other words, modality is to be understood to be simple generalisations of conventions of language. That is, modality only concerns relationships between public sentences to each other in such a way that there is a codification of certain rules for which sentences commit their utterer to. Thus, the realm of modality is ultimately concerned with human behaviour, a matter of psychology, rather than any deep form of metaphysics. Nonetheless, within this view of modality, further important distinctions can be drawn between logical and metaphysical modalities. This is that, for the former, logical possibility pertains to what can be conceived without contradiction (for example, ‘It is possible that there is a world where unicorns exist’), while logical necessity involves propositions whose negation is self-contradictory or entails (i.e., leads to) a contradiction (for example, ‘It is necessary that a bachelor is unmarried’, as the concept of a ‘married bachelor’ entails a contradiction because if a bachelor were married, then this would entail that he would be both ‘married and unmarried’). And whether or not a sentence entails a contradiction depends only on the rules of the language and can be determined a priori – that is, determined by a competent speaker of the language, even if that speakers does not know to what the referring expressions in the sentence are actually referring to. However, metaphysical possibility, impossibility and necessity go beyond mere logical coherence and entailment to include what is possible given the actual world’s contingent facts. Thus, some propositions are metaphysically necessary because their truth depends on the actual world’s contingent facts, yet they are discoverable only through empirical investigation, not a priori reflection (which is reflection that is independent of experience, like deducing mathematical truths such as ‘2 + 2=4’ without needing to observe any physical objects). For instance, as noted by Saul Kripke, in his work Naming and Necessity (1980),21 and Hilary Putnam, in his paper ‘The Meaning of Meaning’,22 water being H2O is a metaphysical necessity that is discovered a posteriori (which is a discovery made on the basis of experience, such as learning that water boils at 100°C by observing it in a laboratory). Or, so one thinks, as, in adapting another one of Kripke’s famous examples of a posteriori necessities, one can, in fact, understand that metaphysical modalities (possibilities, impossibilities and necessities) are logical modalities (possibilities, impossibilities and necessities) – that is, the former are identical to (and thus, as a category, collapse into) those of the latter – and hence there are no a posteriori necessities, but all modality is simply a priori.


In further illustrating this position, we can focus on an example provided by Kripke: consider a time before the solar system was fully understood. Astronomers named a celestial body visible in the evening sky ‘Hesperus’ and a celestial body visible in the morning sky ‘Phosphorus’, using these names as ‘rigid designators’ – which are terms that always refer to the same object (substance, property, or event), whatever non-essential properties that object may gain or lose, or even always have (for example, ‘Rishi Sunak’ refers to that individual whatever might happen to him, for example whatever his occupation or age; whereas ‘The Prime Minister of the United Kingdom’ referred to that individual only when he held that position, and so is not a rigid designator). Thus, the celestial bodies are actually the same (the planet Venus) but the astronomers, unaware of this, thought the names referred to different celestial bodies. Similarly, Putnam uses the example of the term ‘water’. In the eighteenth century, this word described the clear liquid found in rivers but people did not know that chemically it was H2O. This lack of knowledge about water’s chemical composition may have led to uncertainty about the term’s application in certain contexts. For instance, could there be a transparent, drinkable liquid that looks and tastes like water but is not water? These terms are called ‘uninformative designators’, indicating that there are situations where we do not know the correct application of the term. Even a knowledgeable person in the eighteenth century might not always be certain when to use the term ‘water’ correctly. For a rigid designator to be an ‘informative designator’, anyone who understands the word’s meaning must also understand the conditions for its proper application – assuming their cognitive faculties are functioning properly, they are in a good position to make judgements and they are not experiencing illusions. For example, the term ‘blue’ is informative because if you understand its meaning and your vision is normal, you cannot mistakenly apply it. Swinburne argues that while ‘water’ in the eighteenth century was an uninformative designator, the term ‘H2O’ used today is an informative designator for the same substance. Kripke and Putnam both argued that while ‘water is not H2O’ is not logically impossible, it is metaphysically impossible: one could deny that water is H2O without a logical contradiction but, once we know that water is H2O, it cannot be otherwise (anything that is not H2O is not water, and anything that is H2O is water). One, however, can contend that considering ‘water is not H2O’ as logically possible only happens if we misunderstand what ‘water’ refers to. By replacing uninformative designators with informative ones, if we know a sentence is logically necessary, we also know it is metaphysically necessary. For instance, if we replace both terms in the sentence ‘Hesperus is Phosphorus’ with an informative designator ‘X’ that refers to the rocky matter of the planet, the sentence becomes logically necessary because it asserts that X is X; this also makes the identity of the celestial bodies metaphysically necessary in all circumstances. Thus, using informative designators to determine logical necessity allows us to recognise metaphysical necessity, which is a principle that is applicable to possibilities and impossibilities as well. Given these notions of informative and uninformative designators, metaphysical possibility collapses into logical possibility. The distinctions between metaphysical and logical possibilities, impossibilities and necessities are ultimately a priori rather than a posteriori as Kripke and Putnam argued. This implies that our understanding of these concepts can be achieved through reason and analysis alone, independent of empirical investigation.


In all, Swinburne’s metaphysics provides a detailed and structured approach to understanding the fundamental nature of reality. By categorising the world’s constituents into substances, properties, times and causation, and exploring their interrelationships, Swinburne offers a comprehensive framework for discussing various other important metaphysical notions. That is, his emphasis on the independence of substances, the non-reductive nature of properties and the importance of times and causal relationships ensures a robust metaphysics capable of addressing complex philosophical questions about the nature of reality.










Epistemology


Swinburne’s epistemology presents a sophisticated and multi-layered approach that addresses the nature of justified belief through principles of internalist justification, probabilistic reasoning and the distinction between different types of probabilities. Central to his framework is the concept of epistemic justification, emphasising the internalist standpoint where beliefs are justified based on accessible reasons and evidence. This approach incorporates logical and epistemic probabilities to explain how evidence can increase or decrease the probability of a belief’s truth, utilising probabilistic reasoning and Bayesian updating. Furthermore, Swinburne’s principles of credulity and testimony highlight the foundational role of sensory experiences and social knowledge in justifying beliefs. The framework also addresses the problem of defeaters and knowledge, including solutions to Gettier problems by ensuring that justified true beliefs are not contingent on false premises. Overall, Swinburne’s epistemology provides a comprehensive and systematic structure for understanding justified belief and knowledge formation. It will now be important to further unpack this epistemological framework.




Epistemic Justification


A central aspect of Swinburne’s epistemology is the concept of epistemic justification, particularly from an internalist standpoint. At the centre of many modern theories of epistemic justification is the definition that a belief is justified if and only if it is based on adequate grounds. In grasping this position further, one can draw a distinction between externally and internally justified beliefs. Externally justified beliefs are those justified by external factors, such as the reliability of the sources or the evidence supporting the belief, without the believer necessarily being aware of these justifying factors. More formally, an externalist epistemology thus defines a belief being justified as it being caused in the right way, independently of whether the believer believes that it is so caused. For example, a person believes that the weather will be rainy tomorrow because they checked a reliable weather forecast. Even if they do not understand how weather models work or why the forecast is reliable, their belief is justified because it was caused in the right way – by consulting a trustworthy source. Hence, the justification does not depend on their understanding, only on the fact that the belief was formed through a reliable process. Internally justified beliefs, on the other hand, are those that the believer has a conscious understanding of and can articulate the reasons for holding. This is that internalist justification requires that the believer has access to the reasons or evidence supporting his belief upon reflection. This includes logical relations and coherence with other beliefs held by the individual. Thus, again, more formally, an internalist epistemology thus defines a belief being justified as it being self-justified or held on the basis of other beliefs accessible to the believer. For example, a person believes that water boils at 100°C because they have observed it happen, understand the principles of temperature and boiling, and can explain how heat energy causes water molecules to move faster until they change state from liquid to gas. Their belief would thus be internally justified because they can articulate the reasons and evidence for it, and it coherently fits with their other beliefs about science and physics. Now, internally justified beliefs are considered to have greater epistemic value because they involve a deeper level of cognitive engagement and responsibility. When a belief is internally justified, the believer has access to the justifying reasons and can critically evaluate and reflect upon them. This process of internal reflection and understanding not only strengthens the belief but also aligns with a more robust conception of rationality. That is, the epistemic grounds and the transparency of reasons behind a belief are crucial for its epistemic worth. In addition to this, within this framework there is a further distinction that can be drawn between synchronic and diachronic justification. Synchronic justification refers to the justification of a belief at a specific moment, based on the evidence available at that time. In contrast, diachronic justification involves a temporal dimension, where a belief is justified over time through the continuous accumulation and assessment of evidence. For example, a scientific hypothesis might initially be weakly synchronically justified but can become strongly diachronically justified as more experimental evidence supports it over time.


Now, in returning to the general definition of a justified belief, three key aspects of this definition are the grounds, their adequacy and the basing relation. The grounds for belief encompass all the evidence a person can privately access, forming what are known as ‘rightly basic beliefs’. A belief is rightly basic if it doesn’t rely on other beliefs and is not perceived by the individual to do so. These beliefs may originate from experiences like sensory perceptions or memories, or from testimony. Additionally, grounds are deemed adequate if they render the belief or the proposition it conveys logically probable. The logical probability of a proposition p is defined as a specific type of probability where the connection between p making q probable is a logical truth. Once all evidence supporting p is considered, no further evidence can impact the hypothesis’ probability. Such a form of probability, however, requires logical omniscience and is beyond the typical individual’s capacity. Therefore, people should aim for epistemic probability, which evaluates how well evidence supports a proposition based on the evaluator’s limited logical capacity but proper application of inductive criteria. A belief is justified if it is epistemically probable based on the subject’s rightly basic beliefs, as long as this probability aligns with logical probability, meaning the individual correctly using objective criteria from beliefs that are indeed rightly basic and is caused by them in a straightforward manner with the belief that they provide evidential and causal support. However, it is important to note that grounds that justify a belief under normal conditions might not suffice under abnormal conditions. In such cases, the justification of a belief is overridden if the new circumstances introduce evidence that, along with existing evidence, insufficiently supports the original belief, thereby rendering it unjustified. Thus, an overriding defeater occurs when the original belief is falsified by the emergence of new, conflicting evidence. Now, that we have briefly outlined some of the central tenets of Swinburne’s epistemology it will be helpful to further unpack these elements in more detail.







Probabilistic Reasoning


Probabilistic reasoning plays a significant role in epistemic justification, and there is an important distinction that can be drawn between logical and epistemic probabilities to explain how evidence can increase or decrease the probability that a given belief is true. Logical probability pertains to the formal relations between propositions and is often associated with deductive logic. It involves the degree of entailment between propositions. For example, if proposition A logically entails proposition B, then the logical probability of B given A is 1 (certainty). Epistemic probability involves evaluating how likely a proposition is to be true based on the available evidence. It assesses the strength of the evidence in supporting a given proposition. Propositions can have varying degrees of probability based on the quality and quantity of evidence backing them. For instance, if a weather forecast predicts rain, the probability that it will rain tomorrow is higher than if there were no such forecast or if the forecast predicted sunshine. This probabilistic approach helps in understanding how evidence can make a belief more or less justified. In addition to this, the use of the probability calculus helps to quantify the degree of justification and provides a framework for understanding how different pieces of evidence contribute to the overall justification of a belief. Bayes’ theorem can thus be used to illustrate how prior probabilities are updated in light of new evidence. More precisely, Bayes’ theorem is a theorem in probability theory that describes how to update the probability of a hypothesis based on new evidence (it is named after Thomas Bayes, who first proposed a special case of the theorem in the 18th century, in his essay ‘An Essay Towards Solving a Problem in the Doctrine of Chances’;23 however, the theorem was later generalised and extensively developed by Pierre-Simon Laplace, who, in his own essay ‘Mémoire sur la probabilité des causes par les évènemens’,24 independently rediscovered and extended Bayes’ original ideas). It is expressed mathematically as follows:


[image: ]


In this formula, P(h/e.k) represents the posterior probability, or the probability of the hypothesis h given the evidence e and the background knowledge k (where background knowledge (or background evidence) is what we take for granted when examining the detailed evidence for a hypothesis). P(e/h.k) is the likelihood, or the probability of observing e, assuming h is true. P(h.k) is the prior probability of the hypothesis, or the probability of the hypothesis on the background knowledge alone (which reflects the probability of h before considering the new evidence) – and the extreme case of this is the ‘intrinsic probability’ of the hypothesis, which is the prior probability of the hypothesis on no contingent evidence (this is what sometimes is called the probability on a mere tautology). Last, P(e.k) is the probability of the evidence, given only the background knowledge alone (and thus the probability of the evidence under all other possible hypotheses). It will be helpful to illustrate the inner workings of this formula through an everyday example: let’s say someone is trying to determine if a friend is likely to have come to their party. They receive evidence by noticing their friend’s favourite car parked outside the party venue. And their background knowledge includes the fact that this friend is known to drive this particular car. In this scenario, P(h/e.k) represents the probability that the friend came to the party, given that their car is seen outside and knowing that they own this car. This reflects how confident the person is that their friend is at the party after considering all the evidence. P(e/h.k) is the probability that they would see the car outside if the friend is indeed at the party and typically drives this car. This captures how likely it is that the evidence would appear as it does, assuming the hypothesis is true. P(h.k) represents the prior probability of the friend attending the party, based solely on the background knowledge the person has about them, such as how likely they are to attend parties in general. This prior reflects the initial estimation of the probability before considering the specific evidence of the car. Lastly, P(e.k) is the probability that the car would be seen outside based on the background knowledge alone, considering all other possible explanations, such as someone else driving a similar car. This reflects how probable the evidence is under different hypotheses, not just the one being considered. Bayes’ theorem mathematically updates the probability of a hypothesis based on new evidence – through the process of conditionalisation – thus formalising the process of hypothesis confirmation. Thus, in the previous example, seeing the friend’s car outside the party venue updates the belief about whether they attended the party. Initially, it might have seemed unlikely that they would come, but the evidence of their car increases the probability that they did. Bayes’ theorem thus allows for the formalisation of this shift in confidence, updating the belief from the prior probability based on the new evidence. Through this process of conditionalisation, the theorem, therefore, helps to mathematically confirm or adjust the likelihood of the hypothesis regarding the friend’s attendance. Now, within this probabilistic context, certain criteria can be used for determining the probability of a hypothesis, which is grounded on four fundamental tenets:




1. the criterion of yielding the data (i.e. the criterion that assesses whether the hypothesis yields the data, when otherwise it would not be expected);





2. the criterion of fitting with background knowledge (i.e. the criterion of assessing whether the hypothesis meshes with other hypotheses that are rendered probable by these criterion);





3. the criterion of scope (i.e. the criterion assessing how much the hypothesis seeks to explain); and





4. the criterion of simplicity (i.e. the criterion that assesses whether the hypothesis posits the existence and operation of few substances, few kinds of substance, with few simple properties behaving in mathematically simple kinds of way).





Thus, by utilising this criteria, which can be fed into the framework of Bayes’ theorem, one can then calculate the logical (epistemic) probability of a given hypothesis, conditioned on the evidence.







Principles of Credulity and Testimony


Two epistemic principles are of great importance within Swinburne’s epistemology: the principle of credulity and the principle of testimony. The principle of credulity posits that every basic belief a person holds inherently carries a probability that reflects the intensity of the belief within his or her cognitive structure. In simpler terms, what appears to be true to a person, based on his/her experiences and perceptions, is probably true – unless there is counterevidence against it. Our perceptual beliefs and experiences should be trusted prima facie. For instance, if it seems to a person that he sees a tree, then there is probably a tree unless there is evidence suggesting he is mistaken (e.g. a hallucination or illusion). This principle underpins much of the epistemological framework proposed here by suggesting that sensory experiences provide a basic form of justification for beliefs. Now, closely related to the principle of credulity is the principle of testimony, where the trust in perceptual beliefs extends to the testimony of others. That is, if a person tells us something he has experienced or knows, it is probably true unless there is substantial evidence to the contrary. This principle is crucial because it acknowledges the social aspect of knowledge acquisition, where much of what we know comes from what others report. The reliance on testimony is thus justified by its general reliability, as people typically tell the truth because it benefits them socially and practically to do so. These principles underpin much of the epistemological framework proposed here by suggesting that sensory experiences and testimony provide a basic form of justification for beliefs. Hence, a belief’s grounds consist of rightly basic beliefs regulated by these principles.







Problem of Defeaters and Knowledge


The notion of defeaters also plays an important role in Swinburne’s epistemology, where a defeater is evidence that undermines or counters the justification of a belief. There are two types of defeaters: undermining and overriding defeaters. An undermining defeater challenges the connection between the evidence and the belief, while an overriding defeater presents new evidence that directly contradicts the belief. For example, if someone believes a suspect’s fingerprints prove their guilt but learns that fingerprint analysis has a high error rate in dusty conditions, and the fingerprint evidence that they posses is of this kind, this undermines the connection between the evidence and the belief. In contrast, if someone believes they saw a friend in a crowded place but then learns that friend was out of town, this new evidence serves as an overriding defeater by directly contradicting the original belief.


On the basis of this conceptualisation of defeaters, one can also understand that nature of knowledge and the challenges posed by Gettier problems. A Gettier problem arises when someone has a justified true belief, but the belief’s justification is flawed because it depends on a false premise. For example, a person might believe there is a sheep in the field because he sees a shape that looks like a sheep. Unbeknownst to him, what he sees is a cleverly disguised dog but there is, by coincidence, a real sheep hidden from view. Swinburne’s approach to solving Gettier problems involves adding a clause to the definition of knowledge that excludes beliefs formed on the basis of false propositions. This ensures that for a belief to count as knowledge, it must not only be true and justified, but also that its justification must not rest on any falsehoods. Hence, knowledge, according to Swinburne, is thus (internally) justified true belief that is not contingently based on any epistemically defeasible premises.


In all, Swinburne’s epistemology is a robust framework that emphasises the principles of credulity and testimony, the probabilistic nature of epistemic justification, the importance of internalist perspectives and the need to account for defeaters. His approach provides a comprehensive structure for understanding how we form justified beliefs and how these beliefs can lead to knowledge. By integrating these elements, Swinburne offers a nuanced epistemological view that incorporates the immediacy of direct experiences into a coherent and systematic belief network.







Ethics


Swinburne’s ethical framework, much like his metaphysics and epistemology, is systematically comprehensive, encompassing moral realism, moral supervenience, a distinct moral epistemology and an integrative normative theory. Central to his ethics is the concept of moral realism, asserting the objective truth of moral propositions and the existence of moral facts independent of individual or cultural beliefs. This is further elaborated through the notion of moral supervenience, where moral properties are systematically tied to non-moral properties. Swinburne’s moral epistemology emphasises discovering moral principles through intuition and rational reflection, achieving coherence via reflective equilibrium. Additionally, his normative theory integrates deontological ethics and virtue ethics, emphasising both adherence to moral duties and the cultivation of virtuous character traits. This multifaceted approach provides a robust structure for understanding the nature of morality, balancing objective moral principles with the development of moral virtues. It will now be important to further unpack this ethical framework.







Moral Realism and Supervenience


Central to Swinburne’s ethical framework is the concept of moral realism, which holds that some moral propositions attributing moral properties to actions are true. Moral realism asserts that moral facts exist independently of our beliefs or perceptions, meaning that certain actions can be objectively right or wrong regardless of individual or cultural opinions. This perspective grounds moral judgements in an external reality, thus suggesting that ethical truths are not simply matters of personal preference or societal convention but are discoverable features of the world. This philosophical stance allows for the possibility of objective moral knowledge, where moral statements can be true or false in the same way as factual statements about the natural world. At a general level, there is great diversity and complexity of goodness within reality, as there is the goodness of natural beauty and human attributes, such as the beauty of galaxies, rivers and paintings, the litheness and power of birds and tigers, and the various admirable aspects of human beings, including their physical and mental capabilities, sense of humour and sense of colour. However, moral goodness is a distinct species, possessed by agents and their actions. The primary variety of this species is objective moral goodness, which is inherent in acts like paying one’s debts or visiting the lonely, regardless of an agent’s personal beliefs about the moral value of these actions. Thus, within this moral realist framework, one can distinguish between various kinds of moral goodness, where actions may be objectively good (good actions based on facts independent of personal feelings or opinions), or subjectively good (good actions based on personal feelings, tastes or opinions), supererogatory (good actions that are beyond the call of duty – commendable but not required) or obligatory (good actions that are required by duty). Also, conversely, they may be objectively bad (bad actions based on facts independent of personal feelings or opinions) or subjectively bad (bad actions based on personal feelings, tastes or opinions), and wrong (actions that are morally unacceptable or unjustifiable) or merely – Swinburne’s word – ‘infravetatory’ (slightly blameworthy actions but not necessarily wrong).


A further important concept within the ontological structure of this moral framework is the notion of moral supervenience, where a property of one kind (e.g. moral properties) supervenes on a property of another kind (e.g. non-moral properties) if it is metaphysically necessary that for any object that has a supervening property, there is some base property such that anything with that base property also has the supervening property because it has the base property. This concept ensures that moral properties are not random but are systematically tied to non-moral properties. Hence, moral properties strongly supervene on non-moral properties, meaning that an action’s moral status depends on its non-moral characteristics. For example, Florence Nightingale’s actions are morally good because they involve caring for the sick, a non-moral property; and the moral wrongness of Hitler’s invasion of Poland is due to its non-moral properties, such as being an act of aggression against a peaceful nation. Given this, there is a distinction between contingent and necessary moral truths. Contingent moral truths depend on specific non-moral facts about the world, while necessary moral truths hold across all possible worlds. For instance, it is a contingent moral truth that helping someone in a specific situation is good, but it might be a necessary moral truth that actions involving kindness are good in general. Moreover, the role of moral principles in guiding action is also an important element of this framework. This is that, moral principles are not merely hypothetical imperatives but categorical ones. Hence, moral obligations hold regardless of an individual’s desires or interests, providing a firm foundation for moral duties. For instance, the principle that it is wrong to cause unnecessary suffering holds irrespective of whether someone wants to avoid causing suffering.







Epistemological Method for Morality


Another important aspect of Swinburne’s ethical framework is a particular moral epistemology that focusses on the moral principles, that were noted before, and that are discovered through a combination of intuition and rational reflection – thus revealing the underlying moral truths that govern our judgements. Moreover, just as logical principles are recognised through their intrinsic nature and necessity, moral principles are recognised through reflective equilibrium and a priori reasoning. Reflective equilibrium, as a form of moral epistemology, involves adjusting our beliefs about specific cases and general principles until they are coherent, providing a method for discovering the logically necessary moral truths. Reflective equilibrium is thus effective as a moral epistemology because it systematically harmonises our moral intuitions with our rational reflections, leading to a more consistent and comprehensive moral framework. Moreover, within this view of the discovery of moral truths, moral disagreement and the possibility of moral progress are able to be addressed. This is that reflective equilibrium can help individuals and groups move towards agreement on moral principles by highlighting commonalities in their moral intuitions and the principles underlying their judgements. This process can lead to convergence on true moral principles over time, even among those with initially divergent views. For example, two individuals might initially disagree on the morality of capital punishment, but through reflective equilibrium, they might find common ground in the shared value of human dignity, leading to a more refined and agreed-upon principle. Similarly, societies have historically held conflicting views on the permissibility of slavery. Through reflective equilibrium, reflecting on intuitions about human equality and freedom, these views evolved, leading to a broad consensus that slavery is morally impermissible. Most children, although brought up in very different cultures, quickly acquire a concept of morally significant actions – those it is important to do or not do – and these concepts are seen as objectively true. Reflective equilibrium helps refine these moral concepts and principles by ensuring they are coherent with our considered moral judgements. This process involves moving back and forth between specific judgements and general principles, adjusting each until a stable equilibrium is reached. For example, a child might learn that honesty is important but, through reflective equilibrium, it also comes to understand that honesty must sometimes be balanced with kindness, leading to a more nuanced understanding of when and how to tell the truth. Reflective equilibrium is not only useful for understanding moral principles but also plays a crucial role in refining our ethical frameworks. By continually reassessing and reconciling our moral intuitions with broader ethical theories, we can improve our moral understanding and address inconsistencies in our beliefs. Consider the evolving views on environmental ethics; as our understanding of ecological interdependence grows, reflective equilibrium helps integrate these insights into our moral framework, promoting more sustainable and ethical behaviour. This iterative process of reflection and adjustment helps in developing a more comprehensive and coherent ethical system that better aligns with our considered judgements and experiences.







Integrative Normative Theory


A further important part of Swinburne’s ethical framework is a normative theory that serves as an integration of deontological ethics and virtue ethics. At its core, deontological ethics emphasises the importance of moral rules and duties. This aspect is evident in the focus on obligations and the moral significance of actions performed out of duty. Agents are morally responsible for their intentional actions, particularly those that fulfil obligations. Moreover, there is a distinction between obligatory acts, which are actions that one is duty-bound to perform, and supererogatory acts, which are actions that go beyond what duty requires. This clear delineation of duties is a hallmark of deontological ethics, where the rightness or wrongness of actions is determined by adherence to moral rules rather than by their consequences. Furthermore, within this ethical framework, the deontological stance is further exemplified with regard to the concept of moral responsibility, where agents are worthy of praise or blame based on their fulfilment or neglect of their duties. This includes performing actions despite significant contrary desires, which highlights the role of willpower and commitment to duty in this ethical framework. The moral worth of an action is not solely determined by its outcome but by the agent’s intention and adherence to moral duties. In addition to deontological elements, the present normative framework also incorporates significant aspects of virtue ethics. Virtue ethics, rooted in Aristotelian philosophy, emphasises the development of good character and the importance of virtues in achieving moral excellence. The intrinsic goodness of certain dispositions and the importance of cultivating virtues such as courage, generosity and integrity are central. A morally good character is characterised by these virtues, and the habitual performance of virtuous actions is important for moral development. Within this normative framework, three kinds of moral goodness can be identified: objective goodness, spontaneous goodness and subjective goodness. Objective goodness, as noted previously, refers to actions that are inherently good, such as helping others or keeping promises. Spontaneous goodness pertains to the natural, unforced inclination to perform good actions, reflecting a well-developed moral character. And subjective goodness, as also noted previously, involves performing actions based on one’s belief in their moral worth, even if those beliefs are mistaken. This tripartite classification underscores the importance placed on both the actions and the character of the moral agent. Thus, by integrating deontological and virtue ethics, this approach offers a comprehensive understanding of moral responsibility. It does not solely focus on the adherence to moral rules but also considers the development and expression of virtuous character traits. This dual emphasis allows for addressing a broader range of moral phenomena, from the fulfilment of specific duties to the cultivation of a virtuous life.


In all, Swinburne’s ethical framework offers a comprehensive perspective that emphasises the metaphysical necessity of moral principles, the role of reflective equilibrium in discovering these principles and the categorical nature of moral obligations, which all provide a robust and coherent approach to understanding morality and guiding moral action.


One can thus see that Swinburne’s philosophical framework presents a robust and nuanced approach to understanding the complexities of reality, knowledge and morality. His metaphysics delineates a clear structure of substances, properties, times and causation providing a coherent ontology that addresses the fundamental nature of reality. In epistemology, Swinburne emphasises probabilistic reasoning and the principles of credulity and testimony to explore the nature of justified belief and knowledge. And his ethical framework integrates moral realism, the supervenience of moral properties and an integration of various elements of deontological ethics and virtue ethics. Understanding these components of Swinburne’s philosophy, as unpacked in the preceding sections, is crucial for appreciating his contributions to the philosophy of religion, with this comprehension thus facilitating a deeper exploration of his philosophy-first approach to theological theorising introduced above.
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