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Abstract

Richard Swinburne, a contemporary English philosopher, argues that religious experiences
can be valid evidence for the existence of God. Central to his approach is the “principle of
credulity”, which maintains that if an individual has an apparent experience of God’s presence,
that experience should be accepted as genuine unless there are strong grounds for doubt.
Swinburne also upholds the “principle of testimony”, asserting that people’s reports of
religious experiences are trustworthy unless there is compelling evidence to the contrary.
Some critics, drawing on the “theory of pragmatic encroachment”, contend that principles like
credulity and testimony are inadequate in significant matters or with far-reaching
consequences. From the pragmatic encroachment view, the more consequential an issue, the
greater the requirement for robust evidence before accepting it. Since belief in God has
profound implications for both individual and social life, its acceptance, they argue, should
rest on evidence beyond personal experience or the testimony of others. Thus, by this
account, credulity and testimony are insufficient for establishing the reality of religious
experiences. Nevertheless, the findings of this study suggest that pragmatic encroachment
does not undermine the use of credulity and testimony in relation to religious experience.
This is because knowledge—conceived as justified true belief—is not swayed by practical
considerations. Therefore, as long as religious experiences and consistent testimonies
generate certainty for the subject, applying the principles of credulity and testimony in
discussions about God remains reasonable and justified.
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32 The principle of credulity: If it seems (epistemically) to a subject that x is present (and has some
characteristic), then probably x is present (and has that characteristic).
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33 probably

34 burden of proof

35 The principle of testimony: (In the absence of special considerations) the experiences of others are
(probably) as they report them

36 “A second and very important factor which prevents the principle of credulity from leading us into
gullibilism is the following: the principle of credulity does not by any means guarantee that the
probability it confers on an experience will be sufficient for a rational person to believe strongly in that
experience. Whether or not an experience can be considered sufficient evidence for a perceptual claim
depends on many factors such as the importance of the claim; if one is making an important perceptual
claim, the principle of credulity alone will not take one very far”.
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38 “But it is implausible in the extreme that changing stakes will always make the relevant difference to

your strength of epistemic position. Consider probability: if you are offered a suitable gamble on
whether the die will come up 6, this does not plausibly change the probability for you that the die will
come up 6, nor does it change the probability for you that it will come up 1-5. The matter seems no
different if the chance that not-p is low enough for you to fallibly know that p”.



