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 Having recently finished Swinburne’s earlier work on substance dualism, The Evolution of 

the Soul, I was intrigued to see how his case for substance dualism has changed.  There is much 

overlap of material
i
, but the case has been updated to take account of recent neuroscientific 

findings which are thought to cast doubt on free will.  

 

 Swinburne begins the book by discussing various ways of describing things that happen in 

the world. As elsewhere in his works he does this by carving the world up into substances, 

properties, and events.  Substances are individual things (trees, rocks, bodies, and—if they exist—

souls). Properties are traits or characteristics of substances. Events involve temporal descriptions 

of substances and their properties. For example, an event might be ‘Peter’s eyes turned red from 

lack of sleep on 05/29/2014 at 7 p.m.’. This involves substances (Peter, eyes), properties coming 

into being (turning red) at a certain time (7 p.m.).  Swinburne thinks that if all substances, 

properties, and events are included in a description of the world, then that description is total—

nothing is left unaccounted for. Swinburne also spends some time exploring the idea of 

informative rigid designators.  A rigid designator for a substance (or property or event) is one 

which ‘pursues’ that substance (or property or event) throughout change. Thus ‘Richard 

Swinburne’ describes a specific British philosopher of religion before, during, and after his tenure 

as Professor of Philosophy at Oxford University. When informative rigid designators are used, 

Swinburne claims, we know what it means for a substance (or property or event) to be a given 

substance. We can then evaluate claims of identity-say, when a physicalist claims that a mental 

event just is a physical event (or property or substance).  When such designators are used, we can 

‘unpack’ sentences and claims about identity and evaluate meaningfully what things are logically 

possible or impossible.
ii
 

 

 Swinburne then turns (briefly) to matters of epistemology. How do we go about making 

judgments on various matters? As elsewhere, he defends some basic epistemic principles 

including the by-now-familiar principles of credulity (PC)
iii

 and testimony (PT)
iv

. Any evidence 

that the way things seem or what people tell us not caused ultimately by the things apparently 

perceived or testified to provide a defeater for PC and PT.  This last point can be unpacked more 

formally as the epistemic assumption (EA), which states that there are three components to 

justified belief in a theory. First, there must be a justified belief that the theory makes true 

predictions. Second, the only sources of evidence for that justified belief would be apparent 

experience, memory, and testimony that the theory predicts certain events and that those events 

occurred.  Third and most importantly, such justification is undermined by any evidence that any 

apparent experience was not caused by an apparent experience of the event apparently 

remembered, or any apparent testimony was not caused by the testifier’s intention to report his or 

her apparent experience or memory. As will be seen shortly, this last part of the EA undergirds 

Swinburne’s case for free will in the face of recent neuroscientific findings. 

 

 Swinburne then succinctly recapitulates his case for mental events as distinct from physical 

ones by pointing out that the basic components of our mental lives (beliefs, thoughts, intentions, 

desires, and sensations) all appear to be different from physical events in that the former involve 

privileged access (I can know them by experiencing them directly) and the latter are publicly 

accessible (any person appropriately situated can know them equally directly). 



 The most crucial chapter (and the one that contains the least overlap with his earlier The 

Evolution of the Soul) is the chapter titled ‘Interactive Dualism’.  Here Swinburne tackles two 

kinds of evidence which are often brought to bear against substance dualism.  First is what might 

be termed ‘large scale’ evidence.  This draws on large-scale theories of physics and argues that 

two fundamental postulates of physics (one of which involves the transfer of energy in causal 

activities) rule out interactive dualism.  Swinburne replies that it isn’t clear that these objections 

hold even for purely physical matter (e.g., Quantum Theory).
v
 The second and most controversial 

set of data draws on the findings of Benjamin Libet
vi

 and subsequent researchers. 

 

 The basic Libet experiment is as follows. Libet had students sit at a desk in front of a large 

clock. He then asked them to stop the clock sometime in the next 20 seconds. He also asked the 

students to make note of when they formed the intention to stop the clock. Brain activity was 

measured throughout. Results showed what we might term B1M2B3.  Focus first on M2 and 

B3.  Say that a student claims that at 15 seconds they formed the intention to stop the clock, and at 

16 seconds or so they stopped the clock. M2=the forming of the intention and B3=physical 

stopping of the clock. So far, no big whoop. However, the brain apparently engages in an 

intriguing pattern of activity prior to the reported forming of the intention. So B1=that brain 

activity. What is happening?  

 

 The standard physicalist interpretation is that there is a brain event (B1) at time 1 (t1) which 

causes the intention to be formed at time 2 (t2) and thus ultimately causes the brain event at time 3 

(t3) which results in the clock being stopped.  Swinburne first notes some problems with the 

physicalist interpretation of things.  For one thing, the pattern of results is such that either (a) the 

physicalist interpretation is correct or (b) the brain event (B1) is simply a necessary but not 

necessarily sufficient condition of the intention (M2) being formed at t2.  This is supported by the 

fact that knowing that there is a set of brain activities doesn’t allow for perfect prediction of 

whether or not the person subsequently formed an intention.
vii

 Worse, Swinburne argues that if the 

physicalist interpretation is correct then we have violated the EA (epistemic assumption).  

 

 Let’s restate the crucial portion of the EA here. Such justification is undermined by any 

evidence that any apparent experience was not caused by an apparent experience of the event 

apparently remembered, or any apparent testimony was not caused by the testifier’s intention to 

report his or her apparent experience or memory.  

 

 In other words, the physicalist assumption (that mental events never cause physical events) 

had better be false or else the belief in physicalism is unjustified. Put another way, unless mental 

events cause brain events (their intention to tell the truth led to them telling the truth about when 

their intention was formed) there cannot be evidence for physicalism. If physicalism is false, then 

it’s false and shouldn’t be believed. If physicalism is true, then we would never be justified in 

believing it.
viii

 Parallel arguments are leveled against scientists who must rely on memory and the 

testimony of other scientists when pursing the cumulative discipline of science (which relies on 

honest reporting of results in neighboring, relevant fields of inquiry).  

 

 Swinburne then turns to a discussion of agent causation.  The major point of interest here is 

that Swinburne provides a compelling case for his preferred account of substances-powers-

liabilities view of the laws of nature. That is, it is substances with specific capacities (not abstract 

laws of nature which exist independent of substances) which describe the world as it is. This 

places non-intentional and intentional causation under one simpler account, and—so Swinburne 

argues—helps explain why so many effects (a rock crashing through a window, e.g.) can be 

explained by both intentional and nonintentional causes.
ix

 



 Swinburne then turns to a defense of substance dualism, which rests on the earlier 

distinctions about logical (im)possibility.  The engages in various thought experiments to argue 

that (a) humans co-experience different conscious events at a given time and across time, 

indicating that we persist more than just during the ‘specious present’ (b) that knowing all the 

physical facts about certain situations (i.e., brain surgery) doesn’t let us know where I have gone 

(have I survived? Am I now in body A which has my left brain or in body B which has my right 

brain) and so forth. The upshot is that it is at least logically possible that me (my soul) persists 

even in the face of total physical change.  Therefore, what I am is essentially a mental substance 

which is contingently joined to a human body.  

 

 In the final two chapters Swinburne defends the further theses that we have free will and are 

(therefore) morally responsible for our actions.  In discussing free will, he revisits briefly his 

argument from consciousness and points out that it is very unlikely that we will ever have a 

deterministic theory of psycho-physical relations.
x
 Given the principle of credulity, we should go 

with the appearance of free will and assume that we do.  In defending the idea of moral 

responsibility, Swinburne points out that moral responsibility flows naturally from the previously 

defended theses of substance dualism (since the ‘I’ who committed a crime years ago is the same 

‘I’ who exists now) and of free will. He also draws on some threads from his fascinating argument 

from providence
xi

 to argue that although we do not have total freedom of the will, we do have the 

capacity to gradually shape our character through the choices we make. 
                                                           
i One (perhaps lamentable) exception is that Swinburne has dropped his ‘Argument from Human Counter-Suggestibility’ which provided an 
intriguing argument against physical determinism. However, Swinburne indicated to me in personal correspondence [05/22/2014] that he 
has since come to distrust that argument. Another change involves a highly technical discussion of the indivisibility of the soul and whether 
or not it is ‘composed’. See page 171, footnote 37 of Mind, Brain, and Free Will.  Swinburne also doesn’t mention the connection between 
consciousness and the cumulative case for theism that he has pushed elsewhere (see The Evolution of the Soul and The Existence of God). 
ii This is useful b/c there are two ways of showing that some ostensibly mental event (pain) is (not) the same as some physical event (c-
fibers firing). One is to show that there are situations in which one occurs but the other does not. The other way is to show that it is possible 
that one occurs when the other does not. (This would be impossible if the two events were in fact the same thing.) Put another way, this is a 
means of arguing that even if two events are constantly conjoined, the connection is contingent, not (logically) necessary. 
iii ‘Seeming is believing’. In other words, something seeming (to us) to be the case is prima facie justification for believing that it is, in fact, 
the case. This is only prima facie evidence, defeasible by ‘defeaters’.  
iv We should believe the reports of others, again in the absence of defeaters. (See prior footnote.) 
v Similar replies to physicalism are made by Robin Collins. See my review of The Soul Hypothesis. 
vi I have heard it asserted that Libet himself did not draw anti-substance dualist consequences from his research.  I have not investigated 
this claim myself, so caveat emptor. 
vii This is an important point. Apparently in the first set of Libet experiments the researchers did not report whether or not B1 occurred in 
persons who subsequently did not form the intention M2. 
viii There is an obvious parallel here with Alvin Plantinga’s Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism. 
ix I noticed this point via Angus Menuge’s Amazon.com review of Mind, Brain, and Free Will. “Swinburne shows how substance dualism does 
not require a special, strange view of causation only found in rational agents, but can be located in a highly plausible general framework of 
substance causation. Once that entire framework is understood, many of the objections to substance dualism turn out to rest on the 
unexamined (and highly debatable) assumption that a paradigm of passive event causation is the most illuminating way to understand the 
world. Swinburne (like the late, great E. J. Lowe) provides reasons to think this is false even in the case of ordinary physical causation, and 
certainly is not the best account of mental causation.” See http://www.amazon.com/review/R2UX2GAQV4S53O/ref=cm_cr_rdp_perm 
x This involves a lengthy discussion of how earlier attempts at reductionism in the history of science have succeeded by simply ignoring the 
mental. That obviously won’t work when the whole point of reduction is a psycho-physical theory. 
xi See Chapter 10 of The Existence of God. The argument from providence argues that we have a ‘choice of destiny’. We can each day take a 
small step toward forming a good or a bad character, and that this is in itself more consistent with theism than naturalism.  I.e., sow a 
thought, reap an action; sow an action, reap a habit; sow a habit, reap a character; sow a character, reap a destiny. 

http://www.amazon.com/review/R2UX2GAQV4S53O/ref=cm_cr_rdp_perm

