
 

 

Susanna Newcome 
 Susanna Newcome (1685-1763)1 was born in Durnford, Wiltshire, where her father was the 
vicar of the Church of St. Andrew. Susanna’s husband, John Newcome, served the Lady Margaret 
Professor of Divinity of Saint John’s and after their marriage became Master of the College in 1735. 
She is principally known for the An Enquiry into the Evidence of the Christian Religion (1728 and 1732), but 
there is evidence that she contributed notes to the works of others and published a pamphlet or two 
on moral subjects.2 Newcome is among the first published female Christian apologists. However, 
despite the esteem she received among academics with whom she was acquainted, her work has 
received little contemporary attention. In fact, other than Patrick J. Connolly’s (2019) “Susanna 
Newcome’s Cosmological Argument,” no other peer reviewed publications on Newcome’s work exist. 
As a result, the history of her life, the works she published other than An Enquiry into the Evidence of the 
Christian Religion, and more have failed to be fully investigated. 

While Newcome’s husband John received little to no praise from his colleges, nothing could 
be further from the truth in the case of Susanna.3 By all accounts, Susanna Newcome was a woman 
of exceptional intellect, talent, and reputation. In fact, to say Newcome’s reputation proceeded her 
would be a severe understatement. According to the entry on her husband contained within the second 
volume of Thomas Baker’s History of the College of St. John the Evangelist, Susanna Newcome “bears the 
character, by everybody, of the most excellent and worthy woman; nay, to say learned: for she has 
given proof of her erudition in more than one book which she has published;” it is said that “her 
modesty and humility always strove to conceal the great improvements of her mind. But no person of 
discernment could be long acquainted with that excellent woman, without esteeming her one of the 
most perfect pieces of human nature.”4 Similarly, she is described as “being a woman of excellent parts 
and abilities; of sound sense and masculine judgement; and had written a pamphlet or two on moral 
subjects, which I have heard much commended. She was as fine a figure of a woman when she was 
turned of 60, as many are when they are 20 years younger: and she has often put me in mind of the 
person and character of that most exalted and excellent woman Madame de Maintenon, in a more 
humble style: for she was as good a woman, as she was an accomplished one.”5  
 Newcome’s Enquiry into the Evidence of the Christian Religion sets itself up as presenting an 
argument in favor of the existence of God that does not rest on a priori judgement. In the preface of 
the first edition of her work, Newcome states she takes arguments that use terms without determinate 
meanings or that take propositions for granted as ones that tend to result in perplexities.6  As Connolly 
(2019) claims, “She reiterates the point at the outset of her discussion of God’s existence by invoking 
the Lockean notion that the mind is originally ‘empty and void, without any innate Ideas’ of God and 
that it remains so until sensation provides it with mental content.”7 The mental content Newcome 
relies on to prove the universe must have a cause is twofold. First, she claims sensation informs us 

 
1 Little is known about Susan Newcome life; as a result, the dates should not be taken to be exact. 
2 Baker (1869), History of the College of St. John the Evangelist, Cambridge: University Press, p. 1026. 
3 Ibid; see, also, Connoly (2019), pg. 844-845. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Newcome (1728), An Inquiry into the Evidence of the Christian Religion, Cambridge: University Press, p. 2. 
7 Connolly (2019), “Susanna Newcome’s Cosmological Argument,” British Journal for the History of Philosophy, 27(4), pg. 
847. 



 

 

things which have beginnings must have causes to be brought into being. 8 Second, she claims our 
observations of the causal chains that exist in universe imply the universe must have been caused.9  
 Newcome begins the first edition of her work by appeal to the hedonic claim that, if Christian 
theology were true, it would affect our happiness to the highest degree.10  In fact, according to 
Newcome, it would be irrational not to examine whether or not it is true. If the Christian Religion is 
true, those to whom it is made known must believe it and follow its precepts. Thus, we ought to 
investigate whether or not the Christian religion is true. In other words, because believing the truth of 
the Christian religion would affect the happiness of everyone to the greatest degree if it were true, 
Newcome takes a proper investigation into the truth of the Christian religion as being of utmost 
importance.  

After showing why an investigation into the Christian religion should be considered an 
important undertaking, Newcome begins her argument for God’s existence by appealing the Lockean 
idea that there are no innate ideas and that the basis of all knowledge is the product of ideas of 
sensation.11 In other words, the project of Newcome’s work is to defend the existence of God on 
purely empirical grounds—an argumentative strategy unlike many who proceeded her. 
 Newcome continues her argument for God’s existence by claiming that the things we perceive 
and feel to exist must do so either with or without a cause. If they exist without a cause, they must 
exist eternally—since nothing can have a beginning without a cause. If they exist with a cause, further 
investigation into what the cause could be will be necessary. Newcome provides the following example 
of chains of cause and effect:  

If Body x produces the body y, and Body y, the Body z, yet still there must be a cause for the production of x, 
otherwise there would be a beginning without a cause, which is impossible: And if there must be a cause of the 
production of the body x, that is, if there must be a cause of every link in a certain chain of causes and effects, 
then the whole chain or series of causes and effects cannot exist without cause.12 

In other words, we perceive things as products of chains of cause and effect. What is more, like the 
parts the make up the chains of causes and effects that we experience, our reasoning about the system 
those chains make up lead us to conclude the system must also be caused. According to Newcome,  

From seeing and considering the manner of the existence of this system, and that many of the parts of it in every 
period of time are caused, we find it no less than a contradiction to assert that the whole system exists without a 
cause: and to assert that certain parts of a system do not exist without a cause, yet the whole system exists without 
a cause is the same as to assert that the parts do not belong to the whole.13 

Put differently, Newcome believes “a material system, which is compose’d of parts that are 
changeable, cannot exist without a cause, distinct from, as well as prior to, such a system.”14 The 
existence of change in the system requires a cause of the change; without a cause for the change, there 
would be no change. Furthermore, the change in a system must either be a product of the materials 
of the system or something which is not part of the materials of the system. If the change is a product 
of the materials of the system, then the materials of the system would have to exist antecedently to 
any of the changes in the system and the materials themselves would have to be uncaused.15 However, 
even assuming the materials of the system were uncaused, it is impossible for matter to change without 

 
8 Connolly (2019), 847. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Newcome (1728), pg. 9. 
11 Ibid., pg. 10. 
12 Ibid, pg. 11. 
13 Ibid; note that Newcome is committing the fallacy of composition in her reasoning here. 
14 Ibid., pg. 12. 
15 Connolly (2019), pg. 850. 



 

 

a cause for that change. For example, it is impossible for matter to begin motion without a cause for 
that motion; as Newcome claims, “there is no motion but what is the effect of a former motion; 
consequently there is no motion in such a system which has been from eternity which has not been 
caused.”16 To suppose motion in the system is to suppose that there is a beginning to that motion, 
and, as stated above, things which have a beginning must have a cause. So, even if the materials of the 
system existed eternally, something external to the system must be the cause of change in the materials 
of the system. Thus, Newcome concludes, “if the cause of change in a material system cannot be in 
itself, then it follows that if there is a change in a material system, it must be caused by something 
distinct from, as well as prior to, all the changes in this system.”17 According to Newcome, the thing 
distinct from, and prior to, the system is God.   

 Thus, Newcome’s argument in favor of the existence of God is the product of two ideas—
i.e., that everything that has a beginning must have a cause and that the universe has a beginning. As 
noted by Connolly, “Newcome does not offer an independent defense of [the claim that everything 
that has a beginning must have a cause], but it was certainly widely accepted in the period. For example, 
she may have been following Locke, who wrote to Stillingfleet that “‘Everything that has a beginning 
must have a cause’ is a true principle of reason, or a proposition certainly true.”18 Newcome does, 
however, argue tirelessly in favor of the latter claim, starting from our experiences of cause and effect 
and working her way up to the system of cause and effect itself. As Connolly succinctly presents it,  

Newcome takes it to be an empirical fact that the beings we routinely engage with are, in fact, caused: ‘we find 
certain Chains of Cause and Effect, and many Parts of this System owing their Existence to an antecedent cause’. 
Her ultimate goal is to move from this observation to the conclusion that ‘we cannot with Reason assert that the 
whole System exists without [a] Cause’. If she can successfully make this argumentative move she will have 
achieved her objective. She can then identify the cause of the universe with God and proceed to enumerate 
features or attributes that this creator of the universe must have.19 

In this way, Newcome’s argument is not unlike others in the period. For example, both Samuel 
Clarke’s A Demonstration of the Being and Attributes of God and Leibniz’s “On the Ultimate Origination 
of Things” claim that if there must be a sufficient reason for anything that exists, then even if there is 
an infinite chain of cause and effects, we can ask why this infinite chain rather than some other infinite 
chain exists. According to Clark and Leibniz, since the infinite chain cannot answer this question, we 
have to go outside it for the sufficient cause and that is God. Unlike Clark and Leibniz, Newcome 
does not appeal to the claim that some other chain of cause and effect could exist rather than the one 
we experience. Rather, she appeals to ideas from Newtonian physics to defend the claim that the 
chains of cause and effect we experience either require external support for their continued existence 
or can come to an end—eventually concluding that the cause of the universe must be eternal, 
independent, unchangeable, intelligent, powerful, perfect, omnipresent, omniscient, and free.  

In addition, as if defending God’s existence were not enough, An Enquiry into the Evidence of the 
Christian Religion has a great deal to tell us about rationality, belief, truth, revelation, happiness, and 
much more. For example, in section VII of the first edition of the work, Newcome investigates how 
reason requires the natural exercise of our unimpaired powers and faculties to obtain happiness, 
distinguishes between the powers and faculties of body and mind, and claims that the happiness of 

 
16 Newcome (1732), 13-14; Connolly (2019), pg. 851 
17 Ibid., pg. 13. 
18 Connolly (2019), pg. 847; referencing John Locke (1823), The Works of Locke, vol. 4, pg. 61. 
19 Ibid. 



 

 

human beings requires providing support and assistance in the happiness of others. In addition, and 
not unlike Kant after her, she argues the moral status of actions are a product of their intention or 
motive.20  

Important Sections 
Propositions: Section I-V (pg. 1-9) 

Section VI. Enquiry the 1st. What is the Evidence of a God? (pg. 9-33) 
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Section VII. Enquiry the 3rd. After a Revelation (pg. 50-63) 
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