Philosophy of Religion Day 08, 2
Philosophy of Religion Day 8:		Teleological Argument/Intelligent Design

	Content:
1. The teleological argument
2. Hume’s criticism of the teleological argument

	Method:
1. Lecture (20 minutes)
2. Lecture (15 minutes) and discussion (15 minutes)




Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to understand the teleological argument. This is an a posteriori argument for God’s existence more commonly known as intelligent design. The basic idea is that the world seems as if there must have been an intelligent designer who created it with purposes in mind. Because many religious organizations have been attempting to get intelligent design taught alongside evolution in schools (sometimes through court cases), intelligent design is a phrase with which many students may be familiar. Hume’s criticism of the teleological argument is also introduced. 



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand the teleological argument.
2. Students should understand Hume’s criticism of the teleological argument.
3. Key Concepts: Teleology, intelligent design, argument by analogy



1. The Teleological Argument
Teleology is the study of purposes (sometimes also referred to as functions, or goals, or final causes). The teleological argument is loosely that there seems to be purposes designed into nature, and thus we can conclude that an intelligent designer of the world exists, which is God. Hence this argument is also known as the argument from intelligent design. 

The teleological argument has been made by many people in slightly different versions. The simplest versions basically just point out order and purposes that seem apparent in nature (for example, the purpose of the heart is to pump blood through the body) and suggest the best explanation is that there was an intelligent designer. We’ll look at a version presented by William Paley which explicitly uses an argument by analogy to make the argument stronger.

Paley asks us to suppose that we walk across a heath and find a stone and a watch. We wonder why they are there. There is a crucial difference between them. The watch demands an explanation because of the way in which its parts are shaped so as to work together to produce a specific result which would not have been achieved otherwise. Paley argues that we should conclude that there must have been a watchmaker. He says that we don’t need to know how watches are made to know that they’re deliberately designed. (Aside: do we need to know that a watch contains elements which we know are man-made and not naturally occurring?) It doesn’t change things that watches don’t always work perfectly, nor does it change things if we can’t figure out what some parts do. It’s implausible to say that the watch just randomly occurred. It’s not satisfying to say that the watch came about from a principle of order in nature. It’s also not satisfying to assign its occurrence to a law, since a law presupposes an agent. So it’s not good enough to say that it’s the nature of metal, glass, etc., to take these specific forms. The reasonable conclusion is that there was a watchmaker.

Now, Paley goes on, suppose that the watch can reproduce itself (like living things). This strengthens the conclusion (and our admiration for the designer). Then the second (progeny) watch is still caused by the designer, even if it was produced from the first watch. If there is a long series of watches, each raises the same issues of explanation. Paley says that even if the series is infinite, it doesn’t explain itself because there needs to be a contriver (but this is actually backwards, because we want to show the infinite series not explaining the existence of the watches as the reason for needing the designer). If the original watch must be explained by there being a designer, then this is even more clearly so for replicating watches.

Compare an eye with a telescope. They are very similar. A telescope is the product of intelligent design. So, by analogy, the same is probably true of the eye. Paley goes on to explicitly compare a watch with an eye (and similar organic things). He reminds us that irregularities and impurities matter little. There are two issues: 1) whether they need explaining by appeal to an intelligent designer; and 2) how much intelligence and skill must be ascribed to the designer for the explanation to be adequate. There is an apparent weakness, though; if God is perfect, then why do eyes go bad? The answer is that God must balance evidence of skill, power, and benevolence in other regards and so we should refer the blemishes to some cause other than a defect in the knowledge or benevolence of the author. 

The atheistic response, Paley says, is that all that we see must be in some form. So it might as well be in the present form as any other. But this is so unlikely as to be absurd, Paley claims. (Think here of how unlikely it is that natural materials happen to have been shaped by wind, elements, etc., into a functioning watch.) Another try might be that each form was tried, but most died. (Remember that Paley was writing before the theory of evolution was developed. This is a sort of crude precursor to evolution, but without the modern explanations of the production or natural selection of variations.) He argues that no reason can be given why these lost species have disappeared. (Again, the problem is that there was no account at the time of natural selection.) Nor, Paley goes on, can we rely on a principle of order. This approach just seems like a rewording of having a designer. (Aside: does a principle of order require a mind that creates it?) Furthermore, order is not universal, but exists only where we need it (e.g., an eye is orderly but a rock or mountain is not), so nature itself is not orderly. 

So, having responded to possible objections from atheists, we end up with the following general form for Paley’s argument:

I. We see a watch, which is complex and well organized. There are two possible explanations:
1. It is the product of intelligent design.
2. Random physical processes acting on a lump of metal produced it.
Clearly the first explanation is far more plausible.

II. We observe the universe, which is complex and well organized. There are two possible explanations:
1. It is the product of intelligent design.
2. Random physical processes produced it.
By analogy with the first argument, we should conclude that the first explanation is far more plausible.


2. Hume’s Criticisms of the Teleological Argument
Hume provided a famous philosophical criticism of the teleological argument. Remember that the teleological argument is essentially an argument by analogy. We know that for a watch there must have been a watchmaker. Since the universe is similar to a watch (in that both are complex and well organized), there must be an intelligent designer of the universe as well. Hume attacks this argument by saying that the analogy is not that strong.

Consider these arguments:

In human beings, the blood circulates.
Human beings and dogs are similar.
In dogs, the blood circulates.

In human beings, the blood circulates.
Human beings and plants are similar.
In plants, the blood circulates.

The first argument is much stronger than the second. That’s because an argument by analogy is only as strong as the similarity:

Object a has property P.
[n] 	Object a and object t are similar to degree n.
Object t has property P.

Here, the “[n]” to the left is to show that the strength of the conclusion is proportional to n.

Hume claims that the watch and the universe are not very similar. We know from experience that watches are made by watchmakers. In general, an inference from an observed effect to its conjectured cause must be based on induction. For example, if Sally has a rash, we infer that it’s from poison ivy. This inference is only reasonable if it’s based on prior knowledge that such rashes are usually caused by poison ivy, and this depends on having observed a large number of cases (sample size is important). But for the universe we have no previous samples! So the cases are dissimilar.

Hume goes on to make a few more points against the teleological argument:
1. Even if there is a “watchmaker,” couldn’t there be more than one? There could be multiple deities, or the watchmaker(s) might not be the classical-theistic God.
2. The teleological argument is a posteriori, but most theologians want an a priori proof of God’s existence (this objection is a bit outdated).
3. Why stop at God in explaining order in the universe? Why not demand an explanation of the order in God’s intelligence? We might as well stop at positing order in nature, Hume says, because then at least we stop the infinite regress sooner.

Discussion: Lead a discussion about the teleological argument and whether Hume’s criticism succeeds. Are an intelligent designer and random forces the only possible explanations of the order seen in the universe?

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: Read Stephen Jay Gould, The Panda’s Thumb, in the Bonjour and Baker text, pp. 534-538.
