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RSR Episode #16 
Design Arguments 

Part 2 of 4 
Design Arguments infer God’s existence from the fact that 
the universe is orderly, lawful, and seemingly purposeful.  
God is the cause of that order: he is the designer of the 
universe.  The two classic versions are Aquinas’ Teleologi-
cal Argument and Paley’s Analogical Argument.  —DMH 

     

From the Dialogues 
By David Hume 

David Hume.  Dialogues Concerning Human Religion.  1854.   
(http://www.anselm.edu/homepage/dbanach/dnr.htm) 

In these selections from David Hume’s classic work Dia-
logues Concerning Natural Religion, Hume offers a Design 
Argument through the character of Cleanthes (the advo-
cate of natural theology), then raises objections to it 
through the character of Philo (the religious skeptic).  
Hume offers additioanl objections to Design Arguments in 
Part 7 and elsewhere in the text. 

Part 2: Cleanthes’ Design Argument 
Cleanthes: I shall briefly explain how I conceive this matter. 

Look round the world: contemplate the whole and every part of it: 
you will find it to be nothing but one great machine, subdivided into 
an infinite number of lesser machines, which again admit of subdivi-
sions to a degree beyond what human senses and faculties can trace 
and explain. All these various machines, and even their most minute 
parts, are adjusted to each other with an accuracy which ravishes into 
admiration all men who have ever contemplated them. The curious 
adapting of means to ends, throughout all nature, resembles exactly, 
though it much exceeds, the productions of human contrivance; of 
human designs, thought, wisdom, and intelligence. Since, therefore, 

the effects resemble each other, we are led to infer, by all the rules of 
analogy, that the causes also resemble; and that the Author of Nature 
is somewhat similar to the mind of man, though possessed of much 
larger faculties, proportioned to the grandeur of the work which he 
has executed. By this argument a posteriori, and by this argument 
alone, do we prove at once the existence of a Deity, and his similar-
ity to human mind and intelligence.  

Part 4: Philo Vs Cleanthes on the Regress of Designers 
Philo: Nothing seems more delicate, with regard to its causes, 

than thought; and as these causes never operate in two persons after 
the same manner, so we never find two persons who think exactly 
alike. Nor indeed does the same person think exactly alike at any two 
different periods of time. A difference of age, of the disposition of 
his body, of weather, of food, of company, of books, of passions; any 
of these particulars, or others more minute, are sufficient to alter the 
curious machinery of thought, and communicate to it very different 
movements and operations. As far as we can judge, vegetables and 
animal bodies are not more delicate in their motions, nor depend 
upon a greater variety or more curious adjustment of springs and 
principles.  

How, therefore, shall we satisfy ourselves concerning the cause 
of that Being whom you suppose the Author of Nature, or, according 
to your system of Anthropomorphism, the ideal world, into which 
you trace the material? Have we not the same reason to trace that 
ideal world into another ideal world, or new intelligent principle? 
But if we stop, and go no further; why go so far? why not stop at the 
material world? How can we satisfy ourselves without going on in 
infinitum? And, after all, what satisfaction is there in that infinite 
progression? Let us remember the story of the Indian philosopher 
and his elephant. It was never more applicable than to the present 
subject. If the material world rests upon a similar ideal world, this 
ideal world must rest upon some other; and so on, without end. It 
were better, therefore, never to look beyond the present material 
world. By supposing it to contain the principle of its order within 
itself, we really assert it to be God; and the sooner we arrive at that 
Divine Being, so much the better. When you go one step beyond the 
mundane system, you only excite an inquisitive humor which it is 
impossible ever to satisfy. 
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To say, that the different ideas which compose the reason of the 
Supreme Being, fall into order of themselves, and by their own na-
ture, is really to talk without any precise meaning. If it has a mean-
ing, I would fain know, why it is not as good sense to say, that the 
parts of the material world fall into order of themselves and by their 
own nature. Can the one opinion be intelligible, while the other is not 
so?  

We have, indeed, experience of ideas which fall into order of 
themselves, and without any known cause. But, I am sure, we have a 
much larger experience of matter which does the same; as, in all in-
stances of generation and vegetation, where the accurate analysis of 
the cause exceeds all human comprehension. We have also experi-
ence of particular systems of thought and of matter which have no 
order; of the first in madness, of the second in corruption. Why, then, 
should we think, that order is more essential to one than the other? 
And if it requires a cause in both, what do we gain by your system, in 
tracing the universe of objects into a similar universe of ideas? The 
first step which we make leads us on for ever. It were, therefore, 
wise in us to limit all our enquiries to the present world, without 
looking further. No satisfaction can ever be attained by these specu-
lations, which so far exceed the narrow bounds of human under-
standing. 

It was usual with the Peripatetics,1 you know, Cleanthes, when 
the cause of any phenomenon was demanded, to have recourse to 
their faculties or occult qualities; and to say, for instance, that bread, 
nourished by its nutritive faculty, and senna purged by its purgative. 
But it has been discovered, that this subterfuge was nothing but the 
disguise of ignorance; and that these philosophers, though less in-
genuous, really said the same thing with the sceptics or the vulgar, 
who fairly confessed that they knew not the cause of these phenom-
ena. In like manner, when it is asked, what cause produces order in 
the ideas of the Supreme Being; can any other reason be assigned by 
you, Anthropomorphites, than that it is a rational faculty, and that 
such is the nature of the Deity? But why a similar answer will not be 
equally satisfactory in accounting for the order of the world, without 
having recourse to any such intelligent creator as you insist on, may 
be difficult to determine. It is only to say, that such is the nature of 

                                                
1 Followers of Aristotle’s philosophy. 

material objects, and that they are all originally possessed of a fac-
ulty of order and proportion. These are only more learned and elabo-
rate ways of confessing our ignorance; nor has the one hypothesis 
any real advantage above the other, except in its greater conformity 
to vulgar prejudices. 

Cleanthes: You have displayed this argument with great empha-
sis, replied Cleanthes. You seem not sensible how easy it is to an-
swer it. Even in common life, if I assign a cause for any event, is it 
any objection, Philo, that I cannot assign the cause of that cause, and 
answer every new question which may incessantly be started? And 
what philosophers could possibly submit to so rigid a rule? philoso-
phers, who confess ultimate causes to be totally unknown; and are 
sensible, that the most refined principles into which they trace the 
phenomena, are still to them as inexplicable as these phenomena 
themselves are to the vulgar. The order and arrangement of nature, 
the curious adjustment of final causes, the plain use and intention of 
every part and organ; all these bespeak in the clearest language an 
intelligent cause or author. The heavens and the earth join in the 
same testimony: the whole chorus of Nature raises one hymn to the 
praises of its Creator. You alone, or almost alone, disturb this general 
harmony. You start abstruse doubts, cavils, and objections: you ask 
me, what is the cause of this cause? I know not; I care not; that con-
cerns not me. I have found a Deity; and here I stop my enquiry. Let 
those go further, who are wiser or more enterprising.  

Philo: I pretend to be neither, replied Philo: and for that very 
reason, I should never perhaps have attempted to go so far; espe-
cially when I am sensible, that I must at last be contented to sit down 
with the same answer, which, without further trouble, might have 
satisfied me from the beginning. If I am still to remain in utter igno-
rance of causes, and can absolutely give an explication of nothing, I 
shall never esteem it any advantage to shove off for a moment a dif-
ficulty, which, you acknowledge, must immediately, in its full force, 
recur upon me. Naturalists indeed very justly explain particular ef-
fects by more general causes, though these general causes them-
selves should remain in the end totally inexplicable; but they never 
surely thought it satisfactory to explain a particular effect by a par-
ticular cause, which was no more to be accounted for than the effect 
itself. An ideal system, arranged of itself, without a precedent design, 
is not a whit more explicable than a material one, which attains its 
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order in a like manner; nor is there any more difficulty in the latter 
supposition than in the former. 

Part 5: Philo Vs Cleanthes on the Nature of the Designer 
Philo: But to shew you still more inconveniences, continued 

Philo, in your Anthropomorphism, please to take a new survey of 
your principles. Like effects prove like causes. This is the experimen-
tal argument; and this, you say too, is the sole theological argument. 
Now, it is certain, that the liker the effects are which are seen, and 
the liker the causes which are inferred, the stronger is the argument. 
Every departure on either side diminishes the probability, and ren-
ders the experiment less conclusive. You cannot doubt of the princi-
ple; neither ought you to reject its consequences.  

All the new discoveries in astronomy, which prove the immense 
grandeur and magnificence of the works of Nature, are so many ad-
ditional arguments for a Deity, according to the true system of The-
ism; but, according to your hypothesis of experimental Theism, they 
become so many objections, by removing the effect still further from 
all resemblance to the effects of human art and contrivance. … 

The discoveries by microscopes, as they open a new universe in 
miniature, are still objections, according to you, arguments, accord-
ing to me. The further we push our researches of this kind, we are 
still led to infer the universal cause of all to be vastly different from 
mankind, or from any object of human experience and observation.  

And what say you to the discoveries in anatomy, chemistry, 
botany? . . . . .  

Cleanthes: These surely are no objections, replied Cleanthes; 
they only discover new instances of art and contrivance. It is still the 
image of mind reflected on us from innumerable objects.  

Philo: Add, a mind like the human, said Philo.  
Cleanthes: I know of no other, replied Cleanthes.  
Philo: And the liker the better, insisted Philo.  
Cleanthes: To be sure, said Cleanthes. 
Philo: Now, Cleanthes, said Philo, with an air of alacrity and 

triumph, mark the consequences. First, By this method of reasoning, 
you renounce all claim to infinity in any of the attributes of the De-
ity. For, as the cause ought only to be proportioned to the effect, and 
the effect, so far as it falls under our cognizance, is not infinite; what 
pretensions have we, upon your suppositions, to ascribe that attribute 
to the Divine Being? You will still insist, that, by removing him so 

much from all similarity to human creatures, we give in to the most 
arbitrary hypothesis, and at the same time weaken all proofs of his 
existence. 

Secondly, You have no reason, on your theory, for ascribing 
perfection to the Deity, even in his finite capacity, or for supposing 
him free from every error, mistake, or incoherence, in his undertak-
ings. There are many inexplicable difficulties in the works of Nature, 
which, if we allow a perfect author to be proved a priori, are easily 
solved, and become only seeming difficulties, from the narrow ca-
pacity of man, who cannot trace infinite relations. But according to 
your method of reasoning, these difficulties become all real; and per-
haps will be insisted on, as new instances of likeness to human art 
and contrivance. At least, you must acknowledge, that it is impossi-
ble for us to tell, from our limited views, whether this system con-
tains any great faults, or deserves any considerable praise, if com-
pared to other possible, and even real systems. Could a peasant, if the 
Aeneid were read to him, pronounce that poem to be absolutely fault-
less, or even assign to it its proper rank among the productions of 
human wit, he, who had never seen any other production? 

But were this world ever so perfect a production, it must still 
remain uncertain, whether all the excellences of the work can justly 
be ascribed to the workman. If we survey a ship, what an exalted 
idea must we form of the ingenuity of the carpenter who framed so 
complicated, useful, and beautiful a machine? And what surprise 
must we feel, when we find him a stupid mechanic, who imitated 
others, and copied an art, which, through a long succession of ages, 
after multiplied trials, mistakes, corrections, deliberations, and con-
troversies, had been gradually improving? Many worlds might have 
been botched and bungled, throughout an eternity, ere this system 
was struck out; much labor lost, many fruitless trials made; and a 
slow, but continued improvement carried on during infinite ages in 
the art of world-making. In such subjects, who can determine, where 
the truth; nay, who can conjecture where the probability lies, amidst 
a great number of hypotheses which may be proposed, and a still 
greater which may be imagined?  

And what shadow of an argument, continued Philo, can you 
produce, from your hypothesis, to prove the unity of the Deity? A 
great number of men join in building a house or ship, in rearing a 
city, in framing a commonwealth; why may not several deities com-
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bine in contriving and framing a world? This is only so much greater 
similarity to human affairs. By sharing the work among several, we 
may so much further limit the attributes of each, and get rid of that 
extensive power and knowledge, which must be supposed in one de-
ity, and which, according to you, can only serve to weaken the proof 
of his existence. And if such foolish, such vicious creatures as man, 
can yet often unite in framing and executing one plan, how much 
more those deities or demons, whom we may suppose several de-
grees more perfect! 

To multiply causes without necessity, is indeed contrary to true 
philosophy: but this principle applies not to the present case. Were 
one deity antecedently proved by your theory, who were possessed 
of every attribute requisite to the production of the universe; it would 
be needless, I own, (though not absurd,) to suppose any other deity 
existent. But while it is still a question, Whether all these attributes 
are united in one subject, or dispersed among several independent 
beings, by what phenomena in nature can we pretend to decide the 
controversy? Where we see a body raised in a scale, we are sure that 
there is in the opposite scale, however concealed from sight, some 
counterpoising weight equal to it; but it is still allowed to doubt, 
whether that weight be an aggregate of several distinct bodies, or one 
uniform united mass. And if the weight requisite very much exceeds 
any thing which we have ever seen conjoined in any single body, the 
former supposition becomes still more probable and natural. An in-
telligent being of such vast power and capacity as is necessary to 
produce the universe, or, to speak in the language of ancient philoso-
phy, so prodigious an animal exceeds all analogy, and even compre-
hension.  

But further, Cleanthes: men are mortal, and renew their species 
by generation; and this is common to all living creatures. The two 
great sexes of male and female, says Milton, animate the world. Why 
must this circumstance, so universal, so essential, be excluded from 
those numerous and limited deities? Behold, then, the theogony of 
ancient times brought back upon us. 

And why not become a perfect Anthropomorphite? Why not as-
sert the deity or deities to be corporeal, and to have eyes, a nose, 
mouth, ears, etc.? Epicurus maintained, that no man had ever seen 
reason but in a human figure; therefore the gods must have a human 

figure. And this argument, which is deservedly so much ridiculed by 
Cicero, becomes, according to you, solid and philosophical. 

In a word, Cleanthes, a man who follows your hypothesis is 
able perhaps to assert, or conjecture, that the universe, sometime, 
arose from something like design: but beyond that position he cannot 
ascertain one single circumstance; and is left afterwards to fix every 
point of his theology by the utmost license of fancy and hypothesis. 
This world, for aught he knows, is very faulty and imperfect, com-
pared to a superior standard; and was only the first rude essay of 
some infant deity, who afterwards abandoned it, ashamed of his lame 
performance: it is the work only of some dependent, inferior deity; 
and is the object of derision to his superiors: it is the production of 
old age and dotage in some superannuated deity; and ever since his 
death, has run on at adventures, from the first impulse and active 
force which it received from him. You justly give signs of horror, 
Demea, at these strange suppositions; but these, and a thousand more 
of the same kind, are Cleanthes’s suppositions, not mine. From the 
moment the attributes of the Deity are supposed finite, all these have 
place. And I cannot, for my part, think that so wild and unsettled a 
system of theology is, in any respect, preferable to none at all. … 

     
 


