Design Argument Digest
The Teleological Argument (or Design Argument) is an a posteriori argument based on our experience of apparent design in the natural order of things. If it can be shown that there is design in nature then the obvious conclusion is that there must be a designer.

Aquinas’ Design Argument

An early version of the design argument comes from Aquinas’ “Fifth Way” and is based on Aquinas’ observation of the order and purpose in the world. He notes than things without intelligence cannot order themselves to achieve a purpose (his example is that an arrow cannot hit a target without an archer to guide it). Similarly, things like plants and lower animals do not have the intelligence to organise themselves, yet they are organised. Aquinas argues that something must guide this order: God.
We see that things which lack knowledge, such as natural bodies, act for an end, and this is evident from their acting always, or nearly always, in the same way, so as to obtain the best result. Hence it is plain that they achieve their end, not fortuitously [by luck] but designedly. Now, whatever lacks knowledge cannot move towards an end, unless it be directed by some being endowed with knowledge and intelligence; as the arrow is directed by the archer. Therefore, some intelligent being exists by whom all natural things are directed to their end and this being we call God.

Paley’s Design Argument

William Paley offers the classic version of the design argument in his “watchmaker” analogy, which develops Aquinas:
1. Suppose one stumbles across a watch on the floor while out for a walk. By looking at the watch we can probably conclude that it hasn’t happened purely by chance; there must be a watchmaker:

a. Intricacy – The watch includes many features intricately  working together to achieve their end.

b. Regularity – The watch doesn’t work random but keeps neat, regular time.

c. Beauty – The watch probably looks pleasing to the eye, it is laid out well.

d. Purpose – The watch has a clear reason for existing (to tell the time).

2. Paley points out that these features are good indicators that something has appeared because of deliberate design, rather than chance or luck.

3. He then goes on to ask whether we can see similar features in natural things. For example a tree:

a. Intricacy – Lots of different parts of the tree work together in delicate and intricate ways.

b. Regularity – The tree follows the seasons; its leaves follow regular patterns.

c. Beauty – The tree may well be pleasing to the eye

d. Purpose – The tree has obvious reasons to be there, it achieves a purpose.

4. Paley concludes that if features of man-made objects imply a designer, it is reasonable to conclude that similar features found in natural objects imply a designer for nature: that would be God.

Note: This argument relies on the analogy between man-made and natural objects for its strength.

Hume’s criticisms

1. The analogy between man-made and natural things is weak. We only know the watch is designed because it is so unlike anything in nature; we cannot compare the design of a watch to the “design” of nature.

2. Even if we accept some features of “design” in the natural world, it is a leap of logic to conclude a designer. All we conclude is that the world is ordered. Even this recognition has problems because we don’t know what an “undesigned” world might look like.

3. Order is a necessary feature of the world (without any order there would be no world to look at). It is not enough to show there is order and “design”: for the argument to succeed one must show that the order cannot have come from anywhere except God.
4. We cannot infer cause from effect. Just because we infer a designer because of a watch’s features doesn’t mean we can therefore infer a “designer” because of the design we think we see in the universe.

5. Even if the argument is accepted it tells us very little about the nature of the designer. In fact, the evidence of BAD design in the universe might challenge the Judaeo-Christian idea of God!

Mill’s criticism

John Stuart Mill takes up Hume’s final point and notes the suffering caused by nature. Natural disasters kill on a grand scale. Carnivorous creatures survive by eating others. If this was designed then the designer is a cruel one! 
The criticisms from evolution

Hume’s 4th criticism says that the TA can only be considered successful if the order seen in the universe cannot be explained any other way. Evolution suggests an alternative way of explaining the apparent “design” in nature through millions of generations of evolution by natural selection. If things in nature seem to be “designed” then it is because they have adapted to their environments over thousands of years.

Dawkins argues that this is a better explanation of the apparent “design” in nature, particularly because it also explains the cruelty of nature as highlighted in Mill’s criticism. For Dawkins, evolution is like nature’s “blind watchmaker”.
