Traditional Arguments Lesson Seven – 

Criticisms of the Teleological Argument
The Teleological argument is, in many ways, the most convincing of the arguments for God. However, it also has the strongest criticisms. What are we to do?! Analyse!
1. Evolution
a. The Blind Watchmaker

Richard Dawkins parodies William Paley by referring to evolution as “The Blind Watchmaker”. Where Paley sees the work of intelligent design in nature, Dawkins sees random chance and natural selection working together over millions of years to make things much more complex than a humble watch. (Link to his film about this on my blog)
b. Climbing Mount Improbable
The analogy Dawkins uses to explain this is “Mount Improbable”.
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For Dawkins, we are seeing history from the wrong perspective. If we look at the complexity of the universe as it is now then of course we might think, “That’s an impossible mountain to climb”. However, if we only look around the back of the mountain then you’ll find the mountain is actually very easy to get up, it just takes a lot of time.
Some philosophers have challenged his analogy as it seems to suggest that there is a pre-defined “Mount Improbable” to climb. While natural selection could be the force pushing species up the mountain, the fact that there is a mountain at all suggests a designer to have plotted its contours. (See the blog for a complete review)
2. Kant Objects in Principle
As before (with the cosmological argument), Kant objects that we cannot infer anything about God from the world around us. He distinguishes between “noumenal” and “phenomenal” objects. Noumena are those things which exist beyond all possible experience and phenomena are the things we directly experience. How can we prove that a noumenal thing (God) exists based on our experience of phenomena (the world) when there is no connection between them?
3. David Hume (1711-1776)
a. An unsound analogy

The teleological argument relies on the analogy between human creation and “creation” of natural things. Therefore the strength of the argument relies on the strength of the analogy. Hume argued that the analogy was unsound. We can identify human creations because they are not natural; however, the universe is natural and therefore the analogy is between natural and un-natural things and so the argument is flawed. We can witness human things being designed, but we have not seen the universe being designed.

b. Similar outcomes do not imply similar causes
Consider the birth of a child. It could have been naturally conceived or it could have been conceived through IVF (a test-tube baby). We can infer the design of the watch from its outcome, but it does not follow that we can infer the design of the universe from the outcome.

c. Is God a good designer?
Some things in the world appear to be poorly designed. Why do I have to wear glasses? Surely a perfect good could have designed me with good eyesight! Why are there natural disasters? Surely a perfect God could have designed a world without fault lines so there would be no earthquakes and volcanoes.

This calls into question the nature of God. If God did design the universe then either he isn’t able to do a very good job or he doesn’t care enough to bother.
d. The idea of a designer doesn’t tell us anything about the designer
Following on from this (and in a similar way to the cosmological argument) many have argued that we cannot make any assumptions about who designed the universe. This certainly isn’t evidence for the Judaeo-Christian God, any more than it is evidence for aliens creating the earth or a team of evil demons who god together to design a world.

4. AJ Ayer
Ayer argues that there is no way of concluding anything about “designed-ness” of the universe because we don’t know what an un-designed universe would look like. If we had another universe without any apparent design to compare ours to then we could possibly conclude that ours was designed. (Perhaps the fact that we haven’t found any other planets with our complexity counters this argument?)

5. Where does this creator God come from? Who designed God?
A common criticism of the teleological argument is extremely similar to a criticism of the cosmological argument. If God is complex enough to design the world, then surely there is a requirement for God to have been designed in the first place. Who designed God?

Of course, supporters of the teleological argument point out that God is outside of the universe and does not require a designer by definition. We then end up with a convenient caveat – all complex things need a designer (except God).
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