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N the previous two issues we discussed the ontological and 
cosmological arguments. A third 'proof' is the so-called tele-
ological argument (from the Greek ‘teleos’, meaning ‘pur-

pose’ or ‘aim’, and logos, meaning ‘blueprint’ or ‘plan’). This is 
the argument from design. It says that nature displays such order, 
complexity and beauty that it must have been purposely designed 
in this way  – like a watch in the analogy made by many writers, 
most famously the English clergyman and theologian William 
Paley, whose work Natural Theology appeared in 1802. Paley 
writes about finding a stone and a watch while crossing a heath. 
We would regard the stone as part of nature but see the watch as 
an artifice put together for a purpose. Just as the watch implies a 
watchmaker, so an eye implies an eye-maker, and, according to 
Paley, that “would be alone sufficient to support the conclusion 
which we draw from it, as to the necessity of an intelligent cre-
ator”. And, since the universe is more intricate and complex than a 
watch, it must have a great architect or designer behind it, namely 
God, who designed the stone and everything else. 

Another way of expressing Paley’s view of purposeful design is 
simply to say that there is striking regularity and order in the 
universe, which seems to conform to basic scientific laws and 
that this orderliness requires some kind of explanation. For ex-
ample, the law of cohesion ensures that objects hold together and 
the law of gravity ensures that stones will fall. Indeed the uni-
verse is so fine-tuned that it seems to have been designed to sup-
port life on earth  –  in the words of the British astronomer Fred 
Hoyle, it looks like a 'put-up job'. The so-called anthropic princi-
ple is sometimes presented as an updated version of Paley's 
watchmaker, though this is not so: the principle merely states that 
the properties of the universe are consistent with the existence of 
intelligent observers. However, it is often used by theists to argue 
for a universe intelligently designed for human habitation on the 
grounds that if the physical properties of the universe are precisely 
the values necessary to produce life, then it is unlikely that life 
arose by chance. God is thus seen as the fine-tuner who created a 
life-friendly universe. 

The teleological argument can be presented in biological or cos-
mic form. First, it is argued that organisms have features that 
enable them to adapt to the environment. The eye, for example, 
helps us to survive by perceiving objects around us, yet if parts 
of it were slightly different, we would not be able to see. Second, 
in cosmic terms, the universe itself obeys certain stable laws and 
has certain physical features that permit human life to exist. For 
example, our sun is neither too hot nor too cold and the zone 
around it in which we exist – known as the Goldilocks zone  – is 
not too hot or too cold but just right to allow our planet to have 
liquid water. Also, as a result of the unique properties of the hy-
drogen atom, water itself is lighter in its solid than its liquid form 
and therefore ice floats, yet if it didn't the oceans would freeze 
from the bottom up and earth would be covered in solid ice. If 
earth were not located precisely where it is, then we might also 
not have AIDS viruses, congenital deformities, or death itself.  

We also have to realise that there are possibly 30 billion planets 
in our galaxy and 100 billion galaxies in the universe. Indeed the 
tract of space-time that we inhabit may be just one of an infinite 
number of universes. If we inhabit a multiverse, then the chances 
of life somewhere out there are even greater. Even if there is only 
a billion to one chance of life, it is clear that in our galaxy alone 
there could be 30 planets which are inhabited by life forms. 500 

years ago Copernicus replaced the earth-centred model of the 
planetary system with a sun-centred model. Now, believers in 
intelligent design are again trying to place humankind centre-
stage. But they are ignoring the distinct possibility of life in other 
planets in a multiverse. 

One obvious but important point is that, even if valid, the teleo-
logical argument points not to a singular designer but several. 
Just as several people are involved in the making of a watch, so 
the more complex the design in the living world, the greater the 
number of designers that would be necessary. To illustrate, a 
paper plane is easily designed by one person, but a space shuttle 
requires hundreds of people to get going. The complexity of the 
universe(s), by this logic, is so great that it would require many 
gods to construct: multigods in a multiverse. As Hume wrote: “A 
great number of men join together in building a house or ship, in 
rearing a city, in framing a commonwealth: why may not several 
Deities combine in contriving and framing a world?”(Dialogues 
Concerning Natural Religion). In this reasoning, the sun would 
be made by a sunmaker, the snow by a snowmaker, life by a 
lifemaker, and so on. We do not have to assume that any one of 
these deities has any supreme intelligence. Indeed, considering 
some of the deficiencies of nature, we might conclude that some 
of them are, in Hume’s words, ‘stupid mechanics’.   

Paley’s argument is actually based on an internal contradiction and 
several flaws. First, he implies that the watch is both different from 
nature which, in the form of the stone, is uncomplicated and ran-
dom, and also similar to nature, in the form of the eye, in being 
complex and ordered. Second, he illogically assumes that because 
two different objects have a common quality i.e. complexity, there-
fore they must have another common quality, i.e. a watchmaker/
designer. We also have the problem of who designed the designer? 
  
Watchmakers have fathers, after all. Nor are watches made out of 
nothing: they require many different people producing at least 130 
components, including the basic metal, a mainspring, balance 
wheel, escapement, gear train, winding stem, dial train, and so on, 
whereas Paley’s deity apparently made the universe ex nihilo. 
Finally, as Hume indicated, we can only ascribe to a cause what-
ever qualities are needed to produce the effect. So the design ar-
gument, if valid, would only prove the existence of a designer. It 
would not prove that this being has the other attributes commonly 
ascribed to a god, such as omnipotence, omniscience and  
omnibenevolence.                                                                       ––>             
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The eye is not in any case, like Paley’s watch, a model of perfec-
tion. The human eye is wired backward. In all vertebrate eyes the 
‘wire’ from each of three million light-sensitive retinal cells 
passes in front of the retina, and the collection is bundled into the 
optic nerve, creating a blind spot. This arrangement of wires 
leading away from the backside, not light side, of the light-sensi-
tive cells is the reverse of what any good designer would con-
struct. On the other hand, the wires do lead from the backside of 
the separately evolved eyes of the squid, octopus, and other 
cephalopods. The notional designer would thus appear to favour 
squid over humans. The eye is also subject to several weakness-
es, such as astigmatism, macula degeneration and presbyopia.  

Other parts of our anatomy could have been better ‘designed’. 
Our bones lose minerals after the age of thirty, our muscles atro-
phy, and our leg veins become large and twisted. The openings of 
our tubes for breathing and swallowing are so close that we often 
choke. The appendix serves no apparent purpose, but it is infec-
tion-prone, leading to inflammation and potentially fatal appen-
dicitis. The male prostate gland enlarges in later life and impedes 
urine flow. A better designed human, one that would live to a 
hundred in better health, would have bigger ears, rewired eyes, a 
curved neck, a forward-tilting torso, shorter limbs and stature, 
better padding around joints, a reversed knee joint, and more. 
     
What we observe in nature is not design in Paley’s sense. It is 
order, pattern, symmetry. If he had referred to a plant instead of a 
stone the point would be easily made that a human being is an 
organism like the plant rather than a machine like the watch, and 
perhaps even the universe itself is an organism which grows and 
reproduces in a regular manner. Thus 'laws of nature' are simply 
our way of describing how things behave. Many of them are 
statistical averages such as would emerge from the laws of 
chance. Nor were human beings 'designed'. It is not that the envi-
ronment was made to be suitable to us, but that by slow, gradual, 
cumulative selection we grew to be suitable to it. As Richard 
Dawkins suggests, the only watchmaker in nature is the blind 
force of physics and, as far as life is concerned, the blind watch-
maker is natural selection (The Blind Watchmaker, 1988, p5). 

In other words, the argument from design has been shown to be 
false by Darwinism. The discovery of fossils, the existence of 
transitional species, the DNA and anatomical connections be-
tween humans and other animals, the use of animals in medical 
research, even the observation of evolution in the laboratory, all 
falsify the hypothesis of a God who created separate, unchanging 
species of life-forms at one time. Indeed evolution implies that 
humanity was an accident and not a special creation. However, 
while evolution explains steps in the process of the development 
of life, it does not appear to explain the origin of life itself, which 
means that some prebiological process may have been involved.  
Some theists argue that the original non-living matter  – which 
they call the ‘original replicator’  – from which the first living 
thing evolved must have been created rather than evolved, but 
biologists and chemists have long identified a number of natural-
ly occurring molecules and crystals that can replicate in ways 
that could lead to natural selection. 

Since the late 1980s attempts have been made to revive the teleo-
logical argument, and the term ‘Intelligent Design’ surfaced in 
America after ‘creation science’ was ruled to be a religious con-
cept and therefore constitutionally unfit to be taught in public 
schools. Its supporters maintain that it leaves open the question 
of who the designer might be. Nevertheless, it is really a reli-
gious concept cloaked in the language of science and nothing 
more than stealth creationism, neo-creationism or, if you like, 
creationism dressed up in a lab coat. In 1996 Michael Behe, a 
biochemist, published Darwin’s Black Box: The Biochemical 
Challenge to Evolution, in which he argues that complex biolog-
ical structures could not possibly have been produced gradually 
by evolution because they possess a quality he calls irreducible 
complexity and cannot function unless each of their parts is in 

place.  Since natural selection can only choose among systems 
that are already working, there is no way that Darwinian mecha-
nisms could have fashioned the complex systems found in living 
cells. And if such systems could not have evolved, they must have 
been designed. Examples are the lens and retina of the eye and the 
molecular components of blood clotting. Or, to simplify, a bird 
cannot fly without hollow bones, avian wing structure, and feath-
ers. Take away any of these components, and flight is impossible. 

This is patent nonsense. Fossil evidence indicates that a reptile 
mutation produced pinnate scales and, through a process of nat-
ural selection, the scales became feathers. After feathers evolved, 
front legs evolved to wing structures. Further down the line, 
natural selection favoured birds with hollow bones. To suggest 
that each and every piece of a machine, mechanical or biochemi-
cal, must be assembled in its final form before anything useful 
can emerge is just plain wrong. ‘Irreducibile complexity’ fails to 
take into account numerous other pathways that a particular or-
ganism can evolve through  – it assumes that evolution must go 
through ‘additive’ processes to achieve its conclusion and this 
isn't the case. For many organs, removal of a part may render it 
useless for its current function, but the organ could have been 
useful to the organism for some other function. Insect wings, for 
example, before they were large enough to be effective for flight, 
were used as heat-exchange panels. 

Darwin himself pointed out in The Origin of Species that “dis-
tinct organs sometimes perform simultaneously the same func-
tion in the same individual. To give on instance, there are fish 
with gills, at the same time they breathe free air in their swim-
bladders... one of the two organs might with ease be modified 
and perfected so as to perform all the work by itself, being aided 
during the process of modification by the other organ; and then 
this other organ might be modified for some other quite distinct 
purpose, or be quite obliterated”. The illustration of the swim-
bladder in fishes demonstrates the important fact that an organ 
originally constructed for the purpose of flotation may be convert-
ed into one for a wholly different purpose, in this case respiration. 

Some neo-creationists have manufactured other arguments. In 
Intelligent Design (1999) William Dembski claims that design in 
nature is mathematically demonstrable. The Pythagoreans in the 
6th century BCE declared that “all is number”, and Galileo fa-
mously stated that our universe is a ‘grand book’ written in the 
language of mathematics. According to him, God is a geometer 
and created the universe as a geometrical pattern. Consider four 
modern discoveries. Einstein upended our universe using nothing 
more than careful reasoning and mathematical calculations. The 
Higgs Boson was predicted with the same tool as the planet Nep-
tune and the radio wave, i.e. with mathematics. Is the universe 
therefore a mathematical structure? Max Tegmark, a physics 
professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, thinks so, 
and in Our Mathematical Universe (2014) he suggests that we 
are all part of a giant mathematical object, which in turn is part 
of a huge multiverse. This intriguing theory seems to be a flight 
of fancy: most scientists don’t buy it and maintain that mathe-
matics is a human construction. 

There is one final point to be made about the teleological argu-
ment. Return to Paley’s analogy of the watch. It is designed for 
something, i.e. to show the time. Theists are so preoccupied with 
trying to prove design in the universe that they generally fail to 
address the question of why a God made it. We are back with the 
questions we posed in the cosmological argument. Why, for ex-
ample, did God create such a vast universe and other planets if 
there is only life on earth? Why did he create human beings at 
all? Why did he create Hitler and Stalin as well as the Buddha 
and Confucius? Why did he create mosquitos, tsetse flies and 
carpet vipers? When asked such questions, the usual reply is 
either that he did it for his own glory or that his purpose is a 
mystery. We are left with the concept of a mixed up, enigmatic, 
egotistical deity whose creation lacks any coherent sense.        q
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