
William Paley 1743–1805
Paley was by all accounts a gifted lecturer, adored 
by his students. He was also an intellectual 
powerhouse, having graduated in 1763 as ‘Senior 
Wrangler’ from Christ’s College, Cambridge, 
meaning that he was the highest ranking 
mathematics undergraduate at Cambridge University. 
He also rose through the ranks of the Anglican 
Church, becoming Archdeacon of Carlisle in 1782.

This information is useful mainly in order to give you a snapshot wof his 
stature and nature. For everything else about Paley, should judge him 
by his writings.2

●● Paley’s Analogical Argument: its basis in 
observation
1 Paley’s argument is a posteriori, meaning that it is based on sense 

experience: we observe the world through touch, taste, hearing, smell 
and sight, and we draw conclusions from what our senses tell us.

Key term
a posteriori arguments which 
depend on sense experience: 
think of ‘posterior’ – behind / 
after sense experience. For 
example, that ‘oak trees grow 
from acorns’ can only be known 
by sense experience and not by 
logic.

Section A: Philosophy of Religion

 1.1 Arguments for the 
Existence God
The Design Argument

This chapter will cover:
● Paley’s Analogical Argument
● Criticisms of Design Arguments from David Hume

You will need to consider six things for this section
1 The basis of Paley’s Analogical Argument in observation and 

thought.

2 Paley’s Analogical Design Argument.

3 Criticisms of Design Arguments from David Hume.

4 The strengths and weaknesses of Paley’s argument.

5 The status of Paley’s argument as a ‘proof’.

6 The value of Paley’s argument for religious faith.
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Key terms
inductive arguments which 
use reasoning in which the 
premises seek to supply strong 
evidence for (not absolute proof 
of) the truth of the conclusion. 
Inductive arguments are 
probabilistic. They can be used 
to argue from what we see in 
the world back to the supposed 
cause.

premise a proposition that 
supports, or helps to support, a 
conclusion.

2 Further, the argument is inductive. Inductive reasoning is where we 
use premises to supply strong evidence for the truth of the conclusion. 
Inductive arguments are about what is probably true, and they give us 
new knowledge. Since I’ve owned many cats, here’s an example based on 
my observations about cats:

● All the cats that I have observed have had fur.
● Tomorrow I am going on holiday to Canada.
● The cats I see in Canada will probably have fur.

 The third line of the argument gives us knowledge, but it can only be 
probably true. In fact, until the 1970s, my conclusion would probably 
have been true for every observation of cats I would ever make, but 
during the 1970s breeders developed a fur-less cat known as the 
Canadian Sphynx, and as a matter of fact one turned up two weeks ago 
in the house next to mine.

 Since Paley’s argument is a posteriori and inductive, his conclusion that 
the universe was designed is at best probably true, and it might turn out 
to be false.

3 Paley’s argument is based on three particular observations about the world:

● Its complexity. Paley goes into great detail concerning his observations 
about the complexity of the natural world. He looks at the complexity 
of biological organisms and organs, such as the eye. He also looks at 
the complexity of the laws of nature by which everything is governed.

● Its regularity. Paley observes in particular the regularity of the orbits of 
comets, moons and planets and the regularity of the seasons of the year.

● Its purpose. Paley observes that the machines we make are built for a 
purpose. The complexity and regularity of a watch implies that it has a 
purpose, even if we do not know what the purpose is. Our observation 
of the complexity and regularity of the world therefore implies that the 
world too has a purpose.

4 On the basis of these observations, Paley formulated his inductive Design 
Argument, which can be summarised as follows:

● Some objects in the world show clear evidence that they were designed 
because they exhibit complexity, regularity and purpose.

● The universe appears to exhibit complexity, regularity and purpose.
● So it is likely that the universe was designed.

5 In summary, Paley argues inductively from what we can see in the world 
(the appearance of design) back to the supposed cause (God).

●● Paley’s analogical Design Argument
Paley’s arguments have three main foundations in philosophical and 
religious thought.

● Aristotle’s argument that everything in nature moves towards a final end 
or purpose.

● Aquinas’ earlier analogical Design Argument of the archer and the arrow.
− The long tradition of natural theology in the Christian Church (hence 

the title of his book – Natural Theology … ).

Key term
natural theology the view that 
questions about God’s existence, 
nature and attributes can be 
answered without referring to 
scripture or to any other form of 
special revelation, by using reason, 
science, history and observation.
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Paley’s argument here is simple. If, while crossing a heath, I come across 
two objects, the first a stone and the second a watch, and I ask myself 
how they came to be there, I would have to give different answers to this 
question. For the stone, it would not be absurd to suppose it had been there 
forever; but the watch is quite clearly different, because closer inspection 
shows that it is a complex artefact.

To put Paley’s mention of the watch into context (Natural Theology was 
first published in 1802), remember that watches then were rather different 
artefacts to the comparatively dainty objects that most of us wear upon our 
wrists. Paley would be thinking about something like the watch shown 
here, where unclipping the hinge between the front and the back would 
reveal a complex arrangement of gears and levers.

In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a 
stone, and were asked how the stone came to be there; I 
might possibly answer, that, for any thing I knew to the 
contrary, it had lain there for ever: nor would it perhaps 
be very easy to show the absurdity of this answer. But 
suppose I had found a watch upon the ground, and it 
should be inquired how the watch happened to be in 
that place; I should hardly think of the answer which I 
had before given, that, for any thing I knew, the watch 
might have always been there. Yet why should not this 
answer serve for the watch as well as for the stone; why 
is it not as admissible in the second case, as in the fi rst? 
For this reason, and for no other, viz. that, when we come 
to inspect the watch, we perceive (what we could not 
discover in the stone) that its several parts are framed and 
put together for a purpose, e.g. that they are so formed 
and adjusted as to produce motion, and that motion so 

regulated as to point out the hour of the day; that, if the 
different parts had been differently shaped from what 
they are, of a different size from what they are, or placed 
after any other manner, or in any other order, than that in 
which they are placed, either no motion at all would have 
been carried on in the machine, or none which would 
have answered the use that is now served by it.

… This mechanism being observed … the inference, 
we think, is inevitable, that the watch must have had a 
maker: that there must have existed, at some time, and at 
some place or other, an artifi cer or artifi cers who formed 
it for the purpose which we fi nd it actually to answer; 
who comprehended its construction, and designed its use.

▲ Paley: Natural Theology; or, Evidences of the Existence and 
Attributes of the Deity collected from the Appearances of Nature, 
1802. Ch.1, 1–3. (Note 1)
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Looking at these pictures, we could not suppose of Paley’s watch what we 
could suppose of the stone – that it had always been there. For example, the 
watch would contain brass – a metal that is commonly selected in watch-
making because of its elasticity and anti-rusting properties. The front face 
would be covered with glass, both to protect the hands of the watch and 
to enable the numbers engraved on the face to be seen. The gears and cogs 
inside the watch would lead you to suppose that they were responsible for 
the regularity of the movement; moreover if only one part of the mechanism 
had been different (such as one cog being too large or too small), then 
the movement would fail. Eventually you would realise further that the 
movement had an obvious purpose – to tell the time. From the existence of 
the watch and its properties we could infer the existence of a watchmaker.

Like a good politician, Paley then anticipated some objections to his 
argument. For example:

● Some might object that if the watch is broken, or does not work properly, 
that would weaken his argument. Paley answers that even if that were 
the case, he would still know that the broken watch was designed. 

● The same would be true if he could not work out what all the parts did.
● Some might object to Paley by claiming that there just happens to be a 

principle of order in material things which had somehow brought the 
parts of the watch into their present form and situation. Paley sees this 
as nonsense – watches do not get made by any ‘principle of order’ other 
than that found in the mind of a watchmaker.

● Nor would he change his mind if somebody told him he was ignorant of 
the whole matter – Paley says that he would know enough to understand 
that the watch was designed.

From here, Paley went on to develop his analogy.

Paley’s analogy
An inference is a conclusion reached through evidence and reasoning. 
An analogy is an inference where information or meaning is transferred 
from one subject to another. Paley is transferring his inference about the 
organisation and design of watches to the organisation and design of nature.

Paley’s analogy is this:

From the existence of a watch that I can see, I can infer the existence of a 
watchmaker who I cannot see. Equally, from the existence of the universe 
that I can see, I can infer the existence of its creator and designer who I 
cannot see. Moreover, since watches have a purpose (to tell the time), God 
must also have a purpose in creating the universe, which, ultimately, is the 
creation of intelligent beings such as ourselves. Further, the design of the 
universe is far more wonderful than that of anything designed by humans, 
from which Paley concludes that the designer of the universe has to be of a 
far greater calibre than any human designer.

Key terms
analogy to get to analogy, start 
with inference. An inference is 
a conclusion reached through 
evidence and reasoning. An 
analogy is an inference where 
information or meaning is 
transferred from one subject to 
another.

inference (see analogy)

… Every indication of contrivance, every manifestation 
of design, which existed in the watch, exists in the works 
of nature; with the difference, on the side of nature, 
of being greater and more, and that in a degree which 
exceeds all computation. I mean that the contrivances of 
nature surpass the contrivances of art, in the complexity, 
subtility [subtlety], and curiosity of the mechanism; and 

still more, if possible, do they go beyond them in number 
and variety; yet, in a multitude of cases, are not less 
evidently mechanical, not less evidently contrivances, 
not less evidently accommodated to their end, or suited 
to their offi ce, than are the most perfect productions of 
human ingenuity.

▲ Paley: Natural Theology (1802), III, 18.

873959_1.1_AQA_A_level_RS_001-016.indd   5 12/09/16   11:51 am

Draft

© Hodder Education



6

 Co
m

po
ne

nt
 1

 
 P

hi
lo

so
ph

y 
of

 re
lig

io
n 

an
d 

et
hi

cs

Paley gives some rather exhaustive examples of what he means, for example:

● The eye in all creatures is superbly adapted for vision.
● Fish have fins and gills so that they are perfectly adapted to living in 

water.
● Equally, birds have feathers, bones and wings that are perfectly adapted 

to flight.
● Paley considered the grandest of God’s works to be the heavenly bodies – 

the stars, planets and comets – and the awe-inspiring regularity of their 
orbits.

In summary, Paley’s Design Argument is that the universe exhibits design 
through its implied purpose and through regularity. The main argument 
being from purpose explains why Paley’s argument is also called the 
‘Teleological Argument’, telos being the Greek for ‘end’, or ‘purpose’.

We now need to look at Hume’s objections to Design Arguments.

●● Criticisms of Design Arguments from 
David Hume

Hume’s critique of Design Arguments appears in Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion (1779). The text of the Dialogues is available online. (Note 2)

In the first place, avoid these three common errors:

1 Avoid the error of thinking that Hume was commenting on Paley’s 
Design Argument. Hume died in 1776 and Paley published Natural 
Theology 26 years later, in 1802. Hume showed amazing foresight in so 
far as many of his comments do apply to Paley’s argument; nevertheless 
his anticipation of Paley is not the miracle that might have convinced 
Hume that miracles do happen.

2 Avoid the error of assuming that Paley had no knowledge of Hume’s 
critique of Design Arguments. It is a fact that Paley had read at least some 
of Hume’s Dialogues, for the simple reason that he says as much in Natural 
Theology, 1802, XXVI, 512, where he refers to ‘Mr. Hume, in his posthumous 
dialogues …’. It is hard to say whether Paley makes direct replies to Hume. 
Perhaps Paley decided not to dignify Hume’s complaints with an answer.

3 Do not turn into a parrot. Students often learn Hume’s objections to 
Design Arguments parrot-fashion, sometimes reducing them to a list 
of simple phrases or even single words. It is better to engage fully with 
fewer of Hume’s objections than to regurgitate all of them without 
understanding.

Key term
teleological telos in Greek 
means ‘end’ or ‘purpose’, so 
‘The Teleological Argument 
for the existence of God’ seeks 
to show that we can perceive 
evidence of deliberate design in 
the natural world.

David Hume 1711–1776
Hume was a Scottish philosopher, born in Edinburgh. 
He was an empiricist, a sceptic and probably an atheist. 
Hume had a superb intellect and used it to rather 
devastating effect in his various critiques of religion.
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Hume’s arguments
The following gives you a selection of some of Hume’s main arguments.

1 Even if we grant that the universe was designed, there is no evidence 
that this was the God of Christian theism. A lesser being could have 
designed the universe.

Hume is using one of his guiding principles here: that a cause must be 
proportional to its effect. Put another way: a wise man proportions 
his belief to his evidence. Imagine yourself hard at work in the 
classroom, when from the corridor comes the sound of an orchestra 
playing at full blast. The cause of what you hear might be (a) a full 
symphony orchestra sitting in the corridor, or (b) someone with a 
powerful MP3 player. If you apply Hume’s principle, you would assume 
that even though (a) is possible, (b) is all you need to account for 
what you hear. To apply this to Paley’s argument: Paley infers that the 
designer of the universe is the all-powerful, all-knowing, all-loving God 
of Christian theism, but although such an inference might be true it is 
nevertheless out of proportion to the evidence. If there is a designer, a 
lesser being could well be responsible.

Hume explores the idea of a limited designer in some detail:

● Wherever we find intelligent minds, we find them attached to 
physical bodies, so there is no obvious reason to suppose that the 
designer of this universe was a metaphysical being. Hume speculated 
(tongue in cheek) that the designer might have a body, with eyes, 
ears, nose and mouth. Possibly the designer was mortal and died 
long ago. 

● Design is normally a feature of teamwork, so there is no obvious reason 
to suppose that the designer of this universe was a single being operating 
on his own. Think of a set of scales – the kind that used to be used in 
banks for weighing out gold and silver. 

● Imagine that somebody arranges the scales so that one half is hidden 
by a curtain. On the side that you can see there is a 1 kg weight. Since 
the scales are balanced, the weight on the hidden side must also be 
1 kg, but without observing what is behind the curtain you cannot not 
tell whether the 1 kg weight is balanced by two half-kilograms, or any 
number of small weights that amount to 1 kg. In the same way, we really 
have no idea as to how many beings might have designed this world.

For all we know, then, the job of designing this universe could have been 
carried out by a team of junior gods on a trial and error basis:

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 surprize must we feel, when we fi nd 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 
controversies, had been gradually improving? Many worlds might have been 
botched and bungled, throughout an eternity, ere this system was struck 
out; much labour lost, many fruitless trials made; and a slow, but continued 
improvement carried on during infi nite ages in the art of world-making … 

▲ Hume: Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (FP 1779), 167 (Note 3)
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2 The existence of evil and imperfection in the world does indeed 
suggest a limited designer.

Hume noted that Epicurus’ questions about the ‘inconsistent triad’ are still 
unanswered. 

The inconsistent triad refers to three statements (a triad) about evil that 
Epicurus thought were inconsistent with each other, namely:

i God is omnipotent (all powerful)
ii God is omnibenevolent (all loving)
iii Evil exists.

Hume comments:

Is [God] willing to prevent evil, but not able? then is he impotent.

Is he able, but not willing? then is he malevolent.

Is he both able and willing? whence then is evil?

Dialogues (FP 1779), 198
Hume suggests that we only have to think of the long catalogue of ailments 
that afflict both humans and animals to see this is not what we would 
expect from a being of infinite power, wisdom and goodness. For all we 
know, the universe could have been designed by an infant god or a senile 
god. Instead of confronting such problems, theologians spend much time 
inventing theodicies to excuse God’s behaviour.

3 Analogies between the way the universe works and the way 
machines work are unsound. The world is more like a vast floating 
vegetable, and the thing about vegetables is that they grow themselves, 
apparently without the need for a designer.

In some parts of Hume’s writings he seems to anticipate Darwin’s theory 
of evolution. In the opinion of most evolutionary biologists, evolution is 
not directed by any external agent such as God. Hume has some powerful 
support here, then.

4 To make an analogy between the designers of human machines 
and the designer of the universe is just anthropomorphism – we are 
trying to explain the universe in our own image.

To know that the universe is designed, we would have to have some 
knowledge of how universes are made, but the fact is that we have no 
experience at all of universe-making, and therefore we have no idea of what 
it takes to design one, or what the designer would be like.

Our experience of design is limited to the machines we design ourselves, so 
in effect we are imagining God to be like a human designer. Again, this is 
anthropomorphic in the extreme. We cannot assume that we can apply our 
limited experience of life on this world to the universe as a whole.

5 The universe could have developed into a comparatively ordered 
state simply by chance.

This is Hume’s so-called ‘Epicurean Hypothesis’. Epicurus (341–270BCE) 
taught that the basic constituents of the world were indivisible atoms – an 
interesting guess in the light of twentieth-century atomic physics. Since the 
world is nothing more nor less than changing arrangements of its atoms, 

Key terms
omnipotent all-powerful. 
Omnipotence is an attribute  
of God.

omnibenevolent all-loving. 
Omnibenevolence is an attribute 
of God.

anthropomorphism the habit 
of attributing human form 
or ideas to beings other than 
humans, particularly to gods 
and animals. The adjective is 
anthropomorphic.
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given infinite time it was inevitable that atoms should arrive at an ordered 
state. Hume suggested that some such theory accounted for the appearance 
of design in the world, so it is at least as likely that the world appears in an 
ordered state purely by chance rearrangement as that it was designed by God.

Twenty-first-century physics offers a refined version of these ideas 
through multiverse theory, according to which there are vast numbers 
of universes existing now and perhaps in the past. If some version of 
multiverse theory turns out to be true, then some universes will be 
chaotic, some will be semi-ordered, and some will be highly-ordered – 
all purely by chance. This would not disprove the existence of God, but 
it would support Hume’s argument that we can explain this universe 
without needing to appeal to God.

●● Strengths and weaknesses of Paley’s 
Design Argument
Weaknesses
The five criticisms we have just looked at from Hume clearly do show some 
weaknesses in Paley’s argument, so the following five points are the same 
five we have just looked at.

1 Even if the universe was designed, the all-powerful God of Christian 
theism is a greater cause than is needed to account for that design.

 The universe could well have been produced by a team of lesser beings, 
or even by designers who ‘botched and bungled’ it.

2 The existence of evil is a powerful argument against belief in an all-
loving and all-powerful God.

 Evil seems to happen on a cosmic scale. The death of large stars in the 
universe causes supernova explosions so vast that they would irradiate 
any nearby civilisation.

 It is difficult to reconcile the sheer amount of evil in this world alone 
with the existence of a good designer God. 

3 Hume’s argument that the universe is more like a vegetable than a 
machine, and that vegetables do not need designers, is backed up 
strongly by the theory of evolution.

 Evolution seems to show that nature designs itself, without the need for 
God. Richard Dawkins suggested that Paley was ‘gloriously wrong’ – the 
heavens are utterly and blindly indifferent to humanity and everything 
else (The Blind Watchmaker, 1986). If there was a ‘watchmaker’, the 
watchmaker is evolution, not God, and evolution is as indifferent to our 
opinions on the subject as the stars themselves. The universe has no 
purpose, no designer, and no plan.

4 As Hume says, we have no experience of universe-making, so our 
ideas about it are anthropomorphic – we lift them from our own 
limited experience and impose them on the universe.

 Immanuel Kant made a similar comment: the way our brains work 
means that in order to make sense of the world we live in, we have to 
impose order on it: so the ‘design’ is in our minds and not in the world.
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5 Moreover if nature can design itself, as Hume argues and 
evolutionary theory supports, Hume is probably right in claiming 
that the universe designed itself in the first place. 

 Multiverse theory suggests one way in which this could be true: there 
could be so many universes that some will appear designed even though 
they are not. This could be one such universe.

Strengths
Commenting first on the five weaknesses identified above:

1 Paley may be right to argue that the designer is the all-powerful 
Christian God, because this is the simplest explanation.

 Richard Swinburne claims, against Hume, that the existence of an 
all-powerful God is a simpler, and therefore better, explanation of the 
appearance of design in the universe. (Note 4) Swinburne argues that:

‘ … simplicity is always evidence for truth’.

You will have to make up your own mind about this.

2 Paley argued that evil may be unavoidable in order for God to bring 
about good. (Note 5) 

We can support this in many ways, for example:

● The free will defence: freedom to choose between the highest goods 
and the highest evils means that there must be such goods and evils in 
the world. 

● Process theology maintains that God is all-loving but not all-powerful. 
We study process theology in the next section on the problem of evil.

● Perhaps the best theodicy (defence of God against the problem of 
evil) is that of Irenaeus–Hick. Hick argues that evil is ‘soul-making’, 
because without evil we could never learn to love the good. We will 
study Hick in Chapter 2.

 In other words there are any number of possibilities as to why God might 
allow evil to exist within the design. The important point is not whether 
one particular explanation is right, but that Paley’s argument that ‘evil 
may be unavoidable’ may be right.

3 Evolution does not destroy the Design Argument because (1) 
evolution does not explain itself, and (2) evolution is compatible with 
belief in God anyway. 

● Against the likes of Dawkins (The Blind Watchmaker), Richard Swinburne 
maintains that evolution explains nothing, since it is regulated entirely 
by the laws of physics, biology and chemistry, and those laws do not 
explain themselves. We need to ask where the laws of nature come from, 
and in Swinburne’s view, they come from the God who designed them.

● You will have to think carefully about whether or not evolution is 
compatible with belief in a good designer-God. Humans can treat 
other humans with indescribable barbarity, and many consider the 
fate of animals, particularly in the meat and fur industries and in 
laboratory testing as foul in the extreme. If such things are ‘natural’, 
can we really approve of, or believe in, a God who uses such a process, 
for whatever purpose?

873959_1.1_AQA_A_level_RS_001-016.indd   10 12/09/16   11:51 am

Draft

© Hodder Education



 
1.1 

A
rgum

ents for the E
xistence G

od

11

4 Paley does draw the conclusion that the designer is metaphysical and 
transcendent (above the space–time universe) from evidence that makes 
the designer seem anthropomorphic. Remember, however, that Paley is 
an eighteenth-century theologian, and is not writing with the kind of 
philosophical rigour expected today. Nevertheless his conclusion that 
the designer exists beyond the universe seems reasonable, despite the 
anthropomorphic language he uses to make the point: the designer must 
be metaphysical, since it would be impossible to design such a system 
from the inside.

 We have neither imagined the laws of nature nor imposed them on the 
world – science only works because these laws exist. They could only 
have come from an external source – God.

5 Paley’s argument that ‘nature shows intention’ (Note 6) becomes 
stronger when supported by the anthropic principle, which is a 
modern form of the Design Argument. ‘Anthropic’ means ‘relating to 
humans, so the principle points out that there are 30 or more ‘boundary 
conditions’ (such as the ‘stickiness’ of gravity and the expansion rate 
of the Big Bang) that have to be ‘fine-tuned’ for an ordered universe 
containing intelligent life to develop. The odds against all the boundary 
conditions being at exactly the right settings are colossal – roughly 
10180 against, so if this is the only universe, then it seems obvious that 
something must have designed it to bring about intelligent beings such as 
ourselves. 

 Be careful here, however, because we have no way of telling how many 
universes may have existed in the past, or might exist in different space–
times alongside our own. The number could easily be far greater than 
10180, in which case this universe would quite possibly appear designed 
but not be. If you are interested in multiverse theory, then there is plenty 
of material available through internet research.

6 One strong point about Paley’s argument is its simplicity – it is a 
simple inductive argument.

 As we have seen, the argument is based on induction – on what we 
observe – and what we observe does have the appearance of design. Even 
though Immanuel Kant did not accept the Design Argument as a proof of 
God’s existence, he accepted that it is a powerful argument simply because 
the order in the heavens he could see above him filled him with awe.

Key term
anthropic principle ‘anthropic’ 
means ‘related to humans’, so 
the anthropic principle is that 
there is a direct link between 
our observation of the universe 
and the ‘boundary conditions’ 
which brought it into existence. 
In other words, the boundary 
conditions (also known as 
‘cosmological constants’) 
had to be ‘fine tuned’ by God, 
otherwise intelligent life could 
never have developed: it is no 
accident that we are here.

Activity
There is a view that the 
strongest indication of design 
in the universe can be seen 
in the fact that just about 
everything has a mathematical 
description. Research briefly the 
terms ‘logarithmic spiral’ and 
‘Fibonacci numbers’, and their 
appearance in nature. Do these 
indicate an underlying design 
principle, and if so, what kind of 
designer?

01_01_05 AQA A-Level Religious Studies
Barking Dog Art
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●● The status of Paley’s Design Argument as 
a ‘proof’
1 Paley evidently regarded his argument as a proof of the existence of God, 

since the word ‘proof’ occurs several times in his Natural Theology, and 
those who already believe in God might indeed regard Paley’s argument 
as a proof, because it supports their belief.

2 At this point, however, you should revisit what was said about this 
near the start of this section, about the basis of Paley’s argument in 
observation. You will remember from that discussion that Paley’s 
argument cannot be a proof, because the argument is inductive, and 
inductive arguments deal in probability and not proof.

3 How probable is Paley’s argument that the universe was designed by God?

 Quite simply, we have no way of telling, because whatever part of Paley’s 
evidence we use, there will always be those who reject it in favour of 
Hume’s view that the universe probably orders itself. Two examples include:

● Paley’s evidence about the regularity of the orbits of the heavenly 
bodies counts for very little, since gravity does this, and gravity is just 
part of the way in which matter behaves.

● All of Paley’s evidence about design in nature also counts for very 
little, since it is just as likely that some version of multiverse theory is 
true, so what we see as having been designed might be the product of 
pure chance.

4 For individuals, proof could only come through religious experience: by 
some kind of psychological certainty that they had experienced God, 
such as some people have in a near-death experience, but that ‘proof’ 
could never be transferred from one person’s brain to another. Even if 
everybody believed there was a designer God, it would still not prove 
that there is a designer God.

●● What value does Paley’s Design Argument 
have for religious faith?
1 Perhaps the greatest value of Paley’s argument for religious faith is that it 

supports faith by reasoning.

 You will remember that natural theology is the view that the existence of 
God can be seen in nature through the use of observation and reasoning, 
without the need for any special revelation from God. Paley’s argument 
supports this view. Again, the argument cannot prove God’s existence, 
but it does demonstrate that theologians and philosophers can use reason 
and observation to talk rationally and meaningfully about God. This is a 
clear support for religious faith.

2 Paley’s argument can be used as part of the religious defence against atheism.

● Atheists claim that religion is unreasonable because religious faith is 
nothing more than idle speculation.

● But atheists have no more evidence that God does not exist than 
theists have for believing that he does, so the atheistic view that 

Discussion point
One question you should 
consider is: If there is a proof of 
God’s existence available from 
observation, what kind of proof 
would that be?
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religious faith is nothing more than idle speculation is itself nothing 
more than idle speculation.

● So, if atheists can speculate that God does not exist is reasonable, then 
it must be reasonable for theists to speculate that God does exist.

● This holds true for Paley’s Design Argument: there is nothing obscure or 
hard to understand about it, so it is a reasonable claim that God exists.

3 For those who are unsure what to believe, the simplicity of Paley’s 
argument could provide a basis for belief. Moreover belief in God does 
not depend just on the Design Argument. The Cosmological Argument, 
for example, is also a powerful argument to support belief in God.

4 Some would argue that Paley’s Design Argument has no value for faith, 
because faith does not depend on any kind of proof or on probability.

 Faith can be seen as a special state of mind which does not depend on 
supporting arguments. It has to do with commitment to a religious way 
of life, and that means commitment to God also. This is often expressed 
by saying that those who have religious faith do not believe that God 
exists, rather they believe in God.

Discussion point
What is the difference in meaning between these two statements?

I believe
in God.

I believe that
God exists.

What kind of God are we left with?
You will see that criticism of the Design Argument raises some fairly 
powerful questions about the nature of a designer.

● If we argue that evolution is part of God’s design, then some might 
argue that we are left with a God who does not care about the immense 
suffering evolution causes. How would Christian belief cope with the 
idea of a God who is not all-loving?

● Process theologians prefer to accept that God cannot eliminate such 
suffering because he is not omnipotent. How would Christian belief cope 
with the idea of a God who is not all-powerful?

● Many deists argue that God designed and created the world and then left 
it to its own free devices, so what happens in the world is in the hands 
of the beings that control it, which in our case means ourselves. There 
are no miracles, and there is no personal revelation through scripture or 
religious experience. How would Christian belief cope with the idea of a 
God who is indifferent to humans?
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This is not a claim that any of these possibilities is truly the case. It is a 
suggestion that Christians should think seriously about the nature of God, 
since traditional answers to that question do not seem to give us consistent 
answers.

Technical terms for Paley’s Design Argument

analogy to get to analogy, start with inference. An 
inference is a conclusion reached through evidence and 
reasoning. An analogy is an inference where information 
or meaning is transferred from one subject to another. 
In his Design Argument, Paley is transferring his 
inference about the organisation and design of watches 
to the organisation and design of nature.

anthropomorphism the habit of attributing 
human form or ideas to beings other than humans, 
particularly to gods and animals. The adjective is 
anthropomorphic.

anthropic principle ‘anthropic’ means ‘related to 
humans’, so the anthropic principle is that there is a 
direct link between our observation of the universe 
and the ‘boundary conditions’ which brought it into 
existence. In other words, the boundary conditions 
(also known as ‘cosmological constants’) had to be ‘fine 
tuned’ by God, otherwise intelligent life could never 
have developed: it is no accident that we are here.

a priori arguments which rely on logical deduction, 
and not on sense experience. An a priori argument is 
prior to / before sense experience.

a posteriori arguments which depend on sense 
experience: think of ‘posterior’ – behind/after sense 
experience. For example, that ‘oak trees grow from 
acorns’ can only be known by sense experience, and 
not by logic.

inductive arguments which use reasoning in which 
the premises seek to supply strong evidence for 
(not absolute proof of) the truth of the conclusion. 
Inductive arguments are probabilistic. They can be 
used to argue from what we see in the world back to 
the supposed cause.

inference see analogy

natural theology the view that questions about 
God’s existence, nature and attributes can be 
answered without referring to scripture or to any 
other form of special revelation, by using reason, 
science, history and observation.

omnibenevolent all-loving. Omnibenevolence is an 
attribute of God.

omnipotent all-powerful. Omnipotence is an 
attribute of God.

omniscience all-knowing. Omniscience is an 
attribute of God.

premise a proposition that supports, or helps to 
support, a conclusion.

teleological telos in Greek means ‘end’ or ‘purpose’, 
so ‘The Teleological Argument for the existence of 
God’ seeks to show that we can perceive evidence of 
deliberate design in the natural world.

Summary of Paley’s Design Argument
1 Paley’s argument is based on his observation of 

the world, so it is:

● a posteriori and inductive
● a ‘probability’ argument and not a proof.

 It is based on three main sets of observations:

● The complexity of the biological world (e.g. the 
eye, and of the laws of nature generally).

● The regularity of the orbits of the heavenly 
bodies and of the seasons of the year.

● The purpose of a designer (God) seen in this 
complexity and purpose.

 Paley argues inductively from what we can see in 
the world (the appearance of design) back to the 
supposed cause (God).

2 Paley’s Design Argument is based on the analogy 
between the properties of a watch and the 
properties of the universe

 He begins with the observation of a stone and then 
a watch. From the properties of a watch we infer 
the existence of a watchmaker; from the properties 
of the universe we infer the existence of God. Just 
as apparent flaws in a watch, and any ignorance 
we may have about watches, do not destroy the 
inference to designer / watchmaker, our lack of 
knowledge about the universe does not destroy 
our inference that it was designed. Paley supports 
his arguments by referring to the perfect design 
of an eye for vision and to the perfect adaptation 
of animals such as fish and birds to their 
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environment. Design is also seen in the perfect 
regularity of orbits of the heavenly bodies.

3 Hume’s critique of Design Arguments

 Avoid three common errors:

● The error of thinking that Hume was 
commenting specifically on Paley’s Design 
Argument.

● The error of assuming that Paley had not read 
Hume’s Dialogues.

● The error of giving a ‘parrot’ recital of Hume’s 
comments.

 Hume’s critique:

● The cause of design in the universe needs only to 
be proportional to its effect. Even if we grant that 
the universe was designed, there is no evidence 
that this was the God of Christian theism. A 
lesser being could have designed the universe.

● The existence of evil and imperfection in the 
world suggests (at best) a limited designer.

● Analogies between the universe and machines 
are flawed. The world is more like a vegetable, 
and vegetables design and reproduce 
themselves.

● Any analogy between the designers of human 
machines and the designer of the universe is just 
anthropomorphism.

● The universe could have developed into a 
comparatively ordered state simply by chance.

4 Strengths and weaknesses of Paley’s Design 
Argument

 Weaknesses

● Hume seems to be right that the all-powerful 
God of Christian theism is a greater cause than 
is needed to account for the appearance of 
design in the universe.

● There is too much evil in the world to see it as 
the design of a loving / powerful God.

● Hume’s comment that the universe is more 
like a vegetable than a machine is backed up by 
Darwin’s theory of evolution. Nature appears to 
design itself without the need for God.

● As Hume says, we have no experience of 
universe making, so our ideas about it are 
anthropomorphic and limited.

● Moreover, if nature can design itself, Hume is 
probably right in claiming that the universe is 
now in an ordered state purely by chance (his 
Epicurean Hypothesis).

 Strengths

● Paley may be right to argue that the designer is 
the all-powerful Christian God, and not Hume’s 
lesser gods, because (as Swinburne says) ‘God’ 
is probably the simplest explanation of the 
appearance of design in the universe.

● Paley argued that evil may be unavoidable in 
order for God to bring about good. Modern 
arguments support Paley here, for example, the 
free will defence; process theology; and Hick’s 
Irenaean theodicy.

● Paley is right to see God as the designer of 
nature: Swinburne argues that evolution simply 
obeys the laws of science designed by God.

● Paley’s language is anthropomorphic, but his 
conclusion that the designer is metaphysical and 
transcendent still seems reasonable. Moreover, 
we know enough about design to show that Paley 
could be right.

● Paley’s argument that nature shows purpose 
and design is supported by the ‘fine-tuning’ 
argument and the anthropic principle, although 
if it turns out that there is a multiverse, that 
argument does not work.

● Paley’s argument is good because it is based on 
induction – what we observe; and we do observe 
the appearance of design.

5 The status of Paley’s argument as a ‘proof’

● Paley saw it as a proof, because he calls it a 
proof in his Natural Theology, and for those who 
believe in God already it could be seen as a 
proof.

● But it cannot be a proof, because it is inductive, 
and no inductive argument can be more than 
probable (give examples).

● Whatever part of Paley’s evidence we appeal 
to (give examples), there will always be those 
who reject it in favour of Hume’s view that the 
universe probably orders itself.

● Proof could come only from faith.

6 The value of Paley’s Design Argument for 
religious faith

● It supports faith by reasoning, which defeats the 
claim that faith is irrational.

● It supports the defence against atheism, since 
given what we observe in the universe, it can 
be no less rational for a theist to accept the 
existence of God than for an atheist to deny it.

873959_1.1_AQA_A_level_RS_001-016.indd   15 12/09/16   11:52 am

Draft

© Hodder Education



16

 Co
m

po
ne

nt
 1

 
 P

hi
lo

so
ph

y 
of

 re
lig

io
n 

an
d 

et
hi

cs

● For those who are unsure, Paley’s Design 
Argument could provide a bridge to faith.

● Some theists would argue that Paley’s Design 
Argument has no value for religious faith, 
because faith is more properly based in 
commitment to and belief in God, and not in 
any rational or logical demonstration that God 
exists.

At the end of this discussion, we are still left with the 
issue of what kind of God we are left with.

Does the nature of evil show that the designer cannot 
be all-loving? Could Christian belief cope with the 
view of process theology, that God is not all-powerful? 
Could Christian belief cope with the deistic view that 
the designer has left us to our own free devices?

16

Three suggestions for practice and development
Use one or more of these three questions / claims as a homework 
assignment, a class essay, or a focus for practice.

1 ‘Paley’s Design Argument is inductive, so cannot be a proof of God’s 
existence.’

2 How far does the existence of evil defeat Paley’s Design Argument?

3 ‘Evolution supports Paley’s Design Argument.’
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