The Argument from Design

1. 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
subdivisions 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 similarity
to human mind and intelligence.

from David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Part 2

2. 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 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 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 combine in contriving and framing a world?
This is only so much greater similarity to human affairs...

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,
compared 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.

from David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Part 5



3.1 affirm, that there are other parts of the universe (besides the machines of human invention) which
bear still a greater resemblance to the fabric of the world, and which, therefore, afford a better
conjecture concerning the universal origin of this system. These parts are animals and vegetables. The
world plainly resembles more an animal or a vegetable, than it does a watch or a knitting-loom. Its
cause, therefore, it is more probable, resembles the cause of the former. The cause of the former is
generation or vegetation. The cause, therefore, of the world, we may infer to be something similar or
analogous to generation or vegetation.

from David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Part 7

4. We must acknowledge the reality of that evil and disorder, with which the world so much abounds.
The obstinate and intractable qualities of matter, we are told, or the observance of general laws, or
some such reason, is the sole cause, which controlled the power and benevolence of Jupiter, and
obliged him to create mankind and every sensible creature so imperfect and so unhappy. These
attributes then, are, it seems, beforehand, taken for granted, in their greatest latitude. And upon that
supposition, I own that such conjectures may, perhaps, be admitted as plausible solutions of the ill
phenomena. But still I ask; Why take these attributes for granted, or why ascribe to the cause any
qualities but what actually appear in the effect? Why torture your brain to justify the course of nature
upon suppositions, which, for aught you know, may be entirely imaginary, and of which there are to
be found no traces in the course of nature?

from David Hume, Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Section XI

5. When two species of objects have always been observed to be conjoined together, I can infer, by
custom, the existence of one wherever I see the existence of the other; and this I call an argument from
experience. But how this argument can have place, where the objects, as in the present case, are single,
individual, without parallel, or specific resemblance, may be difficult to explain... To ascertain this
reasoning, it were requisite that we had experience of the origin of worlds; and it is not sufficient,
surely, that we have seen ships and cities arise from human art and contrivance...

Can you pretend to show any such similarity between the fabric of a house, and the generation of a
universe? Have you ever seen nature in any such situation as resembles the first arrangement of the
elements? Have worlds ever been formed under your eye; and have you had leisure to observe the
whole progress of the phenomenon, from the first appearance of order to its final consummation? If
you have, then cite your experience, and deliver your theory.

from David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Part 2

6. Can a conclusion, with any propriety, be transferred from parts to the whole? Does not the great
disproportion bar all comparison and inference? From observing the growth of a hair, can we learn
any thing concerning the generation of a man? Would the manner of a leaf’s blowing, even though
perfectly known, afford us any instruction concerning the vegetation of a tree?

from David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Part 2



7. Without any great effort of thought, I believe that I could, in an instant, propose other systems of
cosmogony, which would have some faint appearance of truth, though it is a thousand, a million to
one, if either yours or any one of mine be the true system.

For instance, what if I should revive the old Epicurean hypothesis? This is commonly, and I believe
justly, esteemed the most absurd system that has yet been proposed; yet I know not whether, with a
few alterations, it might not be brought to bear a faint appearance of probability. Instead of supposing
matter infinite, as Epicurus did, let us suppose it finite. A finite number of particles is only susceptible
of finite transpositions: and it must happen, in an eternal duration, that every possible order or
position must be tried an infinite number of times. This world, therefore, with all its events, even the
most minute, has before been produced and destroyed, and will again be produced and destroyed,
without any bounds and limitations.

from David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Part 8



