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1. Introduction

There is a long tradition of arguments for the existence of God. Early examples include

Aristotle’s cosmological argument in Book Lambda of the Metaphysics, arguing that if there is

change, there must be at least one unchanging and perfect being that originates all change, while

the first chapter of Romans and chapter 13 of the Book ofWisdom insist that “from the greatness

and the beauty of created things their original author, by analogy, is seen” (Wis. 13:5, NAB).

This tradition continues, and indeed starting in the 1950s, analytic philosophy has seen an

impressive resurgence of more and more careful formulations and criticisms of arguments for the

existence of God. I shall show how the phenomenon of altruism yields a theistic argument.

Some arguments for the existence of God proceed by pure reasoning alone and yield

ontological arguments like Anselm’s, while others depend in part either on particular empirical

claims (e.g., the argument from miracles or the argument from religious experience), or on

general empirical claims, such as that there is motion, consciousness or life.

The pattern of the arguments based on general claims is usually simple: (A) There is a

general fact about reality, say that there is change or that there are complex organisms. (B) One

argues that either the best or the only explanation is to be found in some state of affairs that

includes the existence of a God-like being. And so (C) one concludes that a God-like being
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The question whether there is an explanation at all does not seem as pressing for many

teleological arguments. The value-laden features of the world that teleological arguments begin

with are relatively more specific, as they need to be specific enough to make clear their value.

The normal course of human reasoning, in science and everyday life, presupposes that specific

facts we meet with all have explanations. Otherwise, one might absurdly believe that a

hypothesis, say the germ theory of disease, is the best explanation of some phenomenon, while

yet holding that the phenomenon perhaps has no explanation. Even those who deny that there is

a reason why there is motion think there is a reason why quartz crystals have the shape they do.

Whether they are consistent in denying the one and accepting the other is another question, to

which I believe the answer to be negative.

2. Teleological arguments

In the case of teleological arguments, most of the discussion focuses on whether the

proposed theistic explanation is indeed the best or only explanation. Here science can become

relevant as a possibly competing provider of explanations. One of the classic lines of teleological

argumentation was from the complex structures of the biological world. Just as a watch we came

across would be supposed to have a designer even had we never seen a watch before, likewise,

William Paley insisted in his 1802Natural Theology, organs and animals have a designer.

Darwin seriously damaged the previously great plausibility of the argument from organic

complexity. Evolution with natural selection purported to explain the very same features, such as

complex organs, that the theistic account had claimed to explain. Moreover, evolution gave

specific explanations for some facts where the teleological arguers could at most vaguely say that

“God has some purpose or other for this.” A more detailed explanation is generally to be
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phenomenon that in principle could have a scientific explanation, so that a theistic hypothesis is

posited in order to compensate for a gap in current science. Were someone to rest her faith

solely on a God-of-the-gaps argument, she would have to anxiously scan the headlines of

scientific journals lest a superior scientific explanation be found one day and undercut her faith.

A God-of-the-gaps argument has the liability in that it is always in principle possible that

clever scientists will find a non-theistic explanation for the phenomena. Nonetheless, it is still

possible for a God-of-the-gaps argument to provide evidence for the existence of God. When we

engage in reasoning about the world, we must go by the best science of our day, rather than

looking towards an unknown science of the future. Current physical theories, as far as I know,

do not give us any evidence for thinking that there exists a scientific explanation of the values of

the constants in the laws of nature. Yes, this is something of a sort that could have a scientific

explanation, but until such a scientific explanation is actually given or sketched, the fine-tuning

argument does indeed provide evidence, though of course not irrefutable evidence, for the

existence of God.

Typically the arguments of Intelligent Design proponents are also of the God-of-the-

gaps kind. For instance, Michael Behe (1996) claims that current science cannot explain various

biological phenomena, as they would require multiple simultaneous mutations. Even if he were

right, the argument would be of the God-of-the-gaps kind, since it is in principle possible for

science to explain howmultiple simultaneous mutations might occur. But again it is important to

emphasize that showing that an argument is of the God-of-the-gaps kind is not a refutation.
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3. Principled teleological arguments

An argument that is not of the God-of-the-gaps kind I will call “principled.” Such an

argument offers a theistic explanation for something for which a scientific explanation is in

principle impossible. In such an argument, to establish that the theistic explanation is the best

one, one first establishes the impossibility of a scientific explanation, and then shows that theism

provides the best of the non-scientific explanations.

Most cosmological arguments are principled while many teleological arguments are of

the God-of-the-gaps kind. Many, but not all. Richard Swinburne (1968) gave a principled

teleological argument based on the question why the universe behaves in an orderly way. Since

science always explains things in terms of deeper order, it cannot explain why there is order at all.

Theism, on the other hand, can explain order in terms of a creator’s intentions. Swinburne’s

argument can, of course, be challenged by competing philosophical explanations, but not by a

competing scientific explanation. At the same time, the argument does rely on the scientific

observation that there is order: the sun sets every night, dropped things almost always fall, etc. I

shall argue that thinking about altruism yields another principled teleological argument, one that

once again needs to be scientifically informed.

4. Altruism

Human beings exhibit altruism: they do things for the benefit of others without

expecting to be repaid in kind. There are always cynics who suspect ulterior motives, but the

cynics are wrong.
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The simplest way to see that they are wrong is to consider a very simple example I once

heard: You’re asked by a stranger what time it is, you look at your watch, and you answer to the

best of your knowledge. While it is possible that you enjoy the gratitude you will receive or you

are afraid that the stranger will later turn out to be important in your life, introspection shows no

such considerations in the action. Any insistence that there is an ulterior motive here seems to

be based on a priori preconceptions.

Next, we can point to empirical work. Monroe, Barton and Klingemann (1990)

interviewed in depth thirteen gentile rescuers of Jews from the Holocaust. The interviews were

carefully conducted to find out their motivations, and were apparently able to rule out any non-

altruistic motives, such as feelings of heroism, expectations of honors, or hopes for an afterlife.

Rather, all of them acted, at great risk to themselves, because they believed something that they

expressed through words such as: “All human beings belong to one… family” (ibid., p. 119)

Thirdly, altruism makes rational sense. We human beings, at least sometimes, act on

rational grounds—a cynicism that denies this would be self-defeating, since if correct, then the

belief in the cynicism would itself be non-rational. Now, a crucial step in our maturation process

is the realization that in important ways we are no different from other people. If I cut you, you

bleed as much as if I cut myself. Once I see this, I realize that to do good to another is just like

doing good to myself: the same kind of effect results, namely a good to a person. Moreover, most

of us love ourselves. In loving ourselves, we see ourselves as lovable and hence as the kinds of

beings that are worth doing good to, without further motive. But if we are not significantly

different from others, then others, too, are worth doing good to, also without further motive.

And if they are worth doing good to, then, insofar as we act in the light of what is worth doing, we
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will do good to them. Sometimes we do act in the light of what is worth doing, and so sometimes

we will do good to others, without further motive.

This kind of an argument for why we should act altruistically was given by Thomas Nagel

in his classic The Possibility of Altruism (1978). Admittedly, it is true that many philosophers

think this argument for acting altruistically is fallacious. I happen to agree with Nagel, but no

matter: even if the argument is fallacious, still some people are convinced by it and when they act

on this conviction, they act altruistically.

Altruism, thus, is a phenomenon in the human species. It is a phenomenon that has

significant objective value and hence is something a God might intend. Thus it is a plausible

candidate for a teleological argument. We may, further, quickly and naively say that evolution

cannot provide an explanation for altruistic behavior since such behavior confers an adaptive

advantage on the recipients of altruistic behavior but not on the altruist herself.

This would, however, be a God-of-the-gaps argument. It rules out a scientific

explanation not by means of a principled argument that a scientific explanation is impossible, but

by arguing that a natural selection explanation is impossible. But Darwinism does not exhaust

the possibilities of science and there are non-Darwinian biological explanations.

Furthermore, there are scientific explanations in terms of natural selection. These tend

to focus on kin selection, reciprocity and/or convenience of calculation. In the early hominid

setting, most altruistic behavior would benefit close kin. Since one’s kin are likely to share a

significant part of one’s genes, quite possibly including any altruism gene, natural selection

favors such altruistic behavior.
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Moreover, if one has an altruism gene and so do others, and if one’s altruistic behavior is

focused on those who are somehow recognized as fellow altruists and thus likely to reciprocate, a

selective advantage is conferred on the altruists. (Note, though that reciprocity-based accounts

make altruism always be in danger of instability, since if any non-altruistic individual gets a

mutation that allows it to mimic whatever marker it is that marks out the altruists, then that

individual will do better than any of the real altruists.)

Finally, it is worth sometimes doing things where one cannot see how it would be

reciprocated, because to have to take the time to calculate in each case what exactly is optimal

from a self-centered point of view would be counterproductive.

There are, we know, serious technical problems with each proposal, and more

sophisticated versions that attempt to deal with these. It seems to be an open question whether

they succeed. Let us grant for the sake of argument that the technical difficulties can be

overcome, and an evolutionary account can be given for altruism. Nonetheless, a principled

teleological argument based on altruism can be given. In fact, two such arguments can be given,

the second predicated on the failure of the first.

5. The normalcy of altruism

The first argument has been given in more general form by Plantinga (1993), though my

treatment will also consider more recent evolutionary accounts of teleology.

Given that altruism developed in an evolutionarily explicable manner, something else

also happened that is not explained in the same way. There was a transition between an animal

for which altruistic behavior was not normal to an animal for which it was normal.
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Mutations occur in single individuals. When the altruism mutation occurred in only one

individual, it was also of no use to her. Reciprocity would not occur and kin selection would be

irrelevant as the gene in question would not occur in any kin. It seems that biologically the gene

was an aberration, one that impeded survival and reproduction. It was only once the gene had

somehow spread to multiple individuals, together with an ability to recognize fellow altruists,

that it was of use. At some point there was a transition between altruism being genetically

abnormal to its being genetically normal. If an altruism mutation were to occur now in one

shark—assuming for the sake of the argument that sharks are not altruists—it would be a defect.

Now, it is tempting to say that the distinction between a gene being normal and abnormal

is a purely arbitrary one. However, the distinction has ethical implications that tell against its

being arbitrary. There is a difference between perfecting a human being by improving their

genes, pre- or post-conception, and correcting genetic problems, pre- or post-conception. Some

people find the idea of perfecting a human being morally repugnant, but even if we set aside such

moral reservations, there is a difference between perfecting and correcting. In a limited resource

situation, medical triage rightly privileges correction over perfection in matters of equal

importance to the patient. Furthermore, absent ethical qualms or barriers of competency or

triage, a doctor is arguably always obliged to offer corrective treatment, or to refer a patient to

someone else who can do it, while there is no similar obligation in the case of perfective

treatment. I shall assume that there are objective moral facts behind these judgments, and so

there is an objective difference between the normal and abnormal.

For our first teleological argument, we can ask: “How did the hominids change from

altruism being non-normal to altruism being normal? Why is altruism normal now?” The
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change was a normative one and hence cannot be explained in purely scientific terms. Science,

as we understand the word now, says how things are and not how they ought to be. How things

are is, of course, deeply relevant to how we ought to act: that a chemical is a carcinogen is

relevant to our choice whether to use the chemical as a colorant in children’s cereal, even though

it is a further, non-scientific question whether it is good that the children die of cancer.

At times we do not notice the gap between what science says and how we should act,

because we take as self-evident ethical truths such as that it is bad that children die of cancer.

However, the gap is essential to the successes of modern science. It is widely accepted that it was

when science separated itself from a normatively-laden Aristotelian approach to nature that it

became capable of the spectacular successes that followed. This is not meant to denigrate

normative investigations: this separation may simply be a central instance of the way that

specialization has helped scientific progress. The price we pay for this separation is that we

always have a further question about the implications of scientific claims for the things we care

about in our lives of action. If, on the other hand, Aristotelian science is deemed genuine

science, then a different teleological argument from the normalcy of altruism can be given, by

asking where the normatively laden aspects of reality came from in the first place.

Nonetheless, while a scientific account of the normalcy of altruism is ruled out in

principle, a teleological argument that strives to provide a theistic explanation of why altruism is

normal still needs to rule out alternate non-scientific hypotheses. The primary such hypotheses

stick very close to the science. Thus, one might supplement evolutionary theory with a

philosophical hypothesis that says when a given genetic development is normal.
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Perhaps the most obvious such account is that when a genetic development spreads to

the majority of the members of a species, then it is normal, but this account clearly fails. If I am a

world dictator who has a particular liking for one-legged people and I kill off all the people who

lack a certain gene that causes one-leggedness, then one-leggedness will be the state of the

majority but still abnormal. This example also shows that something can abnormal even though it

is coded for by one’s genes.

A classic philosophical account of normalcy is in terms of proper function: a feature is

normal provided it serves its proper function—normal eyes are eyes that see. For this to help, we

need an account of proper function. The account of Wright (1976) allows proper function to

reduce to evolutionary facts: A feature F hasG as its proper goal provided that F tends to produce

G and F exists because it tends to produce G. Thus, eyes tend to produce visual representations

and natural selection “made” them because they do this, while hammers tend to drive in nails and

they were made by people because they do this. Unfortunately, such an account fails, as Alvin

Plantinga has shown. Indeed, my one-leggedness example applies once again. On Wright’s

account the gene’s proper function is the production of one-legged people and the gene has

spread through the population precisely because it produces the one-legged people I favor. Yet

this gene is certainly abnormal.

There are more elaborate accounts, but each seems subject to counterexamples. Thus,

Bedau (1992) has the condition that F exists because both it produces G and G is good, but the

proper functions of the HIV virus or of a dirty bomb are counterexamples. Or one might require

with Koons (2000, chap. 12), that the exercise of the function should contribute to the harmony,
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or maybe homeostasis, of the individual, but reproductive functions can be a counterexample

then.

A plausible account of defectiveness in general is that an entity is defective in some

respect provided that in that respect it is less able to fulfill one of its functions. A hammer is

defective insofar as it less able to drive nails into walls, while a computer program is buggy

provided when it does not fulfill the functions that it is designed for. One sometimes hears that

something one may not like about a computer program—like the annoying popup box in some

Microsoft Word versions offering help with writing a letter—is “a feature, not a bug.” The

distinction there is one in terms of the intentions of the designer.

When something arises apart from an agent’s activities, however, there does not seem to

be room for an objective distinction between a bug or a defect, and a feature. Given a hammer-

shaped rock that is in fact incapable of driving in nails, it makes no sense to say whether it is

defective or not. At most one can say whether the aspect of a thing is useful to us, but at the same

time some things that are not useful to us are bona fide features of living organisms, say, a tiger’s

ability to hunt humans, while some things useful to us are defects of organisms, such as the

seedlessness of a seedless grape.

These considerations suggest that where there is an objective distinction between a

defect and a non-defect, there we have an agent behind the entity. Thus, it seems, that what made

altruism be non-defective in a hominid population was that it in some way came from or cohered

with an agent’s plan. Our best candidate for such an agent is a being like God.

How detailed the agent’s plan and what the methods by which the plan is implemented is

a different question. It is quite compatible with the above account that the plan is implemented
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by God’s setting up a universe where altruism arises precisely through natural causes like those

described in evolutionary accounts of altruism, so that an evolutionary development is an

instance of normalcy when the development is in accordance with a divine plan (or, more

precisely, God’s antecedent will) and when contrary to a divine plan, it is a defect. There are also

more complex theistic accounts, like those of Aquinas, but this will suffice for simplicity.

6. Maladaptive altruism

For a second teleological argument, consider cases of altruism which are not genetically

beneficial even when one considers kin selection and reciprocity. An evolutionary account of

altruism requires that the individual finds a way of limiting the altruistic behavior to kin and/or

members of a group of reciprocating altruists (insofar as one can tell, given the time needed for

the decision) and/or to cases that are not costly. While I have claimed that there is no good

evolutionary account of defectiveness and normalcy, let us suppose that there is such an account.

It is highly plausible that on any such account, it is biologically normal for altruistic individuals to

limit their altruism appropriately and the failure thus to limit it is a defect.

To make this intuition even more plausible, consider a simple evolutionary account of

violence. Clearly, carefully limited violence is adaptive: for instance, violence against hostile out-

group members or edible animals. Genuinely unlimited violence, however, is maladaptive: if it

succeeds, then one also kills one’s descendants, and if it fails, then it gets one killed oneself. If a

selection-based account of the normalcy of limited altruism can be given, the same can be done

for limited violence. But it is clear that a lack of the limitations on violence is a defect, and

structurally this case seems to be just like the case of lack of limitations on altruism, so that the

lack of limitations on altruism needs to be acknowledged as a defect by the same token.




