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I. Introduction

Arguments from design try to establish the existence of an intelligent designer by

pointing out specific empirical characteristics of the world that cannot be accounted

for other than by the actions of a supernatural intelligent designer. Emphasis on

different characteristics of the world leads to different versions of the argument.

Traditional arguments from design take the sheer complexity and apparent goal-

directedness of human and animal organs and body parts to be evidence for an

intelligent designer (Paley 1802). More recent design arguments reason from the

occurrence of irreducibly complex mechanisms in nature to their being designed

(Behe 1996). Or from highly improbable specified patterns to design (Dembski 1998).

And finally there are arguments that consider the fine-tuning of the universe as a

strong indication of an intelligent designer at work (Barrow and Tipler 1986; Leslie

1989).

In this paper I want to discuss one objection haunting all arguments from design.

The objection can be traced back at least to Hume’s famous critique of design

arguments (Hume 1998). It is what I dub the brute fact objection. What makes this

objection particularly bothersome is its pretension to show that design arguments,

even when correct, are just irrelevant. If the objection is indeed compelling, it

follows that even a sound design argument does not establish any significant result.

I will present and analyze the objection in more detail in the next section. After

that, I will consider a sketchy reply from Del Ratzsch’s Nature, Design, and Science

(Ratzsch 2001). I think this reply is unsuccessful as is, but it does contain an

interesting suggestion that I will develop in sections IV through VI. If my arguments

are correct, the brute fact objection does not achieve its goal and rests on a

misunderstanding of the nature of explanation.
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II. The objection

Ignoring the differences between various types of design arguments, a design

argument is an instantiation of the following scheme:

(1) FeaturesF are such that, although they cry out for explanation, science

cannot explain them whereas the work of an intelligent designer would

explain them nicely.

(2) The world in fact exhibits featuresF.

(3) Hence, features F must have resulted from the work of an intelligent

designer, who therefore must exist.1

The objection against someone proposing such an argument then runs as follows:

Well, letÕs grant the soundness of that argument and look justa little closer at

what it actually achieves. Because really, what have we learned by your uttering

of (3)? You have given us nothing as to origins, nature, activities, reasoning,

intelligence, and so on of this supernatural designer. What makes you so

confident that it is appropriate to stop at this point, and not continue the alleged

explanation with further explanations of this designer itself and his or her

activities? After all, merely positing an unintelligible supernatural being surely

cannot count as a satisfactory explanation of anything. If we cannot come up with

a better (scientific) explanation of the occurrence of F, we might just as well

accept the occurrence of these features as an unexplained brute fact.

It is important to note that the design theorist and her opponent (let us henceforth

call them Desiree and Ophelia respectively for added liveliness) agreeÑ at least for

the sake of argumentÑ over the anomalousness ofF: the laws of nature, as far as we

know, do not account for F. However, they do not agree over what we can and

should say about the fact that, nonetheless, features F occur. Desiree thinks that an

intelligent agent could account nicely for their occurrence, but Ophelia maintains

that their occurrence is an inexplicable brute fact; they just happen to occur and that

is all there is to say about them (in this sense she is actually disagreeing with premise

1 In fact, most modern design arguments use probabilistic reasoning to establish their

conclusions. For simplicityÕs sake, I have omitted the probabilistic apparatus here.


