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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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preferred to a vaguer one, and so the teleological argument from organic complexity has fallen

into disrepute, though recently it has been taken up by Intelligent Design theorists.

The argument from organic complexity is but one of many teleological arguments.

There has been much discussion (see, e.g., Leslie, 1990) of thefine-tuning argument that claims

that there are constants in the laws of nature, such as the constant G in the law of gravitation,

whose values are not explained by science butare necessary for life as we know it, since if the

constants were significantly different, stars, planets or carbon atoms would not have formed. The

best explanation of why the constants have the values they do, theargument contends, is that God

wantedto make life possible and set up the laws of nature with that goalin mind.

Both the organic complexity and fine-tuning arguments claim to give a theistic

explanation of a fairly specific and valuable feature of our world. That the feature has value is

what makes the theistic explanation get off the ground, since then an intelligent being has at least

a reason to produce it, and so an explanation can be given in the form: ÒAn intelligent being

produced this featurebecausethe being knew the feature to bevaluable.Ó Lifeisvaluable, and so

an intelligent being has a reason to produce laws of nature that make life possible. On the other

hand, natural processes are presumably indifferent to value, and so the fact that life is valuable in

no way increasesthe probability of its arising naturally.

The fine-tuning and organic-complexity arguments are ones where the teleological

explanation is potentially in competition with a scientific one.If a scientific explanation is found

that is richer in detail or predictive power, then the argument will be undercut, as was the case

with PaleyÕs argument when the work of Darwin came out. We may define a God-of-the-gaps

argument as an argument that infers the existence of God as partof an explanation of the kind of


