Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion
By David Hume
 
Study Guide.
 

In this book Hume presents a discussion on “natural theology.”  You can think of natural theology as a theology (i.e., the branch of knowledge that deals with God) that does not depend on “revelation” (e.g., The Bible, the Koran, visions, prophets, etc.) to form its ideas about the divine, but depends solely on the evidence available to every human observer. Some people say this book is about “the existence of God.”  Maybe it is, but, at least on the surface, the text assumes that God exists; what the characters discuss is whether or not it is possible to know anything about God using reason, observation, and experience.

 

The dialogue is between three main characters:

 

Demea—He believes that we cannot possibly come to know the nature of God by human reason; God’s nature is beyond reason. However, he is no skeptic. He believes in God (presumably the God of eighteenth-century European Christianity), but he believes that faith, apart from reason, is the only way to really know about God.  Sometimes this position is known as “fideism.”

 

Philo—He is a philosophical skeptic. He agrees that God is incomprehensible, though he claims that he is not an atheist.

 

Cleanthes—He thinks we can know something about God by reasoning from the natural world (of experience).  Sometimes this position is called “empirical theism.”

 

“Pamphilus to Hermippus” (pp. 1-2)
The structure of this text is a bit tricky.  Hume is the author, but he has a character in the dialogue, Pamphilus, report a dialogue between Cleanthes, Demea, and Philo to another character, Hermippus.  Why do you think he chooses this complex narrative structure?

 

· According to Pamphilus, what are some of the disadvantages of writing a philosophical dialogue?

· According to Pamphilus, in what two cases is presenting a philosophical dialogue appropriate?  According to Pamphilus, why does the topic of natural theology/God meet both those criteria?

 

Part I
 

· Why does Demea teach his children about theology last? (pp. 3-4)

· What does Philo admire about Demea’s approach to education?  What does he think is the weakness of philosophical speculation? (p. 4)

· How does Cleanthes respond to Philo’s skepticism? (pp. 5-7)

· What, according to Philo, is the “triumph of skepticism”?

·  According to Cleanthes, what are the two kinds of skeptics? (pp.8-9)

 

Part II
In this part Philo raises several objections to Cleanthes’ attempt to construct a natural theology.  In particular, he focuses on the problem with using “analogy” as a method to reason from what we see in the world to what God might be like. 

 

Pay close attention to how Philo summarizes Cleanthes’ argument.

 

Note:

                  a priori--based on theoretical deduction rather than empirical observation. (from Concise OED)

                 

a posteriori--(with reference to reasoning or knowledge) proceeding from observations or experiences to the deduction of probable causes. (from Concise OED)

 

Which kind of reasoning does Philo prefer?  Why?

 

Which kind of reasoning does Cleanthes prefer? Why?

 

Note:

                  inductive inference—This is when we draw a conclusion about something we have not seen, based upon something we have seen.

 

                  argument from analogy—This is when we drawn a conclusion about a particular phenomenon based upon a another, better understood, but similar phenomenon.

 

 

What objections does Philo raise against Cleanthes’ use of analogy?

 

 

 

 

Part III
 
Here Cleanthes tries to respond to Philo’s critique.  How does he do this? 

· What is the “articulate voice” to which he refers?  How does that support his argument?

· What is the point of the “book” analogy? 

 

On p. 25 Cleanthes lists a number of things he’s observed from nature that he believes imply there must an intelligent designer behind the things we see in the world.  What are some of those?
Part IV
Cleanthes claims that Demea’s “mystical” view of God is a lot like atheism.  How so?

 

Demea seems to assert that Cleanthes might be labeled an “anthropomorphite” (i.e., someone who thinks God exists in a form [Greek: morphe] like that of man [Greek: anthropos]).  Why would that be a bad thing?

 

Cleanthes responds to this set of charges by claiming that if God’s mind is not, at least to some degree, like a human mind (in that it can change), then it is no mind at all. 

 

Philo then jumps back in.  He seems to think that inferring order in God’s “mind” from order in the world/nature doesn’t help, because we still have to explain where the order in God’s mind came from. 

 

Also, don’t some organisms (“a vegetable or animal body”) produce order without intelligence and some human minds seem to produce disorder? 

 

 

Part V
Philo summarizes the main principle in Cleanthes’ argument from analogy: “Like effects prove like causes.” (p. 34).  He then sets out to show how weak Cleanthes’ analogy is.

 

First, every scientific discovery seems to show how much more complex the universe is than any human creation.  Why does this undermine Cleanthes’ argument?

 

Cleanthes responds by saying that the complexities discovered by science only make his argument stronger: they are yet “new instances of art and contrivance.” (p. 35)

 

Philo responds by making sure Cleanthes admits that the point of the analogy is to draw a comparison with a human mind.  He then demonstrates that the analogy would not lead to the God of Christian theism.  Using Cleanthes’ argument from analogy would lead us to conclude some very un-Christian things about God:

 

1.       Would not be infinite.

2.       Would not be perfect.

3.       Might not be just one God.

4.       Might not be a spirit, but might have a body that is mortal, sexual, etc.

 

How does Philo arrive at such conclusions?

 

 
 

Part VI
Demea chimes in with some worries about how Cleanthes’ theology would affect religious practice.

 

Philo gets back to the real argument.  Cleanthes’ argument depends on analogy.  But why should “human artifice” (buildings, watches, machines, etc.) be the point of comparison with the universe.  Why not compare the universe to a(n animal) body?  (The ancients liked this analogy: God is the soul of the universe, which is his body.)

 

Why does Philo think the universe is like an animal body?

 

Why does Cleanthes think it isn’t?

 

What is Philo’s point in making this argument?

 

 

Part VII
 
Here Philo continues to develop his alternative analogy:  the universe may be like a(n animal) body.  Just as animals seem to be able to generate more animals, without really “designing” them, maybe the universe could work in the same way.  Or maybe it is like a plant.  So maybe the universe has come (or comes?) into existence through generation (animal sex) or “vegetation” (like plants).

 

I don’t think Philo really means to say that he thinks he knows how the universe came into existence; he just wants to show that other, perhaps even more reasonable, analogies, exist.  He says the universe is far more like an animal or plant than it is like a machine. So, if Cleanthes is right, and we can only know things by experience, then our experience with the generation of plants and animals should provide some insight into how the universe came into existence.  According to that line of reasoning, “the cause . . . of the world we may infer to be something similar or analogous to generation or vegetation.” (pp. 44-45)

 

Demea intrudes into this discussion to suggest that if the universe does create by some kind of generation, then God must really be brilliant to be able to design such a self-creating universe.  But Philo thinks this analogy actually runs backwards to our experience (if you want to have an argument from analogy, as does Cleanthes).  In our experience, mindless generative processes always give birth to minds.  Minds don’t give birth to organic materials.  To put it more simply, animals create minds (by having sex).  Minds can’t think bodies into existence.

 

 

Do any of these analogies seem superior to you?  Do they all have their strong points?  Are they all equally weak?

 

 

Part VIII
 
Here Philo continues to speculate on how the universe might be the product of generation.   He thinks that randomly moving particles might occasionally find themselves arranged in an orderly pattern. If these patterns prove useful, they might survive. This is a variation on the “old Epicurean hypothesis”: a finite number of moving particles must eventually be arranged in every possible arrangement.

 

Demea objects that Philo’s moving particles have no “mover” to set them in motion, but Philo counters by saying it is no easier to understand how a “mind” could move matter than to assume that the matter might be in motion already.

 

Cleanthes also has an objection.  The world we live in seems to be far superior to a world that is the product of random forces.  We have eyes, ears, horses, camels, etc.  Cleanthes says these benefits speak to the existence of a benevolent creator.  Philo agrees that his system has problems, but so does Cleanthes’ system.  We’ve never seen mind influence matter, yet that seems to be what Cleanthes proposes.  In the end, Philo says we can’t know anything about these questions because they are so beyond our experience. 

 

Obviously, Philo’s theory has some features in common with modern evolutionary theory.  Why do you think that is?

 

 

 

Part IX
 

Hold on tight; this section is a bit tough.

 

Demea wants to show that a priori arguments are the way to go, so he will offer an a priori argument for the existence of God.

 

Here’s Demea’s argument:

 

A. Everything that exists must have a cause for its existence; nothing can produce itself.

1. This means we would have an infinite chain of causes unless (or until) we come to a “cause that is necessarily existent.”

 

It is clear that “A” is “absurd.”  Though each link in the chain is sufficient to cause the next, there is no cause for the existence of the chain itself.  Why this particular chain?  Why not no chain at all? 

 

So what is the cause of the chain?

         “External causes? There are supposed to be none.”

         “Chance is a word without meanings.”

         Nothing? Nothing can’t produce anything.

        

“We must therefore have recourse to a necessarily existent Being who carries the reason for his existence in himself . . .”

 

In sum: everything in the universe has a cause but what is the cause of everything?  There must be a necessary Being that requires no cause (i.e., God).

 

Cleanthes responds (though he thinks the argument is so absurd that he hardly needs to).

 

· Matters of “fact” cannot be proven a priori. (Why?)

· Nothing is demonstrable unless the counter implies a contradiction.

· Nothing that is distinctly conceivable implies a contradiction.

· Anything we can conceive as existent, we can also conceive as non-existent. 

· There is no being, therefore, whose non existence implies a contradiction.

· Therefore, there is no being whose existence is demonstrable.

 

All this is to demonstrate that there can be no such thing as a “necessarily existent being.” I’ll try to explain this in class.

 

· Further, why not just say the universe itself is the thing that is “necessarily existent” if such a concept is valid?

· Also, it seems absurd to look for the cause of an eternal chain; anything that is externally existent doesn’t need a cause.

 

Philo also has to jump in.  He  points out that the products of “9” demonstrate some order that would seem to reflect “design,” but if you know anything about math you realize this is just “necessity.”  So, Demea’s necessity argument may actually argue against theism.

 

Besides, Philo says, people don’t usually find a priori arguments convincing.

 

We’ll have to work through all of this a bit in class.  Why parts do you find most convincing?

 

 

 
Part X
 

Demea introduces a different kind of argument.  He says that people actually feel “the truth of religion in [their] own breast.”  That is, he thinks that our own weakness, misery, and fear lead us to seek protection from a Being greater than ourselves.  He seems to think this feeling must imply that we know there is such a Being.

 

Then Demea and Philo discuss, at some length, just how miserable life on this planet is: war, disease, bugs, etc.  The worst of all seems to be human beings themselves who use, abuse, and torment each other.  Misery seems to be a universal condition of life on this planet.  (Cleanthes says he doesn’t feel bothered by it.)

 

Then Philo shifts the argument.  He now points out that if Cleanthes wants to continue with his argument from design, we will have to conclude that God is not loving, merciful, benevolent etc.  If God is really powerful, why is there so much misery?

 

Demea says that lots of people have answered this question satisfactorily.  This world is just a small part of the universe, and this life is just a moment when compared with eternity.  Whatever suffering we face in this life will be “rectified in other regions and in some future period of existence.’

 

Of course, Cleanthes reacts to this.  We have no experience of these “other regions” and “future periods of existence,” therefore, we can know nothing about them.  Anything we are to know about the love/benevolence of God must come from our experience in this life/world.  Cleanthes says that there is far more health than sickness,  pleasure than pain, and happiness than misery, so Demea and Philo are too pessimistic.

 

Philo responds by saying that even if Cleanthes is right about this, pain is far more  enduring and effective than pleasure.  Besides, can Cleanthes really rest his whole system on whether or not people feel happy?  Finally, just showing that there is more pleasure than pain doesn’t really prove Cleanthes’ point.  If God is infinite, why is there pain at all?

 

Part XI
 

Faced with this latest problem, Cleanthes wants to revise his claim about God.  God is not infinite, but God is “finitely perfect.”  God is limited in at least two ways: “regulated by wisdom and limited by necessity.”  This is why God can’t prevent some of the suffering in the world.

 

Philo responds first by pointing out that if you had some reason to believe God was good and benevolent apart from your observations of the world, you might be able to persist in that belief.  But Cleanthes wants to develop a posteriori claims regarding the nature of God, and based on our experience in the world we would never naturally conclude that God is kind or good.  If you a saw palace that was poorly designed you would have to conclude the architect was a bad architect.  He may in fact be a good architect, but if all you have to go on is the one palace, you’d have to conclude the architect was inept if his building was poor.

 

Besides, Philo goes on, there are four causes of misery in the world, all of which seem preventable:

1. Pain. Why is pain necessary to protect/motivate animals?

1. “Laws” that govern the world. Why not have it ruled by God’s will directly so that God could prevent, for example, children from falling out of trees and getting hurt?

1. “The frugality of faculties. Animals seem to have skills/abilities that just barely match the minimum requirements of survival.

1. “Inaccurate workmanship.”  There is a tendency for elements of nature that seem good in moderate levels to get out of whack: floods, droughts, excessive heat/cold, etc.

 

Philo thinks that considering all this misery in the world we are left with four possible hypotheses regarding the origins of the universe:

1. The powers have perfect goodness.

1. They have perfect malice.

1. They are opposite and have both goodness and malice.

1. They have neither goodness nor malice.

Of these four hypotheses, Philo says we should prefer #4.  The mixed nature of good and evil in the world seems to discount 1 & 2; the uniformity and steadiness of the “general laws” of the universe seems to discount #3; so we are left with #4.

 

 

Part XII
 
Here the argument takes a surprising twist. 

 

I think you can follow it on  your own.

 

Why do you think Hume finished the book in this way?

 

 
