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Abstract

Recently, Del Ratzsch proposed a new version ofdésgn argument. He
argues that belief in a designer is often formed-iméerentially, much like
perceptual beliefs, rather than formed by exple#soning. Ratzsch traces his
argument back to Thomas Reid (1710-1796) who arthetdeliefs formed in
this way are also justified. In this paper, | invggte whether design beliefs
that are formed in this way can be regarded as ladge. For this purpose, |
look closer to recent scientific study of how deskgeliefs are formed. | argue
that the science strongly suggest that peopleye&sin false beliefs. As a
result, design beliefs can only constitute knowkdgsubjects have additional
reasons or evidence for design.

Keywords design argument, cognitive science of religionggatondition for
knowledge.

1. Introduction

Recently, Del Ratzsch proposed a new version ofdésgn argument. He argues that belief in a
designer is often formed non-inferentially, mudtelperceptual beliefs, rather than formed by explic
reasoning. Ratzsch traces his argument back to agdrReid (1710-1796) who argues that beliefs
formed in this way are justified. In this papeinvestigate whether design beliefs that are formed
this way can be regarded as knowledge. For thiggsa; | look closer to recent scientific study oivh
design beliefs are formed. | argue that the scistroagly suggest that people easily form falsebel

As a result, design beliefs can only constitute Wledge if subjects have additional reasons or
evidence for design.

2. Perceiving Design

Philosophy of religion (both contemporary and his@l) knows a wide variety of design arguments.
They share a common core in which complexity iiadgto point to the existence of a supernatural
creator. A classic example is William Paley’'s argminbased on apparent design in nature [17].
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Contemporary examples argue that a designer otocréast explains the fine-tuning of physical
constants needed for human life [11]. Del Ratzsaip@ses a rather different design arguniere
proposes that people come to hold design beliefsbpaneans of an inference but by a cognitive
process that closer resembles perception. He ttafisprocess ‘perceiving design.” In this section,
take a closer look at his argument.

Ratzsch starts off with an observation. He notes many people have experiences where the
belief that x was designemmes over themr happens to therhThe experiences show that acquiring
design beliefs ipassive and experientiahs Ratzsch notes, his line of reasoning is simoathat of
Thomas Reid. Reid argued that in some situatiomgioespecific phenomenological content could
automatically trigger cognitive states. Althoughe tiesulting state follows causally from the
phenomenological content, it does not follow infer@ly. On these occasions, subjects simply find
themselves in a cognitive state. According to Reith experiences result from the way the human
mind is constituted [26].

Ratzsch not only argues that his description isemorine with how most people form design
beliefs, he also suggests that other design argisnpeggy-back on perceiving design. He argues that
inductive design arguments might depend on a nfamantial process to identify base cases of design.
Without being able to identify cases of design,angument by analogy or induction can get off the
ground according to Ratzsch [26]. For example, Yaldesign argument where he concludes that
nature is designed because nature is analogousvédca, appears to depend on perceiving design in
nature. The argument is only plausible becauserealale to intuitively see that the watch is desayn
and because we intuitively see that nature resesribie watch in its complexity. Ratzsch claims
inference to the best explanation arguments (likilét’s fine-tuning argument) might also depend on
perceiving design. Judging that design is the beglanation for a phenomenon requires that a subjec
recognizes some properties of that phenomenodeagn relevan{26]. For example, the precise
alignment of the physical constants in Holder'suangnt is intuitively recognized as a feature that
point towards design Ratzsch himself does not take a strong stancetmther all design arguments
are in the end dependent on perceiving desigreelins as if at least in some cases this is notabe. ¢
Holder draws his conclusion after carefully compgrihe probabilities of both theism and naturalism
given the fine-tuning of physical constants [11fisTgoes well beyond a mere intuitive recognitién o
design or design-like features. Nonetheless, Rlatzsovincingly argues that many people form design
beliefs non-inferentially.

According to Reid, the acquisition of design balief similar to the acquisition of beliefs about
(other and one’s own) minds. He claims that humalnjests acquire beliefs about minds only by
noting their effects and sigfisThe connection between signs or effects and nisdsnply build into
human cognitive architecture. In a similar way, jeats form design beliefs after noting its signsl an
effects. The signs and effects of design includetrivance, order, organization, intent, purpose,
usefulness, adaptation, aptness/fitness of meagrsd® regularity, and beauty [26].

Ratzsch does not discuss whether design beliefddalhaw perceptions of design are justified
or could constitute knowledge. Some of his refegsrto Reid suggest that he does. When he makes the
analogy with acquiring beliefs about minds he gsd®eid as follows: “We are conscious only of the
operations of mind in which they are exerted. Indeeman comes tknow his own mental abilities,
just as heknowsanother man’s, by the effects they produce (...[28] quoted by [26] emphasis
added)’ Reid strongly suggests that perceptions of desam lead to knowledge as well. Ratzsch
guotes: “When we consider attentively the worksature we seelear indicationsof power, wisdom,
and goodness.” ([28] quoted by [26]). Though Redhot as firm here, his use of the term ‘clear
indications’ suggests that the works of nature i®\strong evidence for knowing that a designer
exists.
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3. The Epistemic Status of Design Beliefs

Drawing on Ratzsch, Alvin Plantinga discussed thistemic status of design beliefs formed after
perceiving design in more detilPlantinga argues that design beliefs can constikmowledge
because they are formed in a basic way [22]. Badliefs are beliefs that are not accepted on tkesba
of other beliefs. According to Plantinga, basic beliefs can haveravar(i.e. that quality that makes
true belief knowledge) if it is produced by a cdiy@ process that is properly functioning according

a design plan and is aimed at truth [21].

Plantinga’s theory of warrant is not widely acceptRatzsch and Reid, however, suggest a
more simple way in which design beliefs can beifjest and even constitute knowledge. Both suggest
that design beliefs are justified because theysengdar to how beliefs about minds are formed. &ithb
cases, a subject picks up signs and intuitivelgn®a belief. In the case of minds, the signs wadktty
be external behavior like facial expressions. la tase of design, the signs are apparent order or
complexity. We noted that Reid claims that beli@fout minds can constitute knowledge. Since he
claims that design belief is similar, he therebprsgly suggest that they con constitute knowledge a
well. This line of reasoning is in line with Reidiefense of common senSeReid defends the validity
of common sense judgments. He does not claim thabmmon sense beliefs are justified but argues
that certain common sense principles, which pogéessonsent of many people, should be considered
good ways of forming beliefs. The fact that thesagiples enjoy widespread consent reveals that the
are part of the general human cognitive make-upd Regues that these general common sense
principles provide good evidence for the beliefsytproduce. Reid suggests that the way humans form
beliefs about minds and about design are examglgereeral common sense principles. He thereby
strongly suggests that the beliefs they producgustdied.

My aim below is not to assess whether design ksetiah be justified but to investigate whether
design beliefs (when produced by perceiving destgm) constitute knowledge. A first requirement for
qualifying as knowledge is that a belief is truediscussion of whether there is in fact a desigmer
creator lies beyond the scope of this pdpérwill assume for the sake of the argument thatigte
beliefs are true. A second requirement for knowéetgthat a belief is justified. We noted above tha
design beliefs could be justified in a Reidian feawork. To qualify as knowledge, most contemporary
epistemologists require more than justification.atva true belief requires to qualify as knowledge i
subject of much debate. Some recent proposals dingtiknowledge poses a modal requirement. One
prominent proposal is a safety condition. | disdirss condition in the next section.

4. The Safety Condition for Knowledge

Before we can assess whether design beliefs (dymed by perceiving design) are safe, we need a
clear view of the safety condition for knowledges Dani Rabinowitz noted the basic idea behind the
safety condition for knowledge is: “an agent S keaavtrue proposition P only if S could not easily
have falsely believed P” [25] Being a modal notisafety is cashed out using possible worlds. Aebeli
P is thus safe if there is no close world surrongdhe actual world where P is produced by the same
belief forming process at the same time and fal§éere are thus four factors that remain fixed when
assessing safety: the subject, the belief, the angk the belief-forming process. With these factors
fixed, safety gauges whether the subject arrivésuatbeliefs if other features of the world vafy.

For our purposes, the subject is a person who falesgn beliefs and the time is the moment
after perceiving design. The belief under discusssathe belief that there is a creator. The crecan
be regarded as a God or an intermediary being amaih be regarded as having created the eartle or th
universe. The belief-forming process that needsetbeld fixed perceives design as it was disculsged
Ratzsch. Rabinowitz makes a distinction betweer-firained and course-grained belief-forming
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processes in accounts of safEtyA process is coarse-grained if described genemllproadly and
fine-grained is described in detail. Specifyingailefor a belief-forming process raises a problem
known as ‘the generality problem’ [25]. The geniygbroblem was originally raised against reliadili
epistemologies [4] and states that specifying @aeb&rming process in greater or lesser detail can
affect its reliability. Vision in general can begeeded as a belief-forming process that generatesiyn
true beliefs and hence is reliable. When the pmodsslimited to perception at great distance, it
produces a lot more false beliefs and is unrelialee defender of the safety account, Timothy
Williamson, acknowledges that the safety-condifaces the generality problem [38]The generality
problem can be evaded by being clear about thefdeliming mechanism. When the belief-forming
mechanism is specified as ‘perception at greatdcs’, there is no problem in assessing the safety
beliefs it produces. | will return to this pointloe

In order to assess safety, we thus need to lookatby possible worlds where a subject forms
the belief that there is a creator after notingeorar complexity. For this purpose, | will look skr to
recent scientific study of how people come to lvelie a creator.

5. Psychology of Perceiving Design

To assess the safety of belief in a creator formbkdn people perceive design, | will look at recent
work in psychology and cognitive science. Perceguilesign has been intensely studied by Deborah
Kelemen and her team. In this section, | will gareoverview of her and related work

Deborah Kelemen argued that children are pronertisvaromiscuous teleology’. She and her
team observed that children are prone to give lefgal explanations for phenomena where teleology
is absent [12], [13]. In a first study, children neeshown photographs of living things, non-living
things and artifacts. When they were asked whathimg was ‘for’, whilst explicitly being given the
option to answer that they were ‘for’ nothing, titepded to assign functions to all things, whethey
really were ‘for something’ or not. For exampldjan was reported to be ‘for visiting in the zoaich
clouds were ‘for raining’. Adults who were subjettéo a similar experiment did not show this
tendency. In a second study, children were askedliing was ‘made for’ something. Children again
showed a stronger tendency to answer that thinge wede for something than adults. In a third
study, children and adults were given a choice betwfour categories of answers to questions of how
something came to be, ‘one time accident’, ‘frequatident’, ‘one time intentional’ and ‘frequent
intentional.” Here, children were keener to givéemntional answers than adults. Kelemen concluded
that children are promiscuously teleological ant seectively teleological like adults [12]. Maregéar
Evans reported findings, which support the clairat tbhildren of both religious and non-religious
households display a bias towards intentional atisoof how species originate [8].

The studies mentioned above only attribute pronagsiteleology to young children. Kelemen
and her team also found support for the idea tmamscuous teleology does not disappear in
adulthood but rather goes dormant and continug@datpan implicit role. Especially when adults were
asked to answer similar questions like the childnegarlier experiments under time pressure thegwe
more error-prone and also showed a preference tswhaieological explanations [14]. A study
conducted on Romani subjects, with little or n@stfic training, showed that they were more lik&y
endorse purpose-based explanations of non-livingties [2]. Kelemen suggested that science
education causes teleological reasoning to recedentt completely vanish [14]. Adults seem to
abandon teleological explanations when they lealnsfic, material explanations for the phenomena
under investigation. The intuitions, however, remaihich suggests that for phenomena for which
there is no scientific, material explanation adulit still tend to give teleological explanations.

A study on patients with Alzheimer's disease sufsgpdine view that the restriction of teleological
explanations in adulthood is fragile. The patiemtsre given a choice between mechanistic and
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teleological explanations and preferred the laffée tendency towards teleological explanations thu
appears to recede when children acquire beliefatahe causal mechanisms of what was perceived as
designed. However, if knowledge of causal mechasisnaffected by Alzheimer’s disease, people slip
back in systematically and promiscuously prefertalgological explanations [15].

Kelemen’s research provides sufficient reasonhitiktthat people frequently err when judging
that something is designed. It strongly suggesis pkople are prone to form false beliefs thatgin
or beings are designed for some purpose.

All of this raises the question why people are prém form design beliefs. Kelemen does not
address this question. Stewart Guthrie argues gbaing teleology could be a by-product of the
detection of intentional agents. Seeing goal oagon is one of the best cues for detecting agents.
Since detecting agents is very important for swavifthey might be predators), it is evolutionary
beneficial to detect too many agents than too #&sva result forming beliefs about agents when none
are around is adaptive. Since seeing goal oriemaind teleology is a clear indicator of agency it
could thus also aid survival to see too much telgpl10]. Having a clear idea about the evolutignar
function could help in assessing the safety of giedieliefs. If promiscuous teleology served an
evolutionary function, it is likely that people Whave it in more nearby worlds. There would thes b
more nearby worlds in which people will have thmeaelief-forming mechanism.

6. Islt Safe?

Having a better view of the belief-forming procdsshind perceiving design, we can now assess
whether beliefs produced by perceiving design afe.sThe research by Kelemen and her team
strongly suggest that design beliefs formed in tay are not safe. It shows that people easily make
mistakes when judging that something is designed.

We are not concerned with the safety of all desiginefs. Design arguments, like the argument
by Ratzsch, argue for the existence of a creatat. ®¢hile conclusions of other design arguments (for
example that a watch is designed) might be saféll largue that this belief is not. | will clarifyny
argument with the following example:

Alvin walks through a national park. While walkinige sees the beauty of the nature around
him. He also sees how many plants show very comgileictures and how animals have traits that are
well adapted to their environment. After noting afl this, he forms the belief that nature (with all
plants and animals included) is designed by God.

Alvin forms the belief that God designed natures WBelief is produced by the process we
discussed in section 2. His belief can be trueotr Ifihis belief is false, his belief is evidentipt safe.
If his belief is true and nature is in fact desidmy God, his belief is safe if, and only if, hewe not
have falsely believed so in most nearby worldapipears, however, that he would have done so since
there are nearby worlds where nature was not dedigy God and where the belief-forming process
will still produce the belief that God designedurat One such nearby world is a world where nature,
with all its complexities, arose by strictly natiisaic means. Let us call this world ‘world X'. Son
Blackburn describes such a world:

Science teaches that the cosmos is some fiftedinnbiears old, almost unimaginably
huge, and governed by natural laws that will comisekxtinction in some billions more
years, although long before that the Earth andstther system will have been destroyed by
the heat death of the sun. Human beings occupwyfamtésimally small fraction of space
and time, on the edge of one galaxy among a hurthimdand million or so galaxies. We
evolved only because of a number of cosmic accglantluding the extinction of the
dinosaurs some sixty-five million years ago. Natsinews us no particular favors: we get
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parasites and diseases and we die, and we ardl timtanice to each other. True, we are
moderately clever, but our efforts to use our ligehce to make things better for ourselves
quite often backfire, and they may do so spectaguia the near future, from some
combination of manmade military, environmentalgenetic disasters [1, p. 29].

Blackburn claims that his description matches ttiga world. To assess the safety we assume that
Alvin’s belief is true and thus that Blackburn’ssdeption is false. If we assume that there is @ Go
who designed nature, world X is at least possildliedal reasoning over God’s existence suffers from
well-known problems because God is often considereécessary being. Necessary existence entails
that God exists in every possible world, if he &¢ighis need not be a problem for us. Even if God
exists (which we assumed here), it is not necessagythat God designed nature. There is thus a
possible world in which God exists and nature afos@ strictly naturalistic processes like desatibe
by Blackburn. In that world (or those worlds) Godultl even still have fine-tuned the physical
constants. All we need is the possibility of a wlonthere God did not design nature on earth as Alvin
believed.

An obvious counterargument is that world X is famoved from the actual world (still
assuming that in the actual world nature was desidry God). World X would differ greatly because
in it all of nature arose gradually by cosmic aecitd and naturalistic evolution while in the actual
world nature arose through an act of design by Gaginst this counterargument | argue that both
worlds are not far apart. Today many theists acttepDarwinian theory of evolution and accept that
can explain order in nature. They usually accept the theory is naturalistic and can thus explain
order in nature without any reference to Gbdhey add to the naturalistic theory that God is th
structuring cause of evolution. The only differermmween world X and a world where God is the
structuring cause of evolution is what drove thelatwonary process. In world X, evolution is driven
by coincidences and in the other world by God.

Since only one factor needs to be different betwberworld Alvin inhabits and world x, there
are many nearby possible worlds to Alvin’s where lielief is false. It is therefore clear that hedidf
is not safe.

7. Criticisms

Jeroen de Ridder argues that there is no neartsjig@svorld in which perceiving design will produce
false beliefs in cases like Alvin’'s. He writes:

Classical theists (...) hold that there wouldn’t evsave been a universe, let alone evolved
intelligent life, were it not for God’s creatingdsustaining activity. Moreover, proponents
of design discourse are also unlikely to grantrifee specific assumption that unguided
evolution will lead to anything like intelligent lmgs such as humans. So someone who
wants to employ the above line of reasoning to sttat there is an undercutting defeater
for design beliefs faces the burden of arguing timgfuided evolution could produce human
beings and, even worse, the burden of arguingahmturalistic account of the origins of
the universe is plausible. Such claims are typycadken for granted by staunch
evolutionists and naturalists, but it should beacléhat assuming them in the current
discussion about the epistemic status of desigefediegs the question [5].

Like we did, De Ridder’s counterargument assumasttiere is a designer who designed nature. With
this in mind, his claim implies that there is nari®y world with human beings that was not designed
by God. We noted above that many theists acceptD@awvinian processes can produce nature that is
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complex and seems ordered without the need fos@ler like God. Being theists, they add that God
is the structuring cause of evolution and therefdoenot claim that nature arose by naturalistic
processes alone in the actual world. Since thepaeledge that evolution can occur naturalistically,
they admit that nature with order and intelligeattan beings without God as their causes is possible
Claiming that such a world gossibledoes not beg the question against the epistemtigssof design
beliefs. It would beg the question if one claimattbuch a world isctual Contrary to De Ridder, it
also seems that many proponents of design discowoskl acknowledge that unguided evolutiam
produce intelligent beings like humans. Evolutignbiologists argue that the human brain gradually
increased in size over millions of years wherebgnans became more intelligent. An explanation of
how human intelligence arose in terms of gradualwgion of their brains does not refer to God or
anything supernatural and is therefore also nastical

Another criticism De Ridder suggests is that wek laafficient data on which inputs lead to
design beliefs and how design beliefs are proddiédcould be argued that we lack a clear view of
perceiving design and can therefore not assesshesietwill produce false beliefs in nearby worlds.
The criticism has no force if we restrict the ramjeossible worlds for assessing safety to wolds
which the subject, her belief-forming process, #mel input that leads to the belief in question. (i.e
beauty and complexity in nature) remain fixed. \@énsufficient data to claim that in most of these
worlds, the subject will form design beliefs afsseing beauty and complexity. It seems as if people
will often form design beliefs if the perceived hgaand complexity were not caused by supernatural
design.

8. Concluding Remarks

In this paper | argued that many design beliefsnatesafe. | argued that recent scientific studywsh
that people easily come to hold false design keli€his implies that belief in a creator God fornied
a non-inferential way is not safe because thereraey nearby worlds in which people will falsely
believe that God designed nature.

We noted in section 2 that Ratzsch suggests thaty dasign arguments depend on non-
inferentially perceiving design. If this is the eashese arguments might lose some of their fdrce i
perceiving design is unsafe. | raised doubts whetiiedesign arguments indeed depend on non-
inferentially perceiving design. My conclusion segts that the more arguments depend on non-
inferentially perceiving design, the more they tamted by the unsafety of design beliefs that are
formed in this way. More complex design argumeliks, some versions of the fine-tuning argument,
will likely not be harmed. More intuitive argumentike William Paley’s analogical argument, will
likely be harmed more.

My argument has important ramifications for manynoaon sense design beliefs. It is very
likely that many common people form their beliedttthere is a designer God in a non-inferential way
as described by Ratzsch. My argument shows thatiékefs do not constitute knowledge. Subjects in
this situation can still bolster their design bisliBy looking for additional evidence or reasons.
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Notes

1. Design arguments are sometimes called ‘teleologicaiments.’

2. According to Ratzsch’s line of reasoning, it islgematic to call it an ‘argument.’ Elsewhere, Ral?s line of
reasoning is ranked under the teleological argusn@]. | will refer to it as an argument as well.

3. Ratzsch provides examples of such experiencestfiemritings of notable sceintists like Charles Wiarand Francis
Crick.

4. Ratzsch refers to Thomas Reid’s baoguiry into the human minf28].

5. Ratzsch gives William Dembski’'s argument as exarffileHe notes that Dembski writes that identifyjatterns and
information for eliminating chance needdsight Dembski adds that the logic of discovery at wiorkhis insight is largely
a mystery. Ratzsch suggests that the way peopbeiperdesign could explain this mystery [26].

6. According to Ratzsch, Reid even claims subj&ntsvminds through their effects and signs [26]. | retto this point
below

7. Other quotes of Reid also strongly suggest thatgieging design can lead to knowledge of design @ling to Ratzsch.
He writes: “How do knowthat any man of my acquaintance has understandirigsee only certain effects, which my
judgment leads me to conclude to be marks and so&kit.” ([28] quoted by [26] emphasis added).

8. Plantinga uses the term ‘design discourse’ instéggerceiving design.’ For reasons of clarity euRatzsch’s term.

9. Plantinga famously argues that belief in God cdndch proper basic belief. He argues here tharieriter proper
basicality are inductive. He claims they shoulddrgued to and tested by a relevant set of exarh[263

10. Ryan Nichols and Gideon Yaffe give a good overvigWwhomas Reid’s philosophy and hiw view of comnsamse
[16]. My discussion of Reid’s views on common seissdrawn from their overview.

11. As we noted above, defenders of design argumegie dhat there is a designer. Others argue teet ik no designer
(see for example: [17], [19]).

12. Influential versions of the safety conditon forokviedge have been defended by Ernest Sosa [9],thinWilliamson
[29], [24]. My discussion of the safety conditiankiased on Dani Rabinowitz overview [25]. | do distuss problems for
the safety account, see: [25], [3] and proceed thg iaccount is true.

13. Greco and Williamson do not explicitly stress thatassessment of safety requires looking at neaoblgls where the
belief is produce by the same belief-forming precé&gitchard does when he writes: “S’s belief i $and only if in most
nearby possible worlds in which S continues to folen belief about the target propositiorthe same wags in the actual
world, and in all very close nearby possible woitdevhich S continues to form her belief about tduget proposition in
the same way as in the actual world, the beliefinaes to be true” [23].

14. Rabinowitz uses the term ‘method’ instead of ‘dleforming process.’ [25].

15. Rabinowitz also makes a distinction between irdeamd external belief-forming processes. Processemternal
when they are wholly dependent on the subject’stitmtion; they are external when they are nob hdt discuss the
distinction at length since the process under disiom, perceiving design, is obviously externale phocess refers to
apparent order or complexity that is perceivedessgh. This factor is clearly external to the sabje

16. It should be noted that Williamson does not araligaowledge’ in terms of safety. He does dischesdafety
condition at length.

17. A minority rejects this idea and claims that satoeplexities require reference to a designer. Tp@sition is known
as ‘intelligent design’ (see for example [6]).

18. De Ridder writes: “[W]e don’t know exactly whichguts produce design beliefs as outputs or how

inputs are converted into outputs” [5].
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