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Abstract

This paper is a critique of Richard Dawkins’ “argemh from improbability” against the
existence of God. This argument, which forms tbee cof Dawkins’ bookThe God
Delusion provides an interesting example of the use oérgific ideas in arguments
about religion. Here | raise three objections: [Ie argument is inapplicable to
philosophical conceptions of God that reduce mésBad’'s complexity to that of the
physical universe. (2) The argument depends oray off estimating probabilities that
fails for the probability of an entity that createstural laws. (3) The argument supposes
that complexity arises from past physical causesydver, some forms of complexity
known to mathematics and logic do not arise in th&gy. After stating these three
criticisms, |1 show that some of these same conaiabers undermine Dawkins’ critique of

agnosticism. | close the paper with some remankBawkins’ conception of God.



Introduction

Richard Dawkins’ book he God Delusiofs one of the major texts of the so-called New
Atheism. In this paper | will focus on one cruaabect of the book: what Dawkins calls
the “argument from improbability” against the eriste of God (pp. 109, 113-114).
Dawkins calls this argument, together with somebeissed ideas about complexity in
nature, “the central argument of my book” (p. 15The argument from improbability is
of interest for several reasons, including the walkeploys scientific ideas to make points

about religion. Here | will point out three sergilaws in this argument.

First 1 will fill in some background about the amgent. The “argument from
improbability” is an argument that focuses on tbenplexity of God. Dawkins defines
“God” to mean a supernatural creator of a certam @. 31; see also pp. 11-15). The
argument begins with the seemingly reasonable pbattan intelligent being capable of
creating the universe would have to be very comfdtx 4, especially pp. 113-114, 157-
159). (To get the point, think of the human brairknown creative system. It could not
do what it does without the complex interactionbilfions of its parts. This brain
analogy is implicit in the argument; Dawkins malkesiore explicit on p. 54.) Theistic
religions also traditionally teach that God knows thoughts, answers our prayers, and
sends us messages. Dawkins claims that actilikesghese would require God to be
extremely complex. “Such bandwidth!”, he says ime @motionally heated passage on

alleged divine communications (p. 154).

From the assumption that God would have to be gemyplex, Dawkins argues that God
is very unlikely (ch. 4). He points out that intuxa, highly complex systems are highly
improbable. In his main example (inspired by aalagy attributed to Fred Hoyle), he

" Page numbers fathe God Delusionefer to the edition listed in the “Works Cited’ctien of this paper.
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points out that chance interactions of matter moM, in practice, produce an airliner. The
probability that such a machine would arise fronchiae parts through pure chance is so
small as to be essentially zero (pp. 113-114).Danvkins’ view, to believe in a highly
complex God is to assume that there is a highlyadgable being. Dawkins argues that if
we assume God to be the source of nature’s contplaxe are merely adding to the
mystery we are trying to explain (pp. 109, 158, askwhere). Dawkins points out
correctly that evolutionary theory explains the pbex diversity of life on Earth. He
argues that other kinds of complexity, in cosmolagyd elsewhere, might well be
explainable through other scientific concepts sashthe anthropic principle (pp. 134-
151). However, explaining the complexity of natusg assuming the additional

complexity of God is (according to Dawkins) meralway of compounding the problem.

There are at least three things wrong with the ragnt from improbability. The first of
these three faults seriously weakens the argurttentast two fatally undermine it. | will

discuss the three problems in turn.

Objection 1. An Overly Narrow Definition of God

The first problem is that the argument works owolly§ome conceptions of God. As | will
point out in the Appendix, there are philosophimahceptions of God, as supreme being
or supreme reality, that do not portray God aseator external to nature. According to
some of these conceptions, the complexity of Gaabissomething added to nature, but
simplyis the complexity of nature. This is true of panstieiideas of God, which equate
God to the universe as a whole or to its underlygality. (Not all forms of pantheism
are the “sexed-up atheism” that Dawkins calls paisth (p. 18). Some pantheisms
postulate a God who really is a God. See the Agipeior details.) The same statement
about complexity may hold true of pamheistic conceptions of God (hote the “en”).

According to panentheism, God includes, but is ntbas, the physical universe. If this



is the case, then the complexity of God might bestigar entirely that of the physical
universe. Other conceptions of God also could ceddod’s complexity to that of the
physical universe. This potentially could be tofeany idea of God that portrays God as

intimately intertwined with nature in some way (st example, [1]).

Dawkins’ argument from improbability does not hityaidea of God that equates the
complexity of God to that of nature, or that is g@atible with the view that God’s
complexity is reducible to that of nature. Therefomany possible ideas of God are
invulnerable to Dawkins’ argument. The underlyirgpson for this failure of the
argument is the narrowness of Dawkins’ definitionGod. That definition captures
many traditional religious ideas of God, but leaves many other, more philosophical

concepts of God. (Again, see the Appendix foriteja

Objection 2. Probability Estimates Depend on Natural Laws

The second flaw does not depend on alternativesidéaGod, but destroys Dawkins’
argument ifhis definition of God is correct. If God is a supdural creator of the
universe, then Dawkins’ argument fails becausgnbres a crucial fact: a supernatural
creator might well not be bound by natural lawbwé take God to be the supernatural
creator of the universe, then presumably God alsbd creator of the laws of nature, and
might be able to violate those laws. (Most theiséligions hold this belief; they teach
that God made the laws of nature and can break.jhétowever, the judgment that an
object is probable or improbable depends crucm@tlyhe details of the laws of nature. If
an object is not subject to any known natural lawes,cannot very well decide whether

that object is probable or improbable. [2]

To understand this problem with the argument, waukhlook at some examples of how

natural laws affect the probabilities of the exnste of natural objects.



First, a simple example from physics. Imagine &vense in which a law of universal
gravitation holds, with no other long-range for¢escounteract the gravitation. Such a
universe is relatively likely to contain clumps roftter, because particles of matter will
tend to move toward each other and clump up. iy, diffuse matter can change
into things like stars and planets. Clumps of eratire highly probable in such a
universe. If, on the other hand, there were aarmsal law ofantigravity instead of
gravity, then particles of matter would tend to ma@part, and a diffuse gas of material
particles would be more probable than clumps. h&t tase, clumps such as planets and

stars would be strikinglynprobable.

Here is another example. According to the lawslagsical mechanics, if a particle with
no applied forces is spinning in a random diregteomd someone measures the particle’s
angular momentum component along a given axis,rélalt can be any real number
between a minimum and a maximum value. Any dioecfor the angular momentum
vector will be equally probable; hence any finiteerval of values within the allowed
range of the component will have a nonzero prolgbil However, if the laws of
guantum mechanics hold instead of the laws of dakmechanics, then the measured
value of the angular momentum component will lieainliscrete set of possible values.
The probability of any range of values outside ¢heiscrete values will be zero—not just
small, butzera The component simply cannot have any value detsi the finite set.
(This is just an example of the familiar quantiaatiof angular momentum in quantum

mechanics.)

Here is yet another example. In a universe fuklettrons and nuclei obeying quantum
mechanics, stable atoms can form as the nucleuaphe electrons. However, if the
universe full of electrons and nuclei obeslassical physics, there will be no stable
atoms. Because of a well-known radiation phenomgany atomlike systems that form

in the classical universe will collapse almost indimgely. (Indeed, this is one of the



standard classroom reasons why quantum physicssageel classical physics: only
guantum physics allows stable atoms.) The choifcéaws of nature (classical vs.
guantum) determines whether stable atoms can &xat. In this example, the universe
obeying quantum mechanics will contain matter ofiiech more complex kind than will
the universe obeying classical mechanics. Afteratbms are more complex than loose
electrons and nuclei—and the things that atoms amanbine into can be incredibly
complex. The probability of stable atoms is higlone possible universe and zero in the

other, because of a difference in the natural lgeverning the two possible universes.

The lesson from these examples is simple: the pilities for the existence of objects

are sensitive to the details of the laws of naturaose probabilities are not just abstract
consequences of mathematical probability theonstelad, they can depend crucially on
which natural laws are applicable to the objedher€ is no general way to estimate these

probabilities sensibly without knowing the lawsnatture.

According to Dawkins’ definition of God, God credtéhe universe. Presumably this
includes the creation of natural laws; at leastdagnition leaves open this possibility.
Traditional theistic belief definitely takes Godlie the author of natural laws. Now let’s
ask Dawkins: How are we supposed to make a neadistimate of the probability of the

existence of God, when God (for all we know) is @a&n bound bgny natural laws?

The only rational answer is: Not very well. Urdese know something about the laws
that God follows, we can't really begin to estim#te probability that there is a God. In
the absence of unbreakable natural laws, how d&nee that a complex structure like
God can't just appear (poof!) out of nowhere? Rmamer how a change in natural laws
affected the probabilities of physical systems ur examples. Might the complete
absence of natural law, or a freely changeableokdéaws, allow a wide spectrum of
different random machines to come into being—peshapluding one with superhuman

intelligence? Without a set of natural laws tobyp we can't really get a mental grip on



this question. We don’t know how to assign proliads to things—even in a vague,

gualitative way—without some idea about which naitiaws apply.

Objection 3. Deductive Cranes

Even without these first two objections, Dawkinsgament from improbability would
fail for another reasonnot all complexity is a product of past caus&ome complexity
is just part of the logical structure of the worldrd complexity of this sort is not
improbable at all. This statement may seem mysisribut it is not. I'll give some

examples to point out what it means.

Consider fractals—those wonderful mathematical abjbat have attracted so much
artistic attention. It isn’t hard to find picture$ these on the web. A fractal can have an
incredibly complex structure, containing all sow$ intricate patterns, forms, and
variations. Yet fractals are amazing, not onlyause of their complexity, but because of
theirunderlying simplicity Typically, a fractal is generated by the repeaeplication of

a simple mathematical procedure. Fractals typicak self-similar, which means (more
or less) that similar patterns are repeated ovéroaer again at larger and smaller scales.
The immense complexity of a fractal is built upnfran original simplicity that is not
visible to the unaided eye. This dosst mean that the complexity isn't real, or that
fractals actually are only simple and not compléi¥l have more to say about this topic
later.) It just means that the complexity is aidafjconsequence of a few much simpler
facts. Once we assume that there exist sets nfgpobeying certain simple rules, we are
forced by sheer logic to admit the existence ofwhele structure of the fractal, with all
its exquisite patterns, stunning intricacy, andltbai quantities of information at every

scale.

Fractals are not unique in this respect. The ghemae recurs again and again throughout



mathematics and logic. One need only look at thigest of set theory to realize how
much complexity can arise from a few simple rul8gginning with a handful of axioms
that seem self-evident, set theorists derive thstence ofinfinitely many sets that have
infinitely complex structures. Even the old geometry of Buekhibits this feature.
From a small set of axioms and postulates, onedesive a multitude of theorems and
deduce the existence of an endless diversity ahgor All major mathematical theories
are like this. Once you assume a few basic rytms,can deduce a huge number of new
facts and prove the existence of a huge numbereof structures—perhaps including

things you hadn’t dreamed of in advance.

The lesson from mathematics is cledihe simple can logically entail the compleXot

all complex structures are produced by the intewacdf simple parts as in biological
evolution. Instead, their existence is a logiaahsequence of simple premises. These
structures are not “caused,” but instead are Idgicaplied or entailed by something
simpler. The road from the simple mathematicad ol the fractal does not depend on
evolution, design, or accident. Given the truththed starting facts, the entire complex

structure just has to be there. It's just a maitéogic.

Someone might try to argue that these forms of dexity are not really complexity at
all, since the mathematical structures are geretatenly small amounts of information.
If the amount of information in a system is an aador of the system’s complexity, then
isn't a fractal really an example of simplicity itead of complexity? The answer is no, if
we have in mind any reasonable notion of complettigt matches our informal idea
fairly well [3]. Suppose that | draw a picture afplant. That picture contains a certain
amount of information. Now suppose that later,dgmify a tiny piece of a plot of a
fractal, and discover a shape exactly the sambaisf the plant that | drew. (Plantlike
shapes seem fairly common in the fractals | hawn.3e Does that mean that the
information in the original plant drawing was natally there, and that only the

information in the rule for creating the fractalréal? Obviously not. It only means that



the information in the plant drawing can peneratedby application of the rule for the
fractal. The same argument works for weightiercege of information found in
mathematical structures. Take set theory as ampbe. Given any finite pattern, the
standard version of set theory (ZF) provides alsa#t represents that pattern. [4] Thus,
the pattern of connections among the neurons im lgoain is represented by some set.
Does that mean that the complexity of the neuroeélvork of your brain isn’t real, and
that your brain is as simple as the handful of &mples that govern the set theory? Of
course not. It would be silly to conclude that treuronal network of the human brain
isn't complex after all. Instead, we should sagttthe complexity of the brain is real
complexity, which can bgeneratedrom the rules of set theory. Here “generatedéslo
not mean “caused to exist”; instead, it means “tbtlmough mathematical deduction.”
(This kind of “generating” is not a process in tinbeit is a logical relationship between

the underlying rules and the resulting structure.)

One might wonder whether this kind of complexitgrr-simplicity is relevant to the
physical world, or whether it exists only as a neatltical abstraction. Can we find this
kind of complexity in the physical world around usPhe answer is yes. Implied
complexity of this sort also occurs in physicalteyss. To see this, we must notice a fact
that often goes unnoticed: all physical objectgehts of mathematical properties.
Even a simple physical system, like a triangulaarsgement of three rocks, has a large

set of geometric, arithmetical, and logical projesrt

Let's look at some of these properties for theesysof three rocks. To begin with, there
is a multitude ofelationshipsamong the rocks. For example, the following relaghips

might hold: rock 2 is located in space betweerk tb@and rock 3; rock 1 is heavier than
rock 2; rock 3 is lighter than rock 2; rock 3 ighter than rock 1 (this follows from the
last two relationships, but is a relationship glsogk 3 is smaller in volume than rock 2;
rock 1 contains more carbon than rock 2; rock Zaios less silicon than rock 3;.... To a

logician, all of these relationships are legitimaéens for study. There are lots of these



relationships.

Besides their relationships, the rocks form thenffation of a multitude ofets Rock 1
and rock 2 form a set; rock 2 and rock 3 form ams@k 1 alone forms a set (known as a
“singleton set” to mathematicians); and so forffhe fact that these rocks form sets is a
legitimate mathematical fact. What is more, this sé rocks form still other sets. These
are sets of sets—a common type of mathematicatbbj&ets of sets may seem exotic,
but they are not. We use such sets of sets iewenyday reasoning; think of atliance

of nationsof people. Scientists also use sets of sets witrealizing it; think of agenus
containingspeciesof organisms.) From the sets of sets, we can &®ts of sets of sets,
and so forth. For each of these many sets, tseaddgitimate mathematical fact that one
can form that set by starting with the three rockall this talk will sound boringly
familiar to set theorists; it is a very simple apation of what is called “the iterative
conception of set.” Even for a small assemblagelofsical parts, there are lots of
relationships among the parts, lots of sets comigitne parts, and lots of facts true of the
system and its parts. (If you are a philosophemie® about the reality of mathematical
objects, there are at least lotsfatts true of the system and and its parts. This much

seems indisputable.)

We now see that the logical complexity of evenimfde” physical system is very high if
we look at the full inventory of properties andatednships of the system and its parts.
Even if physical objects are not astonishing stmeg like fractals (and until we have a
“final theory” we don’'t know that they aren’t), vaill can find huge amounts of logical

complexity among the ordinary properties and refeghips of physical objects.

In the physical world as in the mathematical realme, can find complexity whose
existence follows logically from very simple setsumderlying facts. There is nothing
magic about this complexity. It is just a mattédagic, with no miracles or sleight of

hand involved.
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Now back to the topic of God. Without arguing foragainst a supernatural creator, |
would like to pose the following questioriWhat if there were a supernatural creator,
and that creator was very complex—nbut its compfewiis a logical consequence of a

very simple set of facts?

To speculate on this question, we do not have lieugin a supernatural creator. We
can merely consider the possibilities, and show toey affect Dawkins’ argument from

improbability.

What if there were a complex supernatural creduor that creator was complex only by

virtue of a simple set of facts that logically eled the existence of a lot of complexity?

Now | am going to propose three thought experimeimés offer hints as to how this
might happen. Two of these are science fictiomnages involving a superhuman
intelligence reminiscent of Dawkins’ God. The thscenario does not involve a godlike
being, but shows how a lot of complexity could agpe the real world without previous
physical causes. You don't have to believe arthe$e scenarios to follow my argument.
They're just thought experiments, meant to dematsthow something in the universe

(or outside of it) could have tremendous compleaityibutable to logical factors alone.

Thought Experiment 1.

Suppose that outside the known physical universestivas another object—an object
describable as a mathematical space. (This suggesih’'t much different from some of
the many-universes speculations in present-dayretieal physics. I'm thinking
especially of the “branes” on which string theaisipeculate—though what I'm
imagining here might not be much like those “braflesSuppose that the existence of

this object is the result of processes governeddstain natural laws. What is special
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about this object is that it has a geometric stmectixed bya few simple mathematical
rules These rules resemble the rules governing aalrat set theory in at least one
respect: a structure that follows these rules wdhtain a multitude of patterns,
combinations, and substructures of breathtakimicatty. (As | said before, such sets of

rules are common in mathematics.)

Now suppose that these rules imply the existenceaiy different patterns—so many
that any pattern we can think of, or at least aayepn within certain broad limits, is very
likely to appear among the patterns within the spacThis possibility is not

mathematically outlandish. Something even worggbéas in set theory, where a small

set of rules implies the existence of infinitelymganfinitely complex patterns.

In this special space, one of the countless patteappens to duplicate the structure of a
human brain down to the subatomic level. (Thecsime of a human brain is, after all,
just one pattern among many, even though it's &lshgly rich and complex pattern. A
space with a rich enough selection of patterns gahtain such a pattern somewhere.)
This pattern isn’t exactly like a human brain—fareothing, it's much “bigger,” in the
sense that it's even more complex than our braiAswever, it is like a brain in key
respects, and has the structural features that suelly associate with an intelligent
system. This pattern changes through time, allgwinto do information processing.
(’m assuming, as part of the thought experimemat the other space has a dimension
that serves as time, just as our universe does$is Arainlike pattern is amtelligent

pattern

Our own brains are systems of physical parts sjgoetterns of information. Our brains
manage to be intelligent. Thus, there does nanhdeebe anything logically impossible
about the superintelligent “brain” that | just desed. The “universe” that | just
described also seems to be logically possible—agthd know of no reason to think that

such a “universe” actually exists. (Remember, thnly a thought experiment!)
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Most of the ideas used in this thought experimart ot new. Ideas about other
universes have long been subjects of scientificmidsophical speculation. Ideas about
alternative kinds of brains are well-known too—esakly in the artificial intelligence
field. What is different in this example is the ywthe brain came to be. In our
experiment, a superior intelligence outside ourverse exists—but not because of
evolutionor deliberate creation, and not because of a fantbgtof chance like the self-
assembly of an airliner. This intelligence simpmyists because it has to exisin
philosophical terms, its existencelagjically entailedby the properties of the universe in
which it exists. Given the rules of the universexists in, this intelligence might be said

to exist by virtue of logic alone.

Thought Experiment 2.

Now take Thought Experiment 1 and modify it aditdit. Assume that, because of some
natural laws not yet known to us, the other unieeirs Thought Experiment 1 also

inevitably had to exist.

The idea that certain items in nature have to ghistause their existence is a logical
consequence of natural laws, is not new. In quariteld theories, the existence of fields
in the physical vacuum is a consequence of phykead. Once one grants the laws, one
cannot escape the logical consequence that thedds @xist. There is nothing incredible
about this kind of “forced” existence. Our sceoanvolves something analogous to this.

A universe of a particular sort exists becausagt to.

From the inevitability of the universe just desedb and the inevitability of the “brain”
given the existence of that universe, it followattthe “brain” in our imagined universe
has to exist. There is no escaping this conseguence we grant the premises of the

thought experiment. Given the laws of nature,ghleas to be an extremely complex
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intelligence outside our universe.

Once again, we get great complexity without evolutidesign, or accident. The

complexity is there simply because it has to beethe

Thought Experiment 3.

Now let’'s imagine a slightly different thought exjpeent. Let's set aside these science
fiction scenarios about other universes, and josk lat some known mathematics and

philosophy.

Let's suppose, for the sake of argument, that nmad#itieal objects are real. Philosophers
have held various opinions about the reality of raatatical objects. Some have held
that mathematical objects are only ideas in thedrumind (conceptualism) or that their
existence is only a figure of speech (nominalis@jhers, the mathematical realists, have
held that mathematical objects are fully real, ppehwith a kind of existence different
from that of physical objects. (Elsewhere [5] vbargued for this last view: abstract
objects, of which mathematical objects form a spéfyare features of reality but don’t
exist in the same way that physical things exisseems wrong to say that mathematical
objects aren’t features of reality at all, when $ibgl objectseally dohave certain shapes
and occur in certain numbers.) For this scengeits assume that mathematical objects,
including fractals and other sets, are real in saommaner—at least they can be thought of

as real features of the real world.

Mathematics allows for patterns with unlimited cdexgty. (Think of fractals or of

Euclidean geometry—then think of set theory, withimfinite number of infinite sets and
patterns.) Somewhere among all these patternspattarn just like the structure of a
human brain persisting through time—duplicatingt tis&ructure right down to the

subatomic level. Elsewhere among these patteenbrainlike patterns resembling brains
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much smarter than human brains

Would these brainlike patterns really be intelligeerPerhaps not, but that doesn’t matter
for our purposes. The important point is thatwweld in our scenario contains a mind-
boggling amount of complexity—and that complexisynot the result of chance or of
evolution. Instead, it is the result of the fdtatt some mathematical structures follow

some simple rules.

In this scenario, the world contains a stunning @am@f complexity thatould not have
failed to exist Nothing had to happen to make this complexiigtexit exists as a logical
consequence of a very simple set of facts. Howegdespite its simple roots, this
complexity isreal complexity—unless you want to say (absurdly) tt@nhplexity equal
to that of a human brain is not real complexity!o$¥limportantly, there is absolutely
nothing supernatural about all of this—unless wentwi get really silly and call

mathematics “supernatural.”

The above three thought experiments are not aklgplausible. Certainly there is no
reason to believe that the first two are true, ¢fioboth are logically possible. The third
scenario is not science fiction, but mathematics @ bit of philosophy; it might well be
true. However, the actuality of these particulzrarios is not the issue here. All three
experiments are meant to make the following poi@bmplexity does not have to be a
product of physical processes of evolution, desmmnaccident. The emergence of
complexity seemingly out of nowhere, with no playsicocess gradually building it up,
does not have to be a miracle or a fantasticallprioibable coincidence. Sometimes it

might be an inevitable physical or logical necessit

This fact completely undermines Dawkins’ argumentrf complexity. Once we admit
the possibility (even remote) that some compleistipgically inevitable, then we can no

longer carelessly jump from the premise that Gocbisplex to the conclusion that God
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is improbable. Instead, we must admit the possibihat God is complex but not

improbable—because God’s complexity might be ofltlggcally inevitable sort.

Note that this finding doasot carry over to the airliner or other ordinary plogdiobjects.
For the airliner, the corresponding inference idlyustified: because the airliner is
complex, it is improbable. We can make this infee with confidence, because the
complexity in an airliner isot logically inevitable. Any airliner that exists ght well
not have existed, had things gone differently iea gast. Hence the complexity of an
airliner obviously cannot be an inevitable featafehe world. The same goes for any
familiar physical object. However, we cannot gatiee this conclusion to God, because
we don’t know whether God’s complexity is inevitaldr not. Since God is supposed to
be the creator of the whole universe, it doesrénsdoo strange to ask whether God’s
complexity might be a basic feature of the universgore like the complexity of a fractal

than like the complexity of an airliner.

Now we can see why a complex God might be more fbhanha useless addition to
nature’s complexity. Instead, the complexity ofd@uight be an unavoidable feature of
the real world—something that would exist regarsllesthe details of natural events. If
such unavoidable complexity exists, we cannot havawit away for the sake of a

simpler worldview.

Dawkins argues (pp. 73, 157-159) that the corregilamation for any instance of
complexity in nature must be a “crane” (a graduatremental process) and not a
“skyhook” (an assumed source of unexplained conitylex(He attributes the crane and
skyhook terminology to Dennett (p. 73).) Now werdan alternative that Dawkins did
not foresee: complexity that arises naturally fribra logical structure of things, instead
of from past physical causes like evolution, des@raccident. This extra option clearly
is a “crane” and not a “skyhook.” The complexity a consequence of small,

understandable logical steps, so the origin ottraplexity has the incremental and non-
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mysterious character of a crane. Most importanthgre is absolutely nothing
supernatural about such a crane. On the conitag very transparent and explainable
source of complexity. Nevertheless, this “craredifferent from the physical “cranes”
that Dawkins champions. We could call ileductive crane Dawkins needs to expand

his notion of “cranes” to include deductive craatmg with physical ones.

Interestingly, some old traditions in Western tlogyl seem to suggest that the complexity
of God arises from a deductive crane of some kid:cording to one long-standing
theological hypothesis, God is a “necessary beimgganing that there could not hawat
been a God. There also is a theological traditiothe effect that God is “simple.” This
does not necessarily mean that God is devoid offalins of complexity; most
theologians think that God has several attribwaad, having multiple attributes is a kind
of complexity. Theologians understand the “simpficof God in various ways, but at
bottom it seems to mean that God’s attributes, ewmtricate, follow inevitably from
something simple about God’s nature. These ideaatanecessity and simplicity sound
like anticipations, from the days before modernhaatatics, of the idea of deductive
cranes that | have examined here. Plantinga hadeploout that if God is a necessary
being, then God isot improbable [6]. Is this kind of necessity anythiout a deductive
crane? Could the idea of deductive cranes be tes#ldsh out the idea of a necessary

being?

In The God DelusionDawkins touches on the ideas of necessary beidgasimplicity,

but he fails to deal correctly with either one.eTilea that God is a necessary being is the
driving idea behind the ontological argument fag gxistence of God. In the Appendix |
will show how Dawkins mishandles this celebrated anzzling argument. In another
place, Dawkins relates a story of the time he mprteskhis complexity argument to some
theologians (pp. 153-154). The theologians repléh the claim that God is simple (p.
153). In the book, Dawkins summarily dismisses ttinim. Perhaps the theologians

should have hung pictures of fractals on the wallg] pointed out that a simple set of
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facts can give rise to a very complex system inda&duld Dawkins have listened?

An Afterthought: Agnosticism Rescued

My second and third objections to the argument friomprobability also undermine
Dawkins’ argument against agnosticism (pp. 46-5K).this argument as in the airliner
argument, Dawkins focuses on examples of improbablgsical systems. The main
example is Russell’'s famous teapot—a teapot alldgete orbiting in outer space,
outside the reach of direct earthly observation. (p-52). Russell pointed out, and
Dawkins concurs, that it is rational to disbeligwvesuch an object even though we cannot
strictly disprove its existence. Dawkins uses txample, and several others like it
(including the Flying Spaghetti Monster of Interf@me), to show that the existence of a
made-up object for which there is no evidence hggaly improbable hypothesis, even if
we cannot strictly disprove the hypothesis. Frbm toundation, Dawkins argues that we
should believe God is improbable, instead of metsyng undecided about God’s

existence as are most agnostics.

This argument against agnosticism falls apart eneeealize that probabilities of objects
depend on the details of natural laws. As | painbeit earlier, we cannot decide the
probability of God’s existence in the same way tatwould decide the probability of a
teapot or a monster. Russell’s teapot is imprablelcausegiven known natural laws
there is no reason why such a teapot should eRsssell’'s teapot could only come into
being, and be located where it is, through circamsts whichgiven known natural
laws, are highly improbable. However, if we aren’t evaire which laws (if any) govern
the being we are interested in, then how can wmatt the being’'s probability? God is
not like the teapot or the Flying Spaghetti Monskercause God (if there is one) might
well be the source of natural laws and hence mmgiithave a well-defined probability.

We can’t conclude that God is improbable by using same reasoning that tells us
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Russell's teapot is improbable.

Someone might try to get around this rebuttal oivKias by creating a new teapot or
monster example in which the object is definedhsd tt doesn’t have to obey natural
laws. This desperate gambit will not work, becatespots and flying monsters, unlike
the theists’ God, are objects within the physiaavarse. Whatever else one can say of
them, the teapot and the monster (if they existaal)ld be located in the same physical
space as the rest of us. They have shapes, losatod motions, and hence are inside
the spacetime of the physical universe. Sciencepnavided strong evidence that all
objects in that spacetime obey the laws of physidsus, a teapot or a monster that does
not obey the laws of physics is highly improbabléowever, God (if there is one) might

well not be an object in the physical universeasimilar argument does not apply.

Dawkins’ polemic against agnosticism also fallsrapace we recognize the possibility
of deductive cranes. If a set of simple, unavdeldaws (call this set L) implied the

existence of a highly complex being of a certapetycall it a G-being), then we might be
right to assume that a being of that type existsnef we have no observational evidence
for it. The question of the existence of a G-beiwmyld hinge on the question of the truth
of the simple laws in L. If we found evidence tttz laws in L were true, we then would
know that a G-being existed, even without one shbifembservational evidence for such a
being. Thus, if an entity might arise from a ddduc crane, we cannot estimate the
probability of that entity in the same way that weuld infer the improbability of a

teapot or a monster. (Note that the laws in L neetdbe laws of physics. They might
well be laws of mathematics, such as axioms offeiry, or general conceptual truths of

the kind that interest philosophers.) [7]

A Dawkinsite might reply that a set of laws likeid improbablebecausethose laws
imply the existence of an improbably complex bei@g G-being). However, this

argument would be a shameful example of questiggibg. If the laws L were true,
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then the G-being wouldot be improbable. Hence the claim that a G-beingy@obable
presupposes the falsehood (or probable falsehdatiedaws L. It would be circular to
use the supposed improbability of a G-being to shiwat the laws L are improbable. Of
course, it might be true that a similar being wohtlimprobable if it occurred under
some other lawgesidesL. However, this fact does not decide the prdigof a G-

being’s existence in the presence of L.

Needless to say, the whole idea of a deductiveecranrrelevant to the existence of
Russell's teapot or of the Flying Spaghetti Monstéhese objects, if they existed, would
be physically interacting objects of middle sizeifner quantum mechanically small nor
cosmically large) within the physical universe. sBd on what we know of the laws of
physics, we can safely say that these objects mighhave existed had things turned out
differently in the universe. Thus, the complexatfysuch objects is far from inevitable,
and it would be wrong to attribute that complexiya deductive crane. The probability
for these objects remains near zero, just whersdlueft it. However, if there is such a
thing as a deductive crane, then there could beraihjects whose existencenst an
improbable hypothesis, even in the absence of eaenal evidence for those objects.
Of course, any rational belief in those objects Midwave to be supported by evidence of
some sort. However, the evidence would not haveet@bservational evidence for an
object. Instead, it could be evidence for the gmes of a deductive crane. This evidence
might (for all we know) consist of general infornoet about natural laws, or even

principles of mathematics, logic, or conceptuallygsia.
What | have said here is not an argument for agnsst, but a rebuttal of Dawkins’ main

argument against agnosticism. Dawkins’ critiquaghosticism does not provide a good

reason for any agnostic to become an atheist.
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Appendix. Some Comments on Dawkins’ Conception of God

[Note: This appendix was adapted from a May 18, 2009 fosthe author’s blog,

The Unfinishable Scro(http://www.eskimo.com/~msharlow/cgi-bin/blosxom)cpi

The most serious flaw iThe God Delusions that it misses the idea of God almost
completely. Dawkins focuses on one particular iole@od: that of a supernatural creator
of the universe, as presented in traditional theasith deism (pp. 11-15, 18-19, 31). He
admits that he is trying to debunk only the supkemad idea of God (pp. 15, 31). The

only other idea of God that Dawkins even consigemantheism, which he equates to the
poetic use of the word “God” to describe the phgfsimiverse or its laws (p. 18). By

leaving the reader with only these choices, Dawkysasses the many well-considered
philosophical conceptions of God that do not fther of these categories. Thus, he

cannot debunk these other ideas.

Dawkins begins this mistake by ignoring all fornigpantheism that do not fit his narrow
definition of “pantheism.” Dawkins’ description gfantheism fits some versions of
pantheism, but is grossly inaccurate for other forrAmong these other forms are the
pantheistic viewpoints of Schelling, Heraclitusdd@runo, and Eastern philosophies such
as Advaita Vedanta. In various ways, these philbss identify God or the divine with
the whole of reality or with the underlying prinkgpof the universe. However, they do
not equate God to a universe regarded as a mdeztomh of material particles. Some
forms of pantheism depict the mental and spirittedtures of reality as real and
significant—at least as significant as the physfeatures of the cosmos. Thus, they do

not reduce God to a mere poetic name for the phalysidverse known to science.

Dawkins’ handling of Spinoza is especially reveglin Spinoza probably is the best

known of Western pantheists. His philosophy, barthe early days of modern science,
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stressed the unity of nature and the immutabilitynatural law. Dawkins mentions
Spinoza and notes that Einstein approved of Spisadea of God (p. 18). However, this
mention of Spinoza seems ironic, because Spingaitheistic philosophy simply does
not fit Dawkins’ narrow definition of “pantheism.'Spinoza identified God with nature,
but he also held that nature has mental as weghgsical properties [8]. According to
Spinoza, the natural universe itself is not meralyphysical system, but also is
intrinsically spiritual. Spinoza’s God is impersdnbut has mental and spiritual features,
making it a bit more like a “someone” than a meseiething.” After reading Spinoza’s
Ethics it would be silly to equate Spinoza’s pantheisnisexed-up atheism”—which is
Dawkins’ characterization of pantheism (p. 18)dded, Spinoza himself denied that he
would equate God to nature if nature were thoudtasostrictly material [9]. Spinoza’s
God is impersonal and natural, but is a real supréming, not merely a sexed-up
collection of lumps of matter. Despite the shaiffetences between Spinoza’'s view of
God and the standard Christian views, the Christvater Novalis had good reason to

label Spinoza “the god-intoxicated man” [10].

Besides neglecting most forms of pantheism, thekbatso ignores many other
philosophical conceptions of God. There are iddgaSod that portray God as something
besides the physical universe, but that do notluevéor could exist without) belief in
miraculous supernatural action. Some philosophav& proposed theories of God like
this; offhand, the names of G. H. Howison, ChaHisstshorne and Aristotle come to
mind [11]. Dawkins’ polemic bypasses these iddawst as if they did not exist. He
simply sorts ideas of God into two bags—the sugearag miracle-working creator from
traditional religion (together with its simpler vamt, the God of deism), and the
poetically described material world with no realdso0Any form of belief in God that

doesn't fit into one of these two bags simply faftem view.

By ignoring all these philosophical conceptionsGidd, Dawkins forfeits any claim to

have built a case against God. At most, he hawrsitbat traditional Western religious
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conceptions of God are inadequate. This doesmalyiatheism. At most, it implies that
those who believe in the traditional version of Gbduld either become atheistsadopt
improved ideas about God. (Whether Dawkins hasraptished even this much is a

separate topic.)

This slighting of non-supernatural ideas of Godtdbotes to Dawkins’ high-handed
treatment of Stephen Jay Gould’s NOMA concept §p61). According to NOMA,
science and religion each have their own areashiohnthey are authoritative. If NOMA
is right, then religion should not dictate abouttiexs in the area of science, such as
evolution and cosmology, and science should notrddige about matters of the meaning
of existence, which belong to religion. The NOM¥ea is quite reasonable. It is close to
what many liberal, modernist believers in God alsebelieve. (If you think the Genesis
story can't be literally true because it contraglistience, then you already are practicing
NOMA to some degree.) Of course, most religiordayodo not obey NOMA. Instead,
they postulate literal miraculous happenings tlearee might, in principle, be able to
evaluate. Dawkins correctly recognizes this, abdeoves that a religion that follows
NOMA would be quite different from most religionsagticed today (p. 60). Dawkins
could have taken this observation to some reaser@iclusion. For example, he could
have claimed that today’s religions need to berreéml and modernized, leading to
liberal forms of religion that take miracle stortesbe spiritual lessons instead of physical
facts. Instead, he uses the occasion to rake N@WMk the coals. He even makes the
nasty suggestion that Gould was insincere in hibraoe of NOMA (pp. 57-58). To
support this putdown of the brilliant Gould, Dawkitrots out the claim that Gould
personally was skeptical of the existence of God5%). Needless to say, Gould's
personal belief or disbelief in God is totally ieeant to Gould’s sincerity in embracing
NOMA. One can believe that religion is a legitienditeld of study and still come to a
personal decision to be an agnostic or an atheigta field of religion. (It's much like
studying a particular field of physics and finalynbracing a theory that denies some

commonly accepted concepts in that field. No iosiity required!) None of Dawkins’
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overheated criticisms of NOMA cast any doubt on rd®onal acceptability of NOMA.
Of course, making NOMA look bad is useful for Dansi because if NOMA were right

his science-centered polemic against God mightitesgip.

The main line of argument imhe God Delusions an attempt to debunk supernatural
concepts of God, especially those that involve swgiaral creation or intervention.

Because not all concepts of God require superriatagpenings or even a supernatural
God, the book does not succeed in debunking Goiild as a polemic for atheism. The
most this book can do is undermine traditionalgielis conceptions of God, then leave
us on our own to decide about the conceptions a @at forth by philosophers and

reason-friendly religionists. Whether the book @ even that much is a separate

guestion.

Why does Dawkins ignore almost all philosophicahaeptions of God? It might be a
symptom of a more general problem: a strikingufalto handle philosophical ideas
correctly [12]. One can catch a whiff of this tag at various points in the book. [l

give a few examples here.

In a discussion of traditional Christian ideas dlibe Trinity (p. 33), Dawkins refers to a
teaching of Arius that makes use of the philosogdhmoncepts of “substance” and
“essence.” Philosophers (including atheistic oras)likely to have some idea of what
these terms mean, for philosophers have thoughitghwzles involving substance and
essence since the time of the ancient Greeks. wEwerhen Dawkins asks rhetorically
what these terms mean, his answer is “ ‘Very liglsems the only reasonable reply” (p.
33). This is simply wrong. One can love or hdteology, but either way, the terms
“substance” and “essence” do mean something. &neystandard philosophical terms

with real meanings.

Another example of bad philosophy (and also of suwhmg ridicule for thought) is
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Dawkins’ discussion of the ontological argument floe existence of God (pp. 80-85).
This is a famous argument put forth by Anselm ohi€ebury in the Middle Ages.
Dawkins’ treatment of this argument is both emadicand coarse. He calls the argument
“infantile,” and then gives a silly scenario in whichildren on the playground argue
about God using some of same words used in thergament (p. 80). Despite the tone
of snide self-assurance in that passage, Dawkitssthe ontological argument wrong!
Scholars have known for decades that Anselm wrotendat least two distinct versions
of the ontological argument [13]. The first versizvas more or less preliminary;
apparently Anselm himself was dissatisfied withfat, he presented a second version in
the next chapter of his book. The second versanare sophisticated and is not nearly
as vulnerable to attack. The full analysis of tBecond version requires modern
techniques of logic. However, the version that Riae quotes is thérst version (p. 81).

It is pretty clear that his ridiculous playgrountkse also is based on this first version.
As Hartshorne pointed out in 1965, many past pbpbgers made the mistake of
critiquing the first version of the argument andagng the second [14]. However, there
is no excuse for this mistake today; we simply knostter. Dawkins either does not
know or does not bother about the second versidheoirgument. He just goes ahead
and quotes and ridicules the weak first draft @f éihgument, as if that were an effective

attack on the ontological argument.

Toward the end of his attack on the ontologicalargnt, Dawkins mentions the time he
presented a bogus argument, resembling the ontallogirgument, to a meeting of
philosophers and theologians. Dawkins says: “Tte#tythe need to resort to Modal
Logic to prove that | was wrong.” (p. 84; capitaliion in original). Read in context, this
remark seems snide, as though forcing the philasspand theologians to use modal
logic were a gloating victory. Does Dawkins everow that modal logic is a respectable
mathematical discipline, and that modal logic i€essary for the rational analysis of
almostany argument about possible entities that might notda¢? To me at least, the

book gave no answer to this question.

25



Still another example of a crude approach to pbpby comes from Dawkins’ discussion
of mind-transfer scenarios (p. 180). Dawkins naditwo fictional stories in which
people find that they have swapped minds, withntived of one now existing in the body
of the other. Dawkins claims, without much argumémat “the plot makes sense only to
a dualist” and that such stories could happen al liée only if the personality is
somehow distinct from the body (p. 180). A litpkilosophical reading shows that the
truth is not so simple. In real life, philosophéesve studied mind-transfer scenarios in
great detail—and sommaterialistphilosophers have seriously considered that thgitm
be logically possible [15]. One can be a matesialith no belief in a nonphysical mind,
and still find it possible for the mind of persont@enter the body of person B. All one
has to do is suppose that the two persons’ braesearganized in a way that makes one
of the brains continue the memories and conscifei®fl the other. Needless to say, this
experiment would be an enormous feat in real lifeoday’s science is nowhere near
being able to do it. However, this feat would lesgble in principle even if dualism is
false. If Dawkins offered any real argument fa& bpposite opinion on this topic, | might

take his opinion seriously—but he offers no reglanent.

These examples are far from my original topic efitea of God. | mention them only to
show that Dawkins’ book contains some strikinglyd® treatments of philosophical
ideas. Perhaps this helps to explain why the nmusresting ideas of God—the

philosophically well-considered ones—are almosirelytabsent from this book.
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Notes

Page numbers farhe God Delusionefer to the edition listed under “Works Cited,”
below.

[1] Sharlow,God: the Next Version.

[2] Plantinga (in “The Dawkins Confusion”) has edtthat the improbability of complex
objects makes sense if materialism is true, but@ibe taken for granted if materialism
is false. This objection of Plantinga’s is akimtg argument here, but | think my
argument would go through even in the presencermkskinds of materialism.

[3] I'am using the words “complex” and “compleXity their intuitive, prephilosophical
senses. Perhaps we could rigorize these statethenigh the use of formal measures of
complexity, but I won't attempt this here. | dottiink this would change anything
essential in my argument.

[4] For set theorists, | will mention that the @xi of infinity is not necessary for this
step. ZF minus Infinity will do.

[5] See, for example, Sharlow, “Getting Realistibout Nominalism,” and Sharlowhe
Unfinishable BookTalks 8 and 9.

[6] Plantinga, “The Dawkins Confusion.”

[7] Plantinga, in “The Dawkins Confusion,” makese#éevant observation: if God is
taken to be a necessary being, then Dawkins’ dib@iggument would require an
argument against a “necessary being with the atggoof God”. | think such an
argument might amount to a philosophical argumbotiadeductive cranes.

[8] SpinozaEthics See especially Part 2 Proposition 7, includimgfbllowing
“scholium” or note, and Part 2 Proposition 13, esgléy the following note. Also see
Durant, pp. 134-143.

[9] See the excerpt from Spinoza’s letter, in Darg. 132.

[10] Quoted in Durant, p. 149.

[11] The works of Aristotle are well-known. Hértwne’s ideas are well-known too,

within the rubric of “process theology.” His idedGod is discussed in his several
books. Howison also is important in the historpbfiosophy, but appears to be less
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well-known than Aristotle and Hartshorne. His maiork isThe Limits of Evolution and
Other Essays

[12] 1 am not the first to comment on Dawkins’ dejuate treatment of philosophical
ideas. Plantinga has mentioned Dawkins’ “jejured &sophomoric” handling of some
philosophical matters (see Plantinga, “The DawKkiosfusion”).

[13] See Hartshorne. The first version of Ansalmntological argument is in Anselm’s
Proslogium Chapter 2. The second version is in Chapter 3.

[14] Hartshorne, especially pp. 12-18.

[15] See Shoemaker, pp. 108 ff.
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