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Hume 's Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion is a work widely admired for the 
clarity of its thought, the importance of its 
theme, and the felicity of its literary expres­
sion. However, the logic of its argumenta­
tion often is not adequately appreciated, for 
readers frequently fail to recognize how 
centrally the work relies upon reasoning by 
analogy, and this of two different types. To 
try to characterize the role of reasoning by 
analogy in Hume's Dialogues is a worth­
while undertaking in logical interpretation, 
and success in this can advance our 
understanding of Hume's thought. 
Moreover, if we can satisfactorily charact­
erize this reasoning of Hume's, a peda­
gogical application will emerge: one 
valuable way for us to teach students about 
the logic of analogy will be to have them 
study Hume's Dialogues, attending both to 
the specific reasonings it contains and to 
their bearing on more general issues about 
logical reasoning. 

1. Background 

Throughout the history of Western 
philosophy one of the arguments most wide­
ly employed in attempting to prove the ex­
istence of God has been the argument from 
design (or teleological argument, as Kant 
called it). First explicitly stated by Plato, I 
this argument became a standard weapon 
in the arsenal of traditional philosophy of 
religion. In the modern period a number of 
British thinkers, including Henry More,2 
Joseph Butler, 3 and William Paley, 4 began 
to attach preeminent importance to the argu­
ment from design, regarding it as the main 

justification for religious belief. They us­
ed the phrase' 'natural religion" to refer to 
the philosophical basing of religious belief 
on the argument from design. This argu­
ment achieved very wide acceptance for a 
long time, and even today it continues to 
have some advocates who think it a good 
argument. 5 

However, most philosophers eventual­
ly ceased to regard the argument from 
design as convincing, and this important 
change occurred mainly because of the way 
the argument was criticized in Hume's 
Dialogues and in Kant's Critique of Pure 
Reason. 6 Still later, of course, the argument 
was further undermined from a scientific 
point of view by the implications of Dar­
win's work.7 Even though Kant's treatment 
of the argument probably had wider in­
fluence than Hume's upon the opinions of 
philosophers, still it was Hume in the 
Dialogues who provided the first major 
philosophical criticism of the argument from 
design, and the incisiveness of Hume's 
treatment far outshines that of Kant on this 
matter. 

The discussion in Hume's Dialogues is 
carried on through three principal speakers. 
One is Cleanthes, who advocates natural 
religion. Then there is Demea, the conser­
vative, who sometimes calls for religion to 
be based on nonrational faith rather than on 
proofs, and at other times calls for it to be 
based on the cosmological argument and 
perhaps the ontological as well, but not on 
the argument from design. Finally there is 
Philo, who is called a sceptic, and who, in 
most passages, clearly comes closest to 
speaking with Hume's own voice. There are 
problems about exactly how to formulate 
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Philo's scepticism,8 but for the purposes of 
the discussion in the Dialogues it seems to 
consist merely in the demand that arguments 
based on observation which are offered in 
support of religious conclusions be judged 
by the same standards as observational 
arguments in science and in everyday life. 

2. Deductive Formulations of the 
Argument 

Before we consider the way Hume's 
Cleanthes formulates the argument from 
design, let us first notice how previous 
philosophers had formulated it. Before 
Hume's time philosophers typically had put 
the argument into deductive form, most 
often into the form of a deductive syllogism. 
As one outstanding example, consider St. 
Thomas Aquinas. As his fifth way of 
demonstrating that God exists he offers a 
version of the argument from design. 9 He 
says in effect that whatever is designed has 
a designer (this is his major premise); he 
adds that natural beings in the world act with 
design, but not by their own design (this 
is the minor premise); and from these two 
premises he draws the conclusion that 
therefore the world has a Designer separate 
from itself. St. Thomas's version of the 
argument is representative of the deductive 
form that most philosophers have tried to 
impose upon the argument. 10 That they tried 
to do this accords with the widespread tradi­
tional preference for deductive reasoning, 
which often was allied with the view that 
genuine reasoning can only be deductive. 
When the argument from design is for­
mulated in this way, the logical link be­
tween its premises and its conclusion has 
been made absolutely tight; the premises 
strictly imply the conclusion, and thus the 
argument completely avoids committing the 
fallacy of non sequitur. 

Yet formulating the argument so that it 
is deductively valid does not guarantee that 
the argument can provide a successful proof 
of its conclusion. To achieve a successful 

proof, more is required than avoidance of 
non sequitur. Consider someone who doubts 
that the world has a designer. May we ex­
pect to succeed in proving to such a person 
that the world does have a designer, by us­
ing the deductive argument just considered? 
No. For to whatever degree one is doubt­
ful that the world has a designer, one sure­
ly ought to be at least equally in doubt that 
the world is designed. That is, if one is scep­
tical of this conclusion, one should be at 
least equally sceptical about the minor 
premise ofthe reasoning. To be successful, 
a proof needs to show that its conclusion 
is true; this deductive argument cannot do 
that, for, in trying to support its conclusion, 
it appeals to a premise which is at least as 
suspect. This deductive form of the argu­
ment from design begs the question, and 
hence it is fallacious and not a successful 
proof. This is a general criticism of deduc­
tive versions of the argument from design: 
formulating the argument as deductive pret­
ty well ensures from the start that the argu­
ment is going to beg the question. 

It is a distinctive merit of Hume's ap­
proach to the argument from design that he 
carefully avoids having Cleanthes formulate 
it as a deductive argument. Hume's aim in 
the Dialogues is to subject the argument 
from design to searching criticism, so as to 
establish whether it yields a good proof. To 
do this properly he first needs to get the 
argument formulated so that it puts its best 
foot forward in such a way that it shows 
to the maximum whatever logical force it 
can have. Were Hume to have Cleanthes 
formulate the argument from design as a 
deductive argument, any victory that Philo 
might then win over Cleanthes would be a 
hollow one, for Philo would not be 
defeating the argument in its strongest 
version. 

3. Argument by Inductive Analogy 

The focus of discussion in the Dialogues 
is Cleanthes' version of the argument from 



design. In a famous passage he states it as 
follows: 

Look round the world: Contemplate the 
whole and every part of it: You will find it 
to be nothing but one great machine, sub­
divided into an infinite number of lesser 
machines ... All these ... and even their most 
minute parts, are adjusted to each other with 
an accuracy which ravishes into admiration 
all men who have ever contemplated them. 
The curious adapting of means to ends, 
throughout all nature, resembles exactly, 
though it much exceeds, the productions of 
human contrivance-of human design, 
thought, wisdom, and intelligence. Since 
therefore the effects resemble each other, 
we are led to infer, by all the rules of 
analogy, that the causes also resemble, and 
that the Author of Nature is somewhat 
similar to the mind of man ... By this argu­
ment alone ... do we prove at once the ex­
istence of a Deity and his similarity to 
human mind and intelligence. II 

The wording used by Hume's Cleanthes 
in putting forward his version of the argu­
ment from design makes clear that he 
regards his premises as significantly increas­
ing the probability of the conclusion, but 
he does not claim that the conclusion is a 
deductive consequence; nor can it be made 
into one by adding plausible suppressed 
premises which do not beg the question. In 
twentieth-century jargon, Cleanthes is for­
mulating the argument as an inductive 
argument l2 (though Hume himself did not 
use the term "inductive"). 

Furthermore, Cleanthes presents this as 
an inductive argument by analogy. An in­
ductive argument by analogy may be 
regarded as having the general structure: 

a, b, c ... each has been observed to have 
property F and property G; 

n is observed to have property F; 
Therefore, probably n has property G. 

Here a, b, c, etc. are previously observ-
ed cases (there may be only one, or there 
may be many); while n is the new case con­
cerning which a conclusion is being drawn. 
The adverb "probably" is used here 
because the argument claims merely that the 
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premises significantly increase the degree 
to which it is reasonable to believe the con­
clusion. 13 

Now, some old-fashioned logicians l4 

have thought that it cannot be logically 
legitimate to move from particular premises 
like these to a particular conclusion like this 
unless a universal generalization is implicit­
ly being affirmed. On their view, we must 
first generalize inductively that all F's are 
G's, and then from this generalization we 
deduce our particular conclusion that n, 
which is an F, is a G. (An alternative ver­
sion would be that by inductive generaliza­
tion we conclude that most F's are G's, and 
from this we inductively infer that n, which 
is an F, probably is a G.) 

However, such an interpretation of the 
reasoning is unsatisfactory. If the reason­
ing really had this structure, our conclusion 
about n could be reached with no greater 
probability than the probability we are en­
titled to attach to the generalization about 
all (or most) F' s. Yet in reasoning of this 
type we frequently do reach particular con­
clusions such as this with considerably 
higher degrees of probability than we would 
be justified in attaching to such generaliza­
tions. This indicates that, in the type of 
thinking we are considering, the reasoning 
goes from case to case. The logical nerve 
of the reasoining depends on case n' s be­
ing similar to the other observed cases, but 
not upon our being able to establish any 
generalization to the effect that all or most 
F's are G's. 

Consider a pedestrian example. Suppose 
that in the past one has bought several pairs 
of shoes of a certain brand and style, and 
in each case they stayed comfortable and 
wore well. Now one wonders whether a 
new pair will stay comfortable and wear 
well. One can reason by analogy that since 
the new pair (n) resembles the past ones (a, 
b, c ... ) in its brand and style (F), probably 
it will resemble them also in staying com­
fortable and wearing well (G). Cir­
cumstances can be such that this reasoning 
reaches its conclusion with a substantial 
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degree of probability. Moreover, this 
reasoning can go directly from case to case; 
it does not have to pass through any in­
termediate step of the form" All (or most) 
shoes with property F have property G" -
for one may be unable to frame any such 
proposition that would have more than a low 
probability under the circumstances, and an 
improbable generalization could not help 
toward conferring a substantial degree of 
probability on the conclusion that case n has 
property G. Even if we are not in a posi­
tion to affirm any helpful proposition to the 
effect that all or most F's are G's, we can 
be justified in concluding that n probably 
is a G, and we can conclude this directly 
because of the resemblance between case 
n and the previously observed cases. 

Cleanthes' argument is of just this 
general type. In Cleanthes' argument the 
reasoning starts from observation of "pro­
ductions of human contrivance": watches, 
clocks, ships, buildings, and so on (a, b, 
c ... ). These items are known to have the 
property of possessing complexly meshing 
parts which function harmoniously to yield 
useful results (this is property F). Also they 
are known to have the property of having 
been designed by intelligent minds (property 
G). Now Cleanthes turns to the world as 
a whole and declares that it can be seen to 
possess complexly meshing parts which 
function harmoniously to yield useful results 
(F). From this he concludes that the world 
probably has the property of having been 
designed by an intelligent mind (G). Thus 
Cleanthes' argument fits the structure of in­
ductive argument by analogy. 

Moreover, as further confirmation that 
Cleanthes' argument is to be understood in 
this way, Cleanthes and Philo in the 
Dialogues make various statements explicit­
ly indicating that this argument is based on 
observed analogies. Cleanthes himself 
speaks of how the conclusion of his argu­
ment follows "by all the rules of 
analogy," 15 and Philo repeatedly talks of 
Cleanthes' argument as turning upon 
analogies, which need to be strong in cer-

tain ways if the argument is to be convinc­
ing. 16 

That Cleanthes' argument is not a 
deductive argument but is an inductive argu­
ment by analogy has been recognized by 
some commentators, 17 though not by all. IS 

It is a point deserving firm emphasis, 
because if it is misunderstood we can hardly 
begin to grasp the logic of Hume's 
reasoning. 

Let us go on to notice three features of 
this type of argument which pertain to its 
inductive l9 character: 

(I) As was already noted, such an argu­
ment is not deductively valid, and the 
person advancing it does not claim that 
it is so; the arguer claims merely that the 
premises increase significantly the pro­
bability of the conclusion. 
(II) The argument takes as its premises 
empirical propositions which are to be 
known by observation. 
(III) The conclusion is a proposition 
whose empirical content goes beyond 
that of the premises; that is, it is logically 
possible that further observations could 
refute the conclusion without refuting the 
premises. 

Another rather different point concern­
ing this type of argument is that its strength 
does not just depend upon its logical form. 
That is, merely knowing that an argument 
is of this form does not settle whether it is 
a good argument. Inductive arguments by 
analogy which all share this same form vary 
greatly in their degree of strength, some be­
ing quite strong, others very weak. To 
evaluate the degree of strength or weakness 
of an inductive argument by analogy we 
must take account of other matters in addi­
tion to its schematic structure. Some impor­
tant factors which bear on this are20 : 

(i) The extent of the known similarities 
among the previously observed cases (a, 
b, c ... ). The more extensive and promi­
nent are the known similarities among 
them, the weaker is the support which 



the argument gives to its conclusion. 
(ii) The extent of the known differences 
among the previously observed cases (a, 
b, c ... ). The more extensive and promi­
nent are these differences, the stronger 
is the support which the argument gives 
to its conclusion. 
(iii) The extent to which the new case (n) 
is known to resemble the previous cases 
(a, b, c ... ). The more extensive and pro­
minent these resemblances are, the more 
strongly does the argument support its 
conclusion. 
(iv) The extent to which the new case (n) 
is known to differ from the previous 
cases (a, b, c ... ). The more extensive and 
prominent these differences are, the 
weaker is the support which the argu­
ment gives to its conclusion. 
(v) The scope of the conclusion. The 
weaker the statement which the conclu­
sion makes about case n, the stronger 
will be the argument; that is, the higher 
will be the degree of probability of the 
conclusion. Conversely, the more the 
conclusion says about case n, the weaker 
the argument will be. 

This list of five factors is not exhaustive, 
but it does draw attention to what we must 
chiefly look for when evaluating the 
strength of an inductive argument by 
analogy.21 In the Dialogues these factors do 
not receive equal emphasis; in their debate 
about Cleanthes' argument it is the known 
resemblances and differences between the 
old cases and the new case which Cleanthes 
and Philo mainly stress. 

4. Can Such Arguments Have 
Logical Force? 

The way these five factors have been 
stated is such as to leave much room for 
the exercise of judgment. In considering, 
for instance, the extent to which in a given 
argument the previously observed instances 
are known to be similar, we must judge the 
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comparative importance of the properties 
involved and the comparative degrees of 
similarity. The way we do this will be bas­
ed on our past experience and our empirical 
theories about the world. But in deciding 
what judgments to make in this area we can­
not let ourselves be wholly guided by the 
mechanical application of formal rules. That 
is, we do not have available any' 'decision 
procedure" to guide us, any routine con­
sisting of a prescribed sequence of un­
problematic formal operations, which, when 
performed correctly will always suffice to 
yield a definite answer after some finite 
number of steps. Judgments about the 
strength of an inductive argument by 
analogy cannot be made in that mechanical 
way. 

This point may seem to lead to trouble. 
Many philosophers are convinced that the 
logical goodness of reasoning must always 
be demonstrable by formal operations on 
the statements involved. Those who take 
this view will be inclined to think that since 
inductive arguments by analogy do not at­
tain logical force merely by virtue of their 
logical form, they cannot have any logical 
force. Monroe Beardsley, for example, 
seems to have been thinking along these 
lines when he held that there is no such thing 
as successful reasoning by analogy, and that 
the only proper use of analogies in discourse 
is merely to contribute to the suggestiveness 
of our descriptions. 22 

One can understand how he was led to 
think this. Tendencies in traditional 
Aristotelean logic encourage such a view, 23 
and tendencies in modern logic have en­
couraged it very strongly also (Bertrand 
Russell, a most influential advocate of this 
view, declared that "In all inference, form 
alone is essential"24). However, this view­
point is not satisfactory, for it reflects too 
one-sided a preoccupation with logical 
form. To suppose that reasoning by analogy 
never has any probative value is very much 
contrary to what we all believe, for we do 
constantly rely upon inductive reasoning by 
analogy both in everyday life and in science. 
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We do so whenever we conclude that one 
plant probably is edible because we have 
observed other similar ones to be so, or that 
one piece of material probably will conduct 
electricity because it resembles others that 
have been observed to do so. It is not to 
be supposed that all such thinking is il­
logical; we should recognize that some in­
ductive arguments by analogy do have 
logical force, even though it is not their 
logical form alone that confers it on them. 

In connection with this type of criticism, 
let us also notice that we need not have a 
"decision procedure" in order to be able 
to recognize genuine differences. For ex­
ample, people who have some judgment can 
recognize that Einstein was a better scien­
tist than V elikovsky, and that Leibniz was 
a better mathematician than Kant -even 
though there are no cut-and-dried "decision 
procedures" by means of which to compare 
degrees of scientific greatness or 
mathematical competence. Lack of such 
decision procedures does not need to make 
these judgments into merely subjective im­
pressions, concerning which any opinion is 
as good as any other. Similarly, there can 
be real differences in strength among 
arguments by analogy, even in the absence 
of decision procedures for demonstrating 
these differences. 

5. Reasoning about Arguments 
by Analogy 

Are we falling back here upon the idea 
that it is by dogmatic appeal to untestable 
intuitions that we are to decide what the dif­
ferences in strength are among arguments 
by analogy? To put it that way would 
misleadingly suggest that there is no sort 
of intellectual discussion by means of which 
we can move toward establishing answers 
about this. Yet how can there be any such 
procedure, if the logical forms of these in­
ductive arguments do not determine their 
degrees of strength, and if there is no deci­
sion procedure by means of which these dif-

ferences in strength can be conclusively 
established? 

In responding to this complaint, let us 
turn back to the text of Hume's Dialogues, 
for there an answer is strikingly suggested. 
In the Dialogues the discussion between 
Philo and Cleanthes is above all concerned 
with trying to evaluate Cleanthes' argument 
from design. Cleanthes maintains that it is 
a strong argument of its kind, while Philo 
ironically argues that it is "not the most cer­
tain and irrefragable" even of its kind25-by 
which he means that it is very weak indeed. 
How do they conduct this discussion? By 
no means do Cleanthes and Philo merely 
appeal dogmatically to their own individual 
intuitions concerning the strength of Clean­
thes' argument from design. Were they to 
do that, there would be little prospect of any 
movement toward a meeting of minds, lit­
tIe prospect that either party could show the 
other something about the strength of that 
argument that the other had not seen. Were 
both merely relying on dogmatic intuitions 
the discussion would not be a fruitful in­
tellectual exchange. Yet the discussion in 
the Dialogues is a quite fruitful exchange. 
It would be too much to expect that total 
agreement between Cleanthes and Philo 
would be reached at the end; that does not 
seem to happen in Hume's Part XII. Yet 
certainly by the end many valuable points 
have been made, and the discussion has 
enabled readers to improve their understan­
ding of how strong the design argument is. 26 

In this sense, there has been genuine in­
tellectual progress. 

How can Cleanthes and Philo proceed 
in carrying on their discusion, so that it can 
be an illuminating one, rather than merely 
a dogmatic conflict? One conventional 
modern response to such a question would 
be that the proper way to conduct such a 
discussion is to lay down general rules 
specifying the conditions that inductive 
arguments by analogy must satisfy in order 
to be good arguments, and then to check 
whether Cleanthes' argument satisfies these 
rules. But do Philo and Cleanthes proceed 



in this way? 
It is true that Philo does enunciate some 

general rules concerning the goodness of 
arguments by analogy. He says, 
"Whenever you depart, in the least, from 
the similarity of the cases, you diminish pro­
portionately the evidence,' '27 and in another 
place he says, "Every alteration of cir­
cumstances occasions a doubt concerning 
the event. "28 He suggests that "a great 
disproportion" will "bar all comparison 
and inference. "29 He stresses the principle 
"that like effects arise from like causes," 
and also the principle that' 'where several 
known circumstances are observed to be 
similar, the unknown will also be found 
similar. "30 These are sound enough prin­
ciples, as far as they go. Yet notice how 
rough and vague these principles are. Is 
there or is there not a "great disproportion" 
between machines and the world? Has or 
has not Cleanthes reasoned from "like" ef­
fects? Surely Cleanthes will be inclined to 
say that his argument does not involve any 
"great disproportion," and that he has 
reasoned from "like" effects; yet Philo will 
not agree. If the principles appealed to are 
uncontroversial, their application to Clean­
thes' argument will be too unclear to be 
helpful; while if the principles appealed to 
do decisively rule in or rule out Cleanthes' 
argument, then the principles themselves 
will be too controversial to be relied on 
without further ado. For Cleanthes and 
Philo to carryon their discussion simply 
through appeal to general principles would 
offer little illumination, and little prospect 
of enabling the discussion to move them 
toward better understanding of the status of 
Cleanthes' argument. 

Instead of putting any heavy reliance on 
general principles, Cleanthes and Philo 
carry out their discussion in the Dialogues 
in another manner. Throughout, they 
employ reasoning by analogy. Let us notice 
some examples of how it goes. 

Cleanthes, himself, in defending his 
argument, uses other arguments by analogy 
for this purpose. For example, he points out 
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that "steps of a stair are plainly contrived 
that human legs may use them in moun­
ting," and he urges that "human legs are 
also contrived for walking and moun­
ting. "31 What Cleanthes is doing is to urge 
that there is an important analogy between 
two specimen arguments; let us call them 
A and B. A is the argument about the stairs. 
Let us sketch it in a little more fully. Sup­
pose we land on an uninhabited island; we 
find there in the face of a cliff a long series 
of ledges extremely regular in shape and so 
proportioned that a person wishing to as­
cend them from the foot of the cliff to its 
summit finds it easy to do so. Here the con­
clusion forces itself on us that these struc­
tures were planned and constructed by some 
intelligent designer who formerly lived on 
the island. Our past experience has con­
fronted us with many instances of stairs 
which we have found to have been con­
structed by intelligent design, and never 
have we come across anything closely 
resembling stairs that we found to have 
arisen without design. Under these cir­
cumstances, practically everyone will agree 
that the inductive argument by analogy 
which concludes that these ledges are 
designed is a strong argument. 

The other argument (argument B) to 
which Cleanthes calls our attention is a 
special case of the argument from design. 
It starts from the observation that the legs 
of human beings are well suited to walk­
ing and climbing, and that these activities 
are benefical to humans. From these obser­
vations the argument draws the conclusion 
that probably human legs are designed. 

Cleanthes' aim in this part of the discus­
sion is to urge that argument B is a rather 
good argument. He concedes that it may not 
establish its conclusion with quite as high 
a degree of probability as does argument 
A. But Cleanthes' goal is to lead us to see 
merit in argument B, through emphasizing 
how similar it is to argument A. In other 
words, Cleanthes, in this part of his discus­
sion, is putting forward an argument by 
analogy (we may call it argument C) the 
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point of which is to emphasize the analogy 
between A and B in order to show us that 
B is a good argument. Argument C affirms 
that B must be a good argument, because 
of its strong analogy to A, which we already 
recognize to be good. 

We have been considering Cleanthes' 
use of further reasoning by analogy in at­
tempting to justifY his favorable evaluation 
of his argument from design. So far, we 
have made no judgment endorsing Clean­
thes' meta-argument concerning the status 
of his initial argument. Actually, Cleanthes' 
meta-argument is quite a bad argument, 
because B is not really similar enough to 
A. Thus argument C does not succeed in 
defending argument A against the charge 
of being bad. One might put it this way: 
Cleanthes' argument A is strong because it 
rests on extensive observations about how 
stair-like structures originate; however, 
argument B is weak because it too hastily 
leaps from the observation of complex 
structure to the conclusion that intelligent 
design must have been its cause, without 
marshalling adequate observational 
evidence indicating that such complex struc­
ture is to be found only in conjunction with 
intelligent design. 

So far, we have spoken of Cleanthes' 
use of meta-argument by analogy in the ef­
fort to defend his original argument from 
design. However, through the central por­
tions of the Dialogues it is Philo who most 
extensively uses reasoning by analogy in 
order to reason about how Cleanthes' argu­
ment is to be evaluated. Philo compares 
Cleanthes' argument from design to a wide 
variety of other inductive arguments by 
analogy. Philo makes clear that he is not 
trying to mount any general attack on in­
ductive arguments by analogy; he and 
Cleanthes both take for granted that some 
of them are good and others are far from 
good. Philo wishes to bring out how Clean­
thes' argument stands in relation to other 
possible inductive arguments by analogy, 
both strong and weak. Of course his con­
clusion is going to be that Cleanthes' argu-

ment is very weak. 
On the one hand, Philo cites examples 

of strong arguments of this type: for in­
stance, he says, on the basis of our ex­
perience we can reason that a particular un­
supported stone will fall, or that contact with 
a particular fire will burn us. 32 These are 
good, strong arguments. However, he 
urges, there is little analogy between Clean­
thes' argument and these strong arguments. 
This is because Cleanthes' argument has 
behind it nothing like the same enormous 
weight of highly relevant observational ex­
perience that supports the argument about 
the stone and that about the fire. Thus Philo 
is saying that there are strong inductive 
arguments by analogy, and these are 
specimens of them; but that Cleanthes' 
argument is very different from these strong 
ones. 

Notice that it is important to Philo's pro­
cedure here that he does not merely lay 
down an abstract general principle to the 
effect that inductive arguments by analogy 
need to be strongly supported by extensive 
relevant experience; instead, he concrete­
ly draws to our attention specific possible 
inductive arguments by analogy that we will 
recognize as strong. In other words, Philo 
here is reasoning from case to case, rather 
than via general rules-which, if vague, 
would lack clear bearing on the matter, or 
if precise would be controversial in such a 
way that appeal to them would be 
question-begging. 

Furthermore, Philo cites a rich variety 
of other possible inductive arguments by 
analogy that we can recognize as very weak 
arguments indeed. Suppose someone who 
had observed the circulation of the blood 
in human beings but had observed nothing 
about whether sap circulates in plants were 
to argue in favor of the conclusion that sap 
circulates in plants, merely because of the 
analogy between humans and plants. 33 This 
would be a very weak argument, for the 
analogy is a distant one. Philo claims that 
Cleanthes' argument is very like this, and 
therefore is weak too. Philo also considers 



the argument that the world is quite like an 
animal, so probably it originated as an 
animal does-in animal reproduction, rather 
than in intelligent design. 34 In addition he 
considers the argument that the world is like 
a vegetable, and therefore probably 
originated in the way vegetables do-by 
growing from seed. 35 

We need not review all the myriad ex­
amples spoken of in the dialogue in order 
to get a sense of what is going on here. Of 
course, in presenting these wild arguments, 
Philo is not seriously advocating their con­
clusions. He considers these arguments only 
for the sake of discussion, in order to help 
us gauge the strength of Cleanthes' argu­
ment in relation to them. Philo's conclusion 
is that Cleanthes' argument is no better than 
these; indeed, perhaps Cleanthes' argument 
is even weaker, because the world does look 
slightly more like an animal or a vegetable 
than like the machines to which Cleanthes 
compares it. 

Putting it another way, Philo is in ef­
fect arguing against Cleanthes in the follow­
ing vein: "You, Cleanthes, suppose it a 
good argument to say that, because the 
world is observed to resemble machines in 
having intricately interrelated parts, 
therefore probably the world originated, as 
machines do, through intelligent design. But 
if you think that is a good argument, then 
you ought also to regard as at least equally 
good the argument that the world is observ­
ed to resemble a plant, so probably it grew 
from seed, as plants are seen to do. But 
since these two arguments are of approx­
imately equal strength, that means that 
neither of them can be at all strong." Thus 
Cleanthes' argument is tarred by its similari­
ty to these wild arguments. 

6. Noninductive Reasoning by Analogy 

What kind of reasoning by analogy is 
it that Cleanthes and Philo are employing 
in their meta-arguments, as they strive to 
evaluate the strength of the argument from 
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design? How do arguments such as C 
resemble A and B, and how do they differ? 

Of course C is like A and B in that they 
all are arguments by analogy. In each of 
them, the reasoning starts from one or more 
cases whose status is supposed to be uncon­
troversial, and draws a conclusion concer­
ning a supposedly analogous but more con­
troversial case. These arguments are pro­
blematic, rather than demonstrative, in that 
the truth of their premises is not intended 
strictly to guarantee the truth of their con­
clusions, but at best only to increase its pro­
bability significantly. If we were to define 
"inductive" reasoning as any and all 
reasoning whose conclusions are merely 
probable, then of course we would classify 
both these types of reasoning as inductive; 
yet to speak in that way would divert our 
attention from important differences be­
tween them. Instead, let us define "induc­
ti ve" so as to make essential to it all three 
of the features (1)-(111) that were mention­
ed earlier; then arguments such as C will 
not count as inductive. Doing this will bet­
ter serve to bring out the contrast between 
arguments A and B on the one hand and 
argument C on the other. 

Among logicians who have accepted the 
legitimacy of inductive reasoning by 
analogy there have been varying views con­
cerning the status of noninductive 
arguments like C. Some have held that the 
only legitimate type of reasoning by analogy 
is inductive36; according to this view, then, 
arguments like C never have any logical 
force. Others do not distinguish between 
these two types of arguments but in effect 
treat each type as having legitimate in­
stances. 37 Still others distinguish between 
inductive and non inductive arguments by 
analogy, and explicitly hold that arguments 
of each type can be logically respectable. 38 

It is this last view which seems to me to be 
the proper one. 39 

For an original and philosophically strik­
ing defense of this noninductive (or a priori) 
reasoning by analogy we may look back to 
the writings of John Wisdom a generation 
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or more ago. 40 Throughout his published 
work he has employed and defended reason­
ing of this type, urging that valuable con­
clusions which could not otherwise be 
reached often can legitimately be drawn by 
means of it. 

Supposing it is agreed that noninductive 
argument by analogy can be an acceptable 
type of reasoning, let us return to the con­
sideration of how it differs from inductive 
argument by analogy. The chief differences 
have to do with how the latter (arguments 
like A and B) are more empirical in two 
respects than the former (arguments like C). 

One respect concerns the status of the 
premises in these arguments. Arguments A 
and B start from empirical facts, known by 
sense-experience; here the cases a, b, c ... 
need to be actual cases that have actually 
been observed. With argument C, in con­
trast, the cases a, b, c ... do not have to be 
actual cases; merely possible ones can 
serve. Now, the cases with which argument 
C happens to be concerned are themselves 
arguments (though the cases dealt with in 
other noninductive arguments by analogy 
of course need not be limited to arguments); 
so in advancing argument C Cleanthes is 
entitled to cite arguments that could con­
ceivably be put forward-he does not have 
to limit himself to arguments that have ac­
tually been advanced. 

This affects the way in which the 
strength of an argument like C is to be 
evaluated. The factors (i)-(v) that were men­
tioned earlier as relevant to the strength of 
inductive arguments by analogy will con­
tinue to be relevant to noninductive reason­
ing by analogy. However, with a noninduc­
tive argument like C, insofar as it deals with 
cases that are merely possible rather than 
actual, the similarities and differences referred 
to in (i)-(v) will not be empirically observed; 
they will be discerned by reflection. 

A second respect in which argument C 
is less empirical than A and B concerns the 
empirical content of the conclusion. In A 
and B the empirical content of the conclu­
sion does go beyond that of the premises, 

giving the conclusion a predictive aspect; 
while in C this is not the case, for its con­
clusion is a proposition about logical force 
and has no empirical content. 

In conclusion, the position being ad­
vocated is that noninductive arguments by 
analogy should be seen as providing a 
legitimate type of reasoning, different both 
from deductive and from inductive reason­
ing, and not reducible to either of them. 
Like inductive arguments by analogy, 
noninductive ones can differ greatly in 
strength, and there are no formal rules or 
"decision procedures" by appeal to which 
their degrees of strength can be 
demonstrated. Deductive or inductive 
reasoning is unlikely to be effective toward 
establishing the degree of strength of such 
arguments when this is controversial. How 
strong or weak a particular argument of this 
type is will depend on how good the analogy 
is upon which it rests. In gauging this, we 
need to exercise good judgment, but we 
need not fall back upon dogmatic intuitions. 
On the contrary, when it is controversial 
what degree of strength a given argument 
of this type has, we can reason toward the 
answer by employing other noninductive 
arguments which compare or contrast the 
given argument with other arguments whose 
degrees of strength are less controversial. 

Hume's Dialogues exhibits in an il­
luminating manner the way in which 
disputants can employ inductive reasoning 
by analogy in trying to better their 
understanding of the world, and also the 
way in which they can employ noninduc­
tive reasoning by analogy to improve their 
evaluations of other reasonings. While the 
attention that most logicians and 
philosophers have given to these two kinds 
of reasoning by analogy has been somewhat 
scanty and grudging, Hume, in contrast, has 
displayed them actively in operation in the 
context of a discussion where they contribute 
indispensibly to advancing our understand­
ing. We who are concerned with applied 
logic can profit from reading Hume from 
this point of view, and our students can 
benefit from studying him in this way also. 
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