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Bayesianism, Analogy, and Hume’s
Dialogues concerning Natural Religion

SALLY FERGUSON

Introduction

Analyses of the argument from design in Hume’s Dialogues concerning Natu-
ral Religion have generally treated that argument as an example of reasoning
by analogy.! In this paper I examine whether it is in accord with Hume’s think-
ing about the argument to subsume the version of it given in the Dialogues
under the model of probabilistic reasoning offered by Bayes’s theorem. Wesley
Salmon attempted this project in 1978.2 In related projects, David Owen? as
well as Philip Dawid and Donald Gillies* have more recently attempted to
construct Bayesian analyses of Hume’s argument concerning testimony in
“Of Miracles.”

[ want to be careful at this stage to note exactly what I will claim. It is not
that Bayesian reasoning sheds no light on the argument from design, or on
arguments concerning testimony. All of the analyses mentioned above are
beneficial in that they have been able to expose subtleties in these arguments
that had previously gone unnoticed. Salmon’s paper, in particular, contrib-
utes nicely to an understanding of just how the design argument may function
in relation to contemporary scientific reasoning. In this paper I argue that,
nonetheless, the attempt to apply Bayesian reasoning to the argument as pre-
sented in the Dialogues is not well supported as a reconstruction of Hume’s
own approach to the argument from design.
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There are two stages to my treatment of the issue. I begin by considering
how much Hume knew of Bayes’s theorem, and what consequence that
knowledge might have had on his treatment of the argument in the Dialogues.
This discussion includes a consideration of exactly what has been claimed by
other authors on this subject, including what some have argued concerning
Hume’s reasonings in “Of Miracles,” section 10 of An Enquiry concerning Hu-
man Understanding. 1 conclude that, based on the historical data, there is little
reason to think of Hume's approach to the argument from design as anything
more than proto-Bayesian at best. | then argue further, through a close tex-
tual analysis of the Dialogues, that there are good reasons for not treating
Hume’s reasoning there as even proto-Bayesian. In the end, the benefits that
have been claimed for that approach, in terms of exposing both the subtle-
ties of the argument and of Hume’s reasoning about it, can equally well be
derived from a careful analysis of the argument under a model of analogical
reasoning, without need of Bayes’s theorem.

Section One

Perhaps one might think that there is not much use for a consideration of the
question whether Hume himself conceived of any of his arguments along spe-
cifically Bayesian lines. As Gower argues,” Hume’s knowledge of mathematics
in general was fairly limited, and Bayes’s theorem was not well known even
up until Hume’s death. It is important, therefore, for me to establish that
there have not only been those who thought that Bayesian reasoning illumi-
nates the arguments Hume gave, but also his own thinking about those
arguments. [t is also important for me to establish that it is not obvious that
knowledge of Bayes’s theorem did not affect Hume’s reasonings. Each of these
points will be addressed in the following.

As to the first point, the claims of some authors on the subject are am-
biguous. Dawid and Gillie, for example, make no statement to the effect that
the probabilities involved in Bayes’s theorem were in fact examined in “Of
Miracles,” nor do they attempt to produce any passages from Hume in sup-
port of that view. Thus it would be assumed that they see their attempt not
as an attempt to provide an analysis that represents Hume’s own approach to
the argument, but rather simply as one that provides an illuminating method
of analysis and support for an argument that Hume happened to give. In-
deed, their conclusion, to the effect that a Bayesian analysis shows Hume’s
argument concerning miracles to be correct (with some important qualifica-
tions that they later discuss) suggests that a defense of the argument, rather
than an analysis of Hume’s own reasoning, is a central goal of their paper.
But there are other passages (fairly long in what is a short paper) in which
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they appear to be attempting to justify taking a Bayesian approach not sim-
ply because it makes good philosophical sense (i.e., because it illuminates the
structure of the argument in important ways) but rather because it makes
good historical sense (i.e., because there is reason to believe that this in fact is
how Hume conceived of the argument). They mention, for example, the fact
that Hume was personally acquainted with Richard Price, and that Price had
used Bayes’s theorem in an attempt to answer Hume’s arguments concerning
induction and miracles. Of course these discussions, taking place in Price’s
1763 introduction and appendix to Bayes's essay and in the last of his 1767
Four Dissertations, are posterior to Hume’s argument in “Of Miracles,” published
in 1748. But Dawid and Gillie make no mention of this fact. Thus it is unclear
what Dawid and Gillies intend us to take away from their paper: the conclu-
sion that Bayesian reasoning supports the argument, or the conclusion that
Hume himself saw how Bayesian reasoning supports the argument,

A similar ambiguity appears in Salmon’s piece, applying Bayesian reason-
irig to the argument in the Dialogues. Salmon argues generally that a Bayesian
perspective provides an improved understanding of the subtleties of the ar-
gument from design. He argues further that the characters of the Dialogues
appear to have an appreciation that the argument from design is subtler than
it first appears. None of this goes very far, of course, toward establishing that
Hume thought of the argument in Bayesian terms. I might well express an
appreciation of the fact that a certain problem is difficult, and it might be
the case that a specific approach to that problem would decrease its diffi-
culty. That does not go very far toward establishing that [ am anywhere near
appreciating the value of that approach to that problem.

What might tend toward establishing that the characters in the Dialogues
were on the road to Bayesianism would be some evidence that they exam-
ined the relevant probabilities that go into an application of Bayes’s theorem.
Now Salmon, unlike the authors who discuss “Of Miracles” in a Bayesian light,
does appear to claim that this is the case:

My main thesis regarding Hume’s Dialogues Concerning Natural Reli-
gion is that, although Hume must have been unaware of Bayes’s
theorem, his characters in the Dialogues (especially Philo) devote
considerable attention to each of these three types of probabilities
[i.e., the probabilities relevant in an application of Bayes’s theorem
to the argument from design] in their discussion of the hypothesis
that a supremely intelligent, powerful, and benevolent deity created
the universe. Although the argument in the Dialogues is not cast in
formal terms, Hume showed a full appreciation of the three types of
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considerations which must be brought to bear in order to evaluate
the theistic causal hypothesis.®

Raynor, in his short piece called “Hume’s Knowledge of Bayes’s Theorem,”’
insists that Salmon makes no claim as to the historical accuracy of applying a
Bayesian analysis to Hume’s reasonings. But I think this quote from Salmon
shows Raynor's claim to be at least misleading. Although Salmon does make
it clear that he believes, contra Raynor, that Hume had no knowledge of Bayes’s
theorem as Bayes’s thearem, it is clear he believes him to have had an under-
standing of how the probabilities used in the full generalization of that theorem
apply in this case, and thus that he is making a claim about the historical accu-
racy of applying Bayesian reasoning to Hume’s arguments. He is essentially
arguing that Hume’s reasonings in the Dialogues are proto-Bayesian.

As to the second point from above, i.e., whether actual knowledge of
Bayes’s theorem had any effect on Hume’s arguments in the Dialogues, Raynor
counters Salmon with evidence that Hume was not only aware of Bayes’s theo-
rem, but understood it to be of philosophical importance. As Raynor notes,
Price sent Hume a copy of his own Four Dissertations in which the theorem is
discussed and applied to Hume’s reasonings in “Of Miracles,” and Hume re-
sponded in a letter dated 18 March 1767:

I own to you that the light, in which you have put this Controversy,
is new and plausible and ingenious, and perhaps solid. But I must
have some more time to weigh it, before I can pronounce this Judg-
ment with Satisfaction to myself. My present Occupations shall not
deprive me of the Leizure requisite for that Purpose; as no Object
can possibly have equal Importance.?

Raynor concludes that a closer examination of the role Bayesian reasonings
played in Hume’s arguments is warranted on the basis of the discovery that
Hume in fact was aware of the existence and philosophical relevance of Bayes's
theorem. But as Sobel remarks,’ it is not likely the case that such knowledge
could have had an effect on Hume’s reasonings in “Of Miracles”:

Why is it nearly certain that Hume did not have Bayes’ Theorem in
mind? Because first, “Of Miracles” was published in 1748, whereas
Thomas Bayes' essay did not appear in print until 1763. Second, there
is little evidence that Hume ever read Bayes’ essay . . . And third and
most important, Bayes’ Theorem as we know it, complete with places
for possible unequal prior probabilities, is not in evidence in Bayes’
essay . .. When Hume wrote “Of Miracles”, he had no knowledge of
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Bayes’ essay. He may never have had knowledge of it. . . . It is possible
that Bayes had no knowledge of this theorem in its full generality.”

Sobel elaborates on this last point by saying that “in the problem Bayes deals
with, prior probabilities are equal and thus can be ignored as indeed they are
by Bayes: they do not have a place in his formulas or calculations.”" He con-
cludes that the same is true for Richard Price, and notes that this produces a
certain irony, namely, that “we seem to have in his criticisms, objections to
Hume’s attention to prior probabilities, made by a mathematician who had
no clear conception of the role of prior probabilities in Bayesian calcula-
tions!”!? These last claims have an interesting relationship to our question.
First, Sobel himself denies that Hume, at the writing of “Of Miracles,” was
aware of Bayes’s theorem, even in the limited version that is given of it in
Bayes’s essay or that is discussed in Price’s later criticisms of Hume. On the
other hand it is clear that Sobel is nevertheless working from the position
that Hume, in “Of Miracles,” does examine the prior probabilities that would
be relevant to an application of that theorem as we now conceive of it. Hume
is thus, to Sobel, also best understood as a proto-Bayesian, but not because
Bayes’s theorem itself had any effect on him.

Now, for our purposes, we must ask whether Hume’s knowledge of the
theorem could have had an effect on his reasonings in the Dialogues. The Dia-
logues concerning Natural Religion were, of course, published posthumously in
1779. They were written in the period from 1749 to 1751, the same period as
the Natural History of Religion, which was published in 1757. But revisions were
made to them at least twice, once in or around 1761, and again in 1776, the
year Hume died." It is thus clear that it is at least possible that Hume’s com-
munications with Price had an effect on his final revisions of the Dialogues.
Hume wrote to Price in 1767, and revised the Dialogues a final time in 1776,
after having left them untouched during the period from 1761 to 1776.% Hume
says in the letter to Price of 1767 that, to him, Bayes’s way of reasoning about
the issue concerning miracles is “new and plausible and ingenious.” The im-
plication of this statement is that Hume himself had not conceived of viewing
the subject in those terms before that time, but that he gave that way of think-
ing about the argument some credit. Presumably the same would have been
true for the subject of the argument from design, although we can’t be sure
that Hume ever made such a connection.

Earman argues,'® in fact, that Hume’s acquaintance with Price did lead
him to make at least one revision to “Of Miracles.” Earman cites a report' of
a conversation between Hume and Price in which Hume admitted that Price
had convinced him that, on some unspecified point, his reasonings were in-
correct. Earman conjectures that this led Hume, in his 1768 revisions of the
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Enguiry, to weaken the claim he made in prior editions that “no Testimony
for any kind of miracle can ever possibly amount to a Probability, much less
to a Proof,”" to the claim that “no testimony for any kind of miracle has ever
amounted to a probability, much less to a proof.”® However, Earman himself
admits that the extent to which Hume has qualified his claim thereby is un-
clear. The latter qualification does appear before the 1768 revisions, in a
footnote. So the revision of 1768 involves moving a comment previously rel-
egated to a footnote into the main text. Earman’s speculation is that Hume
made this move in response to his discussions with Price. This, however,
amounts to little more than speculation.

Our question, then, is whether we can similarly argue that the last revi-
sions to the Dialogues, in 1776, indicate that Hume took into account any
Bayesian reasonings that were not considered before. In this case, the answer
appears to be no. The main categories of objection and the main lines of argu-
ment in the Dialogues were in place by 1751. The revisions that can reasonably
be dated to 1776 all appear in part 12. Only two of these are substantial addi-
tions. One is a passage that indicates a problem with the argument from
design that had not previously been brought out: that there is an irreducibly
subjective component to the evaluation of all similarities that infects the ar-
gument and renders ultimate conclusions impossible (DNR, 268-70). The
other is a passage concerning how revelation can make up for the failings of
the argument from design to establish anything beyond the conclusion that
“the universe probably bears some remote analogy to human intelligence”
(DNR, 281-82). Neither of these revisions has any bearing on the issues at hand
in this debate. Thus, if there is proto-Bayesian reasoning going on in the Dia-
logues, it is the result of Hume having anticipated Bayes and not of Hume
having gotten wind of Bayes’s ideas via Price. It is to the question whether
Hume’s reasoning is best thought of as proto-Bayesian that I now turn.

Section Two

My argument in the rest of this paper is threefold. First, Salmon provides little
in the way of textual support for the claim that the characters in the Dia-
logues in fact examine the relevant probabilities that would go into an
application of Bayes’s theorem. Thus, there is little textual evidence that
Hume’s reasonings in the Dialogues are indeed proto-Bayesian. On the other
hand, there is abundant support for the claim that Hume viewed and treated
the argument as an example of analogical reasoning. Second, I argue that
what Salmon sees as the “considerable attention” devoted to the types of prob-
abilities he cites can be explained just as well by a careful consideration of
the argument as an example of an argument from analogy. Thus what looks
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to be proto-Bayesian analysis is easily seen as careful analogical reasoning."
Third, I argue against Salmon that viewing the argument as a form of anal-
ogy restricts our analysis of it and prevents us from exposing many of the
argument’s subtleties, as recognized by the characters in the Dialogues. The
same subtleties that Salmon draws out through his Bayesian analysis can be
drawn out through a careful analogical analysis, without need of Bayes’s theo-
rem, especially when we “reverse-engineer” the discussion from the
perspective of the standard criteria for evaluating arguments of that sort. Thus
my conclusion is that the appeal to Bayesian reasoning in the case of Hume’s
Dialogues is both unjustified and unnecessary if our aim is to expose Hume’s
understanding of the argument.

The textual support Salmon provides for his claim that Hume’s charac-
ters explicitly examine the relevant probabilities is painfully weak: he provides
only one explicit quote, and several vague references to how points are made
throughout the discussion. Let us begin by taking a brief lock at the prob-
abilities that need to be examined in order to apply Bayesian reasoning to
the hypothesis that the universe is the result of intelligent design (where “A”
designates any instance of coming-into-being, “B” any instance of the opera-
tion of intelligence, and “C” any instance that exhibits order or design):*

P(A, B) = the probability that an instance of coming-into-being is an
instance of the operation of intelligence.

P(A, B) = the probability that an instance of coming-into-being is an
instance of the operation of something other than intelligence.

P(A« B, C) = the probability that something produced by intelligence
exhibits order or design.

P(A+B.C)

the probability that something produced by the operation of
something other than intelligence exhibits order or design.

P(A~ C, B) = the probability that something that exhibits order and design
is the product of the operation of intelligence.

These probabilities fit themselves into Bayes’s theorem in the following way:

P(A,B) xP(A B, C)
PA«C, B) =

P(A, B) x P(A+ B, C) + P(A, B) x P(A+ B, ©)
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The one explicit quote that Salmon gives in defense of his claim that the
characters examine the relevant probabilities is one he relates to P(A, B)—
the probability that a thing that comes into being is caused by intelligent
design. This probability can only be assessed relative to P(A,B)—the prob-
ability that a thing that comes into being is caused by some force or principle
other than intelligent design. These are, from the perspective of Bayes’s theo-
rem, among the prior probabilities that must be examined before P(A+ C, B)—the
probability that a thing that has come into being and exhibits order is the
result of design—can begin to be assessed. This last is the target probability
of the argument; it is this probability that, if high, will suggest the existence
of an intelligent designer of the universe.

As Salmon notes, Philo discusses four possible sources of a thing’s com-
ing-into-being: mechanical forces, generative forces, instinctive forces, and
intelligent design. This discussion, which Salmon refers to as the “springs
and principles” discussion, occurs in parts 7 and 8 of the Dialogues. Salmon
argues that Philo’s discussion of these possible sources of a thing’s coming-
into-being is best understood as an attempt to assess these relevant prior
probabilities. He concludes his discussion of this point by quoting Philo (his
only direct citation in defense of this claim): “What peculiar privilege has
this little agitation of the brain that we call thought, that we must thus make
it the model of the whole universe?” (DNR 183). This Salmon says consti-
tutes a rough assessment of the relevant prior probabilities, namely, an
assessment to the effect that the prior probability that a thing that has come
into being is the result of intelligent design is very low, and that the prob-
ability that it is the result of something other than intelligent design is very
high. But this “assessment,” made in part 2, comes long before the alterna-
tives to intelligent design have even been discussed. As I said, Philo introduces
those in parts 7 and 8. One is justified therefore, in being suspicious of the
claim that Philo’s statement in part 2 constitutes such an assessment. [ would
suggest that it is not at all clear that we should look at the “springs and prin-
ciples” discussion as an example, however rough, of the calculus of prior
probability. Moreover, as Burch suggests,? if this is taken to be an assessment
of relative prior probabilities, it provides an assessment only in the trivial
sense that it assesses the probability of intelligent design as less than 1. Philo
does not provide even a rough numerical estimate of these prior probabili-
ties; he simply lists that there is more than one possible source of
coming-into-being. I will later suggest where I think Philo’s discussion of the
“springs and principles” fits in under an analogical analysis of the reason-
ings in the Dialogues.
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At this point we are left with Salmon’s claim that the argument is better
viewed as an example of Bayesian reasoning, since this exposes subtleties in
Hume’s thought that an analogical model cannot reveal. But Salmon is un-
necessarily restrictive in his view of analogical reasoning, insisting that there
is not much to evaluating such arguments beyond the simple question
whether the objects referred to in the analogy are sufficiently similar. As in-
troductory logic texts typically frame the issue, the argument from analogy
is a form of the general inductive argument.? Copi, for example, says that in
such an argument:

The premises report a number of instances in which two attributes
(or circumstances or phenomena) occur together. By analogy we may
infer that a different particular instance of one attribute will also
exhibit the other attribute. By inductive generalization we can infer
that every instance of the one attribute will also be an instance of
the other.?

It is easy enough to represent Hume’s argument from design along the lines,
for example, that Copi suggests, using his general schema for such arguments:

1. a’s and u all have the attributesp, ... p,
2. a’s all have the attribute p_,

3. Therefore, u probably has the attribute p
Here “u” stands for “universe,” “a” for any given artifact. p, ... p, are the prop-
erties a and u share (e.g., they exhibit order, economy, an adjustment of means
to ends, etc.). p . is the complex property an object has when its cause is
intelligent design. Thus, the argument can be read:

1. Artifacts and the universe both exhibit order, economy, and adjust-
ment of means to ends, etc.

2. Artifacts are caused by intelligent design

3. Therefore, the universe is probably caused by intelligent design.

As I say, the claim that analogies of this form are typically judged simply
by the degree of similarity among the objects compared seems to be false.
What follows, then, is a discussion of the factors that are generally seen to be
important for evaluating such arguments,* and ways in which the charac-
ters in the Dialogues account for them. In the end I think we can account for
any appearance of Bayesian reasoning and derive the same benefits in terms of
exposing Hume’s understanding of the argument’s subtleties, by comparing
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the characters’ evaluation of the argument against these standard criteria for
evaluating analogical reasoning.?®

The number of similar objects. The greater this number, the stronger the ar-
gument. This criterion is presumably what Cleanthes has in view in choosing
to compare the universe to common artifacts, of which the examples are many.
Philo argues, however, (in part 2) that, although Cleanthes has shown a
great number of instances of objects that resemble the universe and arise from
design, this is not enough. Because the universe is so vast, we cannot know,
but that taken as a whole the universe fails to resemble the products of design.
Although the number of instances cited in the premises is very great, it is in-
sufficient, given the proportion of that number to the whole to which the
conclusion is applied. This demonstrates a subtlety in Hume’s understanding
of this particular criterion. Philo’s apparent suggestion is that this criterion
ought to be rejected in favor of another: one that maintains that it is not the
mere number of similar objects that counts, but that it is important to attend
to the proportion of the appropriate class on which the analogy is drawn.
This is where Philo’s statement “What peculiar privilege has this little
agitation of the brain called thought, that we must thus make it the model of
the whole universe?” (DNR 183}, on which Salmon hinges nearly his entire
case that the Dialogues should be viewed under a Bayesian model, fits into
our analysis. Something like a very rough estimate of the prior probabilities
of a thing’s coming-into-being as the result of intelligence versus some other
cause is needed to evaluate the argument’s performance relative to this crite-
rion. Consider the reasoning behind this criterion. Generally, the larger the
number of objects that can be shown to have these similarities, the greater the
proportion of overall evidence that has been brought to bear on the argument.
The greater the number of instances cited, the larger the proportion of the
whole. Philo’s argument here is that, although the number of instances is large,
the proportion to the whole is relatively small, because the whole is so vast.?

Number of similarities between the objects cited only in the premises and
that cited in the premises and the conclusion. The more similarities the ob-
jects in the premises have to that in the conclusion, the stronger the argument.
This is part of Philo’s aim when he questions the degree of resemblance be-
tween the universe and machines. Taking resemblance to be a matter of shared
properties,” the more properties things share, i.e., the more they resemble,
then the stronger the argument. This is Philo’s first objection to the design
argument: that the universe, even that small corner we know about, is simply
not similar enough to a machine to allow the analogy to proceed:
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1f we see a house, CLEANTHES, we conclude, with the greatest certainty,
that it had an architect or builder; . . . But surely you will not affirm,
that the universe bears such a resemblance to a house, that we can
with the same certainty infer a similar cause, or that the analogy is
here entire and perfect. (DNR 178)

Philo later goes on to argue that the similarity between the universe and
machines is in fact no greater than it is for many other classes of object that
arise from a principle other than design: “If the universe bears a greater like-
ness to animal bodies and to vegetables, than to the works of human art, it is
more probable that its cause resembles the cause of the former than that of
the latter” (DNR 217).

The number of dissimilarities between the objects cited in only the pre-
mises and that cited in both the premises and the conclusion. The greater
this number, the weaker the argument. The just-cited quotations are also well
understood as implying that the number of dissimilarities between products
of human artifice is greater than Cleanthes implies. Philo’s quote concern-
ing the house analogy in fact concludes “The dissimilitude is so striking, that
the utmost you can here pretend to is a guess, a conjecture, a presumption
concerning a similar cause . . .” (DNR 178). This criterion is targeted when
Philo emphasizes that things in their embryonic state differ from their ma-
ture forms: “By observation, we know somewhat of the ceconomy, action,
and nourishment of a finished animal; but we must transfer with great cau-
tion that observation to the growth of a foetus in the womb, and still more,
to the formation of an animalcule in the loins of its male parent” (DNR 184).
This is Philo’s point when he argues that departure from the similarity of
cases greatly weakens the analogy:

The exact similarity of the cases gives us a perfect assurance of a simi-
lar event; and a stronger evidence is never desired nor sought after.
But wherever you depart, in the least, from the similarity of the cases,
you diminish proportionably the evidence; and may at last bring it
to a very weak analogy. (DNR 178)

Cleanthes likewise uses this criterion against Philo when he argues that the
universe is like an animal: “though the world does, in many circumstances,
resemble an animal body; yet is the analogy also defective in many circum-
stances, the most material: No organs of sense; no seat of thought or reason;
no one precise origin of motion and action” (DNR 213).2
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The number of dissimilarities between items mentioned only in the premises.
The greater this number, the stronger the argument. It is Cleanthes’s aim to
satisfy this criterion by drawing the analogy between the universe and a broad
category of objects, i.e., all those that exhibit order, economy, an adjustment
of means to ends, etc. He aims to show that many different kinds of object
result from design, rendering the conclusion more probable that the universe
itself likewise results from design. Philo claims, however, that this strategy
relies on a specific resemblance between the kinds mentioned only in the pre-
mises and that mentioned in the conclusion, and that it will be impossible
to establish such a resemblance in this case:

When two species of objects have always been observed to be con-
joined together, I can infer, by custom, the existence of one whenever
I see the existence of the other: . .. But how this argument can have
place, where the objects, as in the present case, are single, individual,
without parallel, or specific resemblance, may be difficult to explain.
(DNR 185)

Hume argues similarly:

It is only when two species of objects are found to be constantly con-
joined, that we can infer the one from the other; and were an effect
presented, which was entirely singular, and could not be comprehended
under any known species, I do not see, that we could form any conjec-
ture or inference at all concerning its cause. (EHU 11.30; SBN 148)

If this claim is sound, then however many species of object are seen to result
from design, we will always know that the universe is not of one of these
kinds, because it is singular and unique. Some things must be said about this
claim. First, it is not clear that it is true; i.e., that there are not other uni-
verses.?” This doesn’t much help Cleanthes, of course, since those other
universes are beyond our experience. The argument given by Philo and Hume
depends not so much on the claim that the universe is in fact unique, but
rather on the claim that it is not of a kind with any of the other species of
which we have experience.’® But it is not clear that this claim has any basis,
either. The position we are in is presumably one in which it is merely not
known that the universe is of a kind with another known species, and not
one in which it is known that it is not. In such a position, Cleanthes’s overall
strategy is sound. It bolsters any attempt at analogy to include as wide a vari-
ety of species among those mentioned only in the premises. This raises the

HUME STUDIES



Bayesianism and Analogy 125

likelihood that if the universe is of a kind, specifically, with some other kind,
it is of a kind with one of those mentioned.

This criterion also gives a clue as to what is going on in the “springs and
principles” discussion to which Salmon refers us for a discussion of the prior
probabilities (P(A, B) = the probability that an instance of coming-into-being
is an instance of the operation of intelligence, and P(A, B) = the probability that
an instance of coming-into-being is an instance of the operation of something
other than intelligence.) As these probabilities vary, so varies our emphasis on
this criterion. Where the species of the target object is unknown, and the num-
ber of species under which it may fall is high, we will require a larger
dissimilarity between the kinds of objects mentioned only in the premises.”

Strength of the conclusion relative to the premises. This criterion is ap-
plied in several ways in the Dialogues, and also is mentioned in the Enguiry as
well. It is one with which much of the discussion in the Dialogues is con-
sumed. It leads to a positive conclusion with respect to God’s intelligence,
but a negative (or at least inconclusive) one with respect to his power, wis-
dom, benevolence, and moral goodness.

Philo emphasizes this point at the outset of part 5, when he argues that
Cleanthes’s analogy can be turned on its head, or pushed too far: “For as the
cause ought only to be proportioned to the effect, and the effect, so far as it
falls under our cognisance, is not infinite; what pretensions have we, upon
your suppositions, to ascribe that attribute to the divine Being?” (DNR 206).
Philo goes on to make analogous arguments concerning the properties of
perfection and unity, Hume likewise allows Demea to use this fact as well
when he points out that the closer the analogy is between the universe and a
machine, then the more likely it is that God strongly resembles man. It then
becomes less likely that God has the properties attributed to him by theol-
ogy, e.g., omnipotence, omniscience, eternality, benevolence, and perfect
moral goodness. Demea argues as follows:

[Clonsider what it is you assert, when you represent the Deity as simi-
lar to a human mind and understanding. What is the soul of man? A
composition of various faculties, passions, sentiments, ideas; united,
indeed, into one self or person, but still distinct from each other . . .
How is this compatible with that perfect immutability and simplic-
ity, which all true theists ascribe to the Deity? (DNR 196)

Philo targets this criterion late in the Dialogues when he has already granted
that the universe indeed bears the marks of intelligent design:
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But there is no view of human life, or of the condition of mankind,
from which, without the greatest of violence, we can infer the moral
attributes, or learn that infinite benevolence, conjoined with infi-
nite power and infinite wisdom, which we must discover by the eyes
of faith alone. (DNR 248)

Hume insists that the conclusion be proportional to the premises as well:

As the universe shows wisdom and goodness, we infer wisdom and
goodness [in the creator]. As it shows a particular degree of these
perfections, we infer a particular degree of them, precisely adapted
to the effect which we examine. But farther attributes or farther de-
grees of the same attributes, we can never be authorized to infer or
suppose, by any rules of just reasoning. (EHU 11.26; SBN 144-5)3

Relevance of known similarities to inferred similarities. The sort of rel-
evance appealed to in an argument from analogy is often one of causality or
correlation. Analogical inference depends crucially, as Hume repeats on sev-
eral occasions, on the maxim that like effects prove like causes, and like causes
like effects.® The argument from design happens to be an instance of the form
that makes explicit the causal or correlational connection between the prop-
erties in the first premise and that in the second premise and the conclusion.
The way to criticize an argument from analogy on this point is to claim that
this causal or correlational connection does not obtain. This cannot be directly
done in this case, because the evidence we have in this case that the objects
mentioned only in the premises do only result from design, is our experi-
ence. The best Hume can do is to maintain that this correlation is not known
to hold in general. Thus the criticism that the extent of our experience is too
limited, which we saw earlier, bears on two aspects of the argument. First, it
argues that the resemblance might not hold universally. Second, it argues
against the relevance of the properties.

We must note that this criterion of relevance, while it functions in this
specific capacity, also functions in a general capacity with reference to a num-
ber of other criteria. So, for example, consider the criterion that insists that
an increase in the number of similarities between the objects cited only in
the premises and that cited in the premises and the conclusion increases the
strength of the argument. This will only be true assuming that the similari-
ties cited are relevant. Since it is possible to proliferate similarities ad
infinitum (especially if we allow negative and disjunctive properties to count),
a simple increase in the number of similarities proves nothing. We can apply

HUME STUDIES



Bayesianism and Analogy 127

a like claim to the criteria involving dissimilarities. All of these criteria there-
fore function under the umbrella of a general criterion of relevance.*

From the above discussion, we see three things. First, “reverse-engineering”
the discussion of the argument from the perspective of its criticisms is con-
sistent with the claim that it is suitable to represent it in analogical form.
Second, the minimal evidence of proto-Bayesian reasoning to which Salmon
refers is easily explained by appeal to recognized criteria for evaluating analo-
gies. Finally, the depth and subtlety that Salmon argues is only exposed
through proto-Bayesian reasonings can be incorporated into an analogical
account of the argument as well, once these more subtle criteria for evaluat-
ing such arguments are taken into account.
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