DNR XII
Philo’s “Retraction”

Philo claims that he is deeply religious and “pays a profound adoration to the divine being, as he discovers himself to reason” in the design of nature.

He cannot in fact bring himself to doubt that the design in nature is the product of intelligence.

Nor does he think that anyone can.

This is so much the case that even those who call themselves atheists must accept it.

The dispute between atheists and theists is the merely verbal one over what to call the first cause of the universe.

The theist admits that this first cause is vastly different from human intelligence.
The atheist admits that the first cause of the universe bears some remote analogy to the causes of design we see in the world around us, …

… one of which is human intelligence

(along with animal generation and the vegetative principle responsible for the rotting of a turnip)

… and the cause of the universe.

So the dispute is merely over the degree of the difference, and whether it is so great as not to permit us to apply the words “mind,” “intelligence” and “God” to the cause.

Once stated in these terms, Philo’s retraction looks like a rather small concession.

Especially in the light of how he further specifies his position at the close of the dialogue:

The design argument only allows us to claim that the first cause (or causes) bears (or bear) some remote degree of analogy to human intelligence …
… not to infer that the cause bears any degree of analogy to human benevolence.
To draw any further conclusions we must turn to revelation.
This is something that someone aware of the weakness of natural reason will be disposed to do.

Two unmentioned problems:

· if we can’t think that the creator is benevolent, why would we think there has been a revelation?

· if reason is so inadequate, how can we choose between the competing revealed religions?

Philo’s attack on popular religion
The only proper form of divine worship consists in knowing that the cause or causes of the universe bears some remote analogy to human intelligence.

Popular forms of religious worship are both absurd and impious.

Absurd: because they suppose that a divine and supremely perfect being would have a voracious desire for praise and veneration
Inconsistent: because, supposing that the being has such a base passion, they don’t also accept that it would have another base passion: indifference to beings inferior to it.

Beyond this absurdity and impiety popular religions popular religions represent the Deity as a capricious demon, who exercises power without reason or humanity.
They therefore deserve to be attacked at every turn.

Cleanthes – Corrupt religion is still better than no religion, because the doctrine of a future state gives people a reason to be moral.

Philo – Ideas of a future state are too remote to have much of an influence on ordinary life.  

Those who are rational and reflective do not need religion to be moral because they can see the sense in it.

Those who are not rational and reflective rarely conceive God as being pleased with nothing but virtue in human behaviour.

[cf., NHR XIV on the bad influence of popular superstitions on morality]

And modern enthusiastic religions are no better, since they go so far as to condemn the observance of moral rules and declare that all things are permitted to the chosen.

Even if they don’t go so far, the doctrines of predestination and election weaken our natural sense of justice and humanity.

And the concern for personal salvation produces anxiety; a gloomy, sullen disposition; and narrow, contracted self-interest.

So even when popular religions are able to influence people’s motives, the influence is not a good one.

Further social problems are created by those popular religions that have priests.

The power acquired by priests makes them rivals for civil authority and rivals to one another.

There is no happy choice between permitting just a single, state religion

which requires violent suppression of other religions

and tolerating many

which gives rise to sectarian disputes

Cleanthes – The doctrine of a future state is a great consolation.

Philo – As a matter of fact, for most people it is only a cause of anxiety.

