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Central claim
Observer selection changes how evidence must be evaluated: a report from inside a survival or observation filter cannot be
treated as an unconditioned cosmic draw. But the correction does not automatically erase every residual likelihood
difference. Anthropic reasoning therefore licenses neither the shortcut from compatibility to purpose nor the blanket
dismissal of fine-tuning evidence. It requires an explicit comparison of the total evidence under stated rivals, followed by a
separate argument before generic design can be promoted to human centrality or a specific theology.
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Abstract

The anthropic principle is often asked to do opposite jobs. In one use, our
presence in a life-permitting universe is promoted into evidence that the universe
was made for us. In another, the fact that observers can arise only in observer-
compatible conditions is treated as if it rendered fine-tuning evidentially empty.
Both moves are too quick. This paper develops an observer-selection audit that
separates three questions: what conditions make a report possible, which apparent
surprise is absorbed by that reporting filter, and whether the total evidence still
differs in likelihood across purposeful and nonpurposeful hypotheses.

Ordinary cases show why the separation matters. A winner-interview is guar-
anteed to feature a winner, so the interviewee’s winning does not by itself expose
a rigged lottery. Yet a firing-squad survivor may possess evidence of intervention
when every marksman misses at close range. Returned aircraft reveal damage
patterns only among survivors, but those conditional patterns can still identify
vulnerable components. Selection changes the evidential comparison; it does not
mechanically set every likelihood ratio to one.

Applied to cosmology, the audit requires explicit treatment of the observation
procedure, the reference class, typicality assumptions, the relevant measure over
possible conditions, and the total evidence to be compared. It also separates
any residual case for generic design from further claims that life, human beings,
or a particular religion were intended. The conclusion is therefore skeptical but
bounded. Anthropic reasoning defeats no design hypothesis merely by naming a
filter, and it establishes no purpose merely by naming compatibility. Its proper
lesson is methodological humility: account for the filter, compare rivals on the
remaining evidence, and promote the conclusion no farther than the discriminator
warrants.

Keywords: anthropic principle; observer selection; survivorship bias; fine-tuning; design argument;
reference class; typicality; confirmation

1 Introduction: The View from Inside the Filter

Every report has preconditions. A person interviewed as a lottery winner must have a winning ticket.
A pilot describing battle damage must have returned. An astronomer analyzing a detected galaxy
must be using an instrument capable of detecting it. An embodied observer asking why the universe
permits embodied observers must inhabit conditions in which such observers can arise. Forgetting these
preconditions makes ordinary outcomes look like unconditioned draws when they are not.

The anthropic principle is the cosmological reminder. Carter’s compact formulation restricts what we
can expect to observe by the conditions necessary for our presence as observers (Carter 1974). Properly
used, it is a warning about the observation process. It tells us that our evidence arrives through a
filter. Recent work has sharpened the point by replacing the vague category of “observers” with a
theory-relative observational situation: what can be observed depends on the physical conditions that
instantiate a usable setup (Azhar and Linnemann 2025). Neither formulation says that the filter exists
for those who pass through it.

The warning is often mishandled in two directions. The first is teleological promotion. A life-permitting
environment is redescribed as an environment intended for life; life’s presence is promoted into evidence
that life was the goal; and the existence of human observers is then promoted into evidence that humanity
is cosmically central. The second error is selection erasure. Because observation is conditioned by observer
compatibility, all apparent fine-tuning is declared evidentially inert. The first error gives selection too
much theological force. The second gives it too much skeptical force.
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This paper argues for a middle discipline. Observer selection changes the evidence that should be
compared, but it does not announce the result of that comparison. The fact that a winner-interview
contains a winner can absorb the surprise attached merely to the interviewee’s winning. It cannot tell us
whether the lottery machine was fair, whether the ticket had been altered, or whether every winning
number was owned by the organizer’s family. Those further details may have different probabilities under
rival hypotheses. Conditioning tells us where the inquiry must begin. It does not save us the inquiry.

The paper’s organizing contribution is the observer-selection audit: a seven-question procedure for
identifying the reporting filter, separating guaranteed from residual evidence, and testing that residue
under explicit rivals. The audit also prevents a second migration. Even if fine-tuning leaves some residual
support for a designing intelligence, support for generic design does not automatically establish that life
was the designer’s goal, that human beings were the intended beneficiaries, or that the designer has the
attributes and history of a specific God-concept—a specified conception of a deity.

This argument is not a physical theory and does not assign a probability distribution over all possible
universes. It does not show that fine-tuning is unreal, that a multiverse exists, that design is false, or
that observers are unimportant. Its subject is inference. The warranted lesson of an observer filter is
humility about what the reporting position contributes, followed by precision about what the remaining
evidence can still support.

2 Recovering the Anthropic Principle

The word anthropic invites a human-centered reading that the core selection lesson does not require.
Carter was opposing an unrestricted application of the Copernican thought that our location is never
special. Our observational situation is constrained: an observer will not find itself at a time, place, or
under fundamental conditions that make that observer impossible (Carter 1974). Barrow and Tipler later
catalogued weak, strong, and more speculative anthropic formulations, helping make the terminology
famous but also allowing methodological and teleological claims to travel under one label (Barrow and
Tipler 1986).
The minimal principle can be stated without cosmic purpose:

Selection principle

What can be reported is restricted by the conditions under which the relevant kind of report
can occur. Therefore, a report cannot be evaluated as though it had been sampled without
those restrictions.

This principle is nearly obvious. Its applications are not. A condition may be necessary for a report
without being sufficient for it. “Observer-compatible” may mean compatible with any information-
processing system, with conscious life, with carbon-based organisms, with technologically capable humans,
or with the specific instruments involved in an experiment. Each choice defines a different filter. Bostrom’s
analysis of observation selection made this dependence on self-location and reference classes explicit
(Bostrom 2002). Azhar and Linnemann’s effective observation principle pushes further: the useful
restriction should be stated in the language of the effective physical theory and observational setup
rather than by invoking an unanalyzed observer (Azhar and Linnemann 2025).

Three theses must therefore be kept apart.
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Table 1: Three claims often hidden inside anthropic reasoning.

Claim Question answered Legitimate result Illegitimate promotion
Compatibility Could this observation Conditions incompatible ~ Therefore the compatible
occur under these with the observation are conditions were intended for
conditions? excluded from its the observer.

reporting situation.

Selection correction How did the reporting Evaluate the evidence Therefore every residual
procedure filter possible conditionally rather than detail is evidentially neutral.
cases? as an unrestricted sample.

Comparative Is the total evidence more A likelihood advantage, if Therefore a generic

confirmation expected under one the model and evidence advantage establishes
stated hypothesis than partition are defensible. humanity’s purpose or a
another? specific theology.

Compatibility is the thinnest claim. If embodied life requires stable chemistry, it follows that embodied
observers will not report from conditions that preclude stable chemistry. A selection correction adds
information about the path to the report: did the procedure choose randomly, choose only successes, or
make a report possible only after success? Comparative confirmation then asks whether the remaining
evidence is more probable under one hypothesis than another. No one of these questions answers the
other two by definition.

The distinction matters because causal and teleological language can masquerade as a selection
statement. “We are here because the conditions permit us” can mean only that permission is necessary
for presence. It can also suggest that the conditions were arranged in order to produce us. The first is a
dependency. The second is a purpose claim. Moving between them requires an argument about agency,
intentions, alternatives, and evidence; the word because cannot provide it.

3 What a Filter Changes

Selection effects are familiar because many records are created only after a threshold has been crossed.
The archive of successful firms excludes ventures that disappeared before filing reports. The memoir
shelf overrepresents people who survived the events they recount. A medical registry limited to patients
who return for follow-up can miss those who died, recovered elsewhere, or lost access. The evidence is
real; its route into the record is not neutral.

Publication bias supplies another case. If journals disproportionately publish statistically significant
findings, opening a journal nearly guarantees encountering apparent success. That filter weakens the
evidential force of significance by itself. It does not make every published detail useless: preregistration,
effect-size stability, failed replications, and results from studies registered before their outcomes were
known can still distinguish a real effect from selective reporting.

The classic aircraft case makes the practical point. Suppose analysts inspect bullet holes on bombers
that returned from missions. The visible pattern is conditioned on survival. Reinforcing the most
perforated panels could be a mistake: those are places an aircraft can be hit and still return. The
unobserved losses may indicate that apparently undamaged areas on the survivors are the vulnerable
ones. The filter does not make the observed holes imaginary. It changes what their distribution means.

Now consider an astronomical survey. A telescope detects only objects above a brightness threshold.
The resulting catalog cannot reveal the unconditioned brightness distribution without correcting for that
threshold. Yet detected objects can still carry information. Spectral lines, redshift, shape, variability,



Observer-Selection Humility Phil Stilwell

and correlated observations may discriminate among stellar and galactic models. “The survey is filtered”
does not imply “the survey contains no evidence”. It tells the astronomer to model the detection function.

The same structure appears in ordinary speech. We hear a smoke alarm only if someone installed a
working alarm, the sound reaches us, and we are capable of hearing it. That reporting condition explains
why every heard alarm is audible. It does not explain whether a particular alarm was triggered by smoke,
steam, a failing battery, or a prank. Some features are guaranteed by access; others remain diagnostic.

Table 2 maps the differences.

Table 2: Selection corrects different cases in different ways.

Case

Reporting filter

What the filter absorbs

What may remain
evidential

Winner interview

Returned aircraft

Brightness-limited

survey

Published studies

Observer-
compatible cosmos

Only a winner is invited to
describe winning.

Only surviving aircraft enter
the damage survey.

Only sufficiently bright
objects are detected.

Journals and authors
preferentially report striking
or significant results.

Only observational situations
compatible with the relevant
observer or setup can be
reported.

Surprise that the interviewee
is a winner.

Treating the observed damage
map as representative of all
hits.

Treating detected brightness
as an unfiltered population
distribution.

Treating publication as an
outcome-neutral sample of
completed studies.

Surprise merely that a
reporter’s situation permits
the report.

Evidence that the draw was
rigged, tickets altered, or
winners systematically
connected to organizers.
Contrasts among surviving
and lost aircraft, mission
conditions, systems, and hit
locations.

Spectra, shape, variability,
redshift, and a modeled
relation between type and
detectability.
Preregistration, effect sizes,
replications, registered-study
results, and the modeled
publication process.

The specific structure
observed, the procedure by
which it was selected, and
rival-sensitive predictions after

conditioning.

The pattern yields two rules. First, never use a filtered record as though it were produced by random
sampling from the unfiltered population. Second, never infer from the existence of a filter that every
feature inside the record is guaranteed by it. Good analysis identifies exactly which information the filter
fixes and which information remains variable.

4 The Firing-Squad Test

The firing-squad case is a useful stress test because it exposes selection erasure. Imagine a prisoner faces
fifty competent marksmen at short range. They fire; the prisoner remains alive. The prisoner could not
later report the event unless alive. Does that fact make the survival evidentially irrelevant?

No. The prisoner’s reporting position guarantees that any report by the prisoner comes from a survivor.
It does not make fifty simultaneous misses equally expected under every hypothesis. Deliberate mercy,
blanks, collusion, a last-second command, equipment failure, or an extraordinary accident remain rival
explanations. The observation procedure and the relevant background determine how those possibilities
should be compared. Leslie used firing-squad reasoning to illustrate fine-tuning discussions, and Weisberg
later argued directly that a sweeping observation-selection objection would reject plainly reasonable
design inferences in mundane cases (Leslie 1989; Weisberg 2005).
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The point does not establish the cosmological design argument. It establishes a limit on one objection.
“You could report only if you survived” is not sufficient to show that the manner of survival has no
evidential force. A survivor who discovers that every rifle contained a blank has stronger evidence of
intervention than a survivor who learns that one marksman stumbled into the others. Both reports are
survival-conditioned; their details differ.

The analogy also has strict limits. In the mundane case we understand rifles, marksmen, competence,
coordination, and familiar human intentions; the number of trials is determinate, and the alternatives
can at least be roughly modeled. Cosmology may lack an agreed space of possible universes, a defensible
measure over that space, and an independently constrained distribution over a cosmic agent’s aims. The
firing squad is therefore a counterexample to a universal evidence-erasure rule, not a probability model
that can be transferred directly to the universe.

The lottery case supplies the contrasting intuition. If a newspaper chooses one verified winner at
random for its weekly winner profile, the fact that the interviewee won is guaranteed by the profile’s
selection rule. That fact alone is no evidence that the interviewee’s ticket was favored. If the interviewer
discovers that the winning ticket was printed after the draw, however, the residual detail is highly
diagnostic. Again, selection absorbs one surprise but not every possible one.

The comparison corrects a common verbal slide:

1. Necessary for reporting: the observer must survive or exist to make the report.

2. Guaranteed by the reporting rule: the specific sampling or publication process may select only
surviving reporters.

3. Expected under a hypothesis: a proposed cause may make the detailed survival pattern more
or less likely.

These are not equivalent. Existing is necessary for reporting one’s observation, but the cosmological
process is not literally a newspaper editor choosing one already verified observer for publication. Nor
can one simply assume that an observer is a random draw from a known class. The analogy helps only
when the selection procedure is specified. That requirement leads to the formal comparison.

5 A Selection-Aware Likelihood Comparison

Probability notation cannot manufacture the missing physics, but it can keep the questions separate.
Let Hp be a purposeful hypothesis, Hr a stated rival, S the information that the evidence reaches
us through a specified observer-selection process, F the remaining evidence being tested, and B the
accepted background assumptions. Then the posterior odds are:

Pr(Hp | E,S,B) _ Pr(E|Hp,5,B) Pr(Hp|S B) )
Pr(Hg | E,S,B) Pr(E|Hg,S,B)  Pr(Hgr|S,B)

In plain English, the final comparison equals the prior comparison after accounting for the selection

information, multiplied by how much better one hypothesis predicts the remaining evidence. The fraction
in the middle is the likelihood ratio. If it is greater than one, E favors the purposeful hypothesis over
that rival within the model. If it equals one, F does not discriminate between them. If it is less than
one, E favors the rival.

The identity between a report and its necessary conditions captures only part of this structure. Let
C' mean that the conditions are compatible with the reporting setup and let O mean that the relevant
report occurs. If C' is strictly necessary for O, then Pr(C | O, B) = 1. If either compatibility or the
report is measured approximately or uncertainly, the practical probability may instead be merely close
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to one. Neither result determines Pr(Hp | C, O, B). A probability about compatibility given a report is
not a probability about purpose given compatibility.

Equation 1 also shows why selection erasure fails. Conditioning on S changes both the likelihoods and
the prior comparison. It does not force

Pr(E | Hp,S,B) = Pr(E | Hg, S, B).

That equality would need an argument. In the winner-interview case, defining E merely as “the
interviewee won” may indeed make the likelihoods equal because the interview rule guarantees . In the
firing-squad case, defining E as a detailed pattern of fifty near-simultaneous misses need not have the
same probability under deliberate mercy and independent competent attempts to kill.

The hard part is partitioning the evidence. If S already includes “a life-permitting universe was
selected for observation”, one must not count the same fact again inside E as if it were new. But if S
includes only the minimal conditions for some observational situation, then the specificity of actual laws,
constants, cosmic history, chemistry, and biological path may remain within E. Philosophers disagree over
how evidence should be described, when a datum was available, and which selection procedure is relevant.
Bradley emphasizes the procedure by which a universe is selected for observation; Epstein argues that
probabilistic outcomes should be characterized in ways available before the outcome rather than by an
unrestricted requirement of total evidence, while Barrett and Sober defend the total-evidence requirement
against that critique (Bradley 2009; Epstein 2017; Barrett and Sober 2020). The disagreement is
substantive. The audit forces it into the open.

Three tests prevent the partition from being chosen merely to manufacture a result.

1. Anchor the filter in a procedure. Put a fact in S only when an independently justified reporting,
survival, detection, or self-location process makes it a condition of access to the record.

2. Preserve residual variability. Put a fact in F only when it remains variable after that procedure
is fixed and can therefore receive different likelihoods under the rivals.

3. Test reasonable alternatives. Recalculate or restate the conclusion under other plausible
partitions. A result that appears only when all evidence is packed into S, or when a guaranteed fact
is moved back into F, is not robust.

These tests also block double-counting and remind us that a likelihood ratio answers only the stated
comparison. Defeating one rival does not defeat all others. The value of the formalism is therefore
diagnostic, not magical. It makes a proponent say what the filter contains, what evidence remains, which
hypotheses are being compared, and which assumptions supply the probabilities.

6 Reference Classes and Typicality

Observer selection becomes unstable when the word “we” does too much work. Are we sampled as
humans, conscious organisms, embodied reasoners, carbon-based life, technological civilizations, any
data-processing system, or this exact observational situation? A narrower class can make the evidence
appear more surprising. It can also make the class look selected merely because it was described after
the fact.

Consider a dart thrown at a map. After it lands, one can define the target as “the precise square
millimeter containing the dart” and announce an extraordinary hit. The description is true but
postselected. A meaningful target must be specified independently enough for its smallness to carry
evidential force. Similar caution applies when “life” quietly contracts into “carbon-based human life on
Farth at this time” after the universe is observed.
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Bostrom’s self-sampling approach treats an observer as reasoning as though randomly selected from a
suitable reference class, but the choice of that class is itself controversial (Bostrom 2002). Hartle and
Srednicki warn against a selection fallacy: there may be no physical process that randomly chooses us
from a class, and no observation that establishes our typicality. Typicality can be introduced as a prior
assumption, but then it should be exposed rather than presented as a discovery (Hartle and Srednicki
2007).

A radio analogy helps. A receiver tuned to one frequency will report whatever is transmitted and
detectable there. It would be a mistake to infer the distribution of all broadcasts from the tuned signal.
It would also be a mistake to assume that the receiver’s frequency was randomly chosen unless the tuning
procedure justifies that model. If the dial was set by an engineer, drifted mechanically, or was selected
after hearing music, different inferences follow. The observed station alone does not reveal the tuning
rule.

Reference-class humility therefore has four parts:

o state which observers or observational situations define the class;

e explain why that class is relevant to the probability claim;

o state whether typicality is assumed, derived, or tested;

o report how the conclusion changes under reasonable alternative classes.

None of these demands shows that anthropic reasoning is useless. They show why a verbal appeal to
“observers like us” is not yet a probability model.

7 Applying the Audit to Fine-Tuning

Fine-tuning arguments begin from the claim that one or more physical parameters, laws, or initial
conditions occupy a comparatively narrow life-permitting range. A serious design argument then asks
whether such a range is more expected under a designing hypothesis than under a non-design rival.
Collins offers a developed likelihood-style case, while Sober analyzes the assumptions and probability
structure of both biological and cosmic design arguments (Collins 2009; Sober 2018). The anthropic
correction belongs inside that comparison, not before it as a verdict.

First identify the evidence. Three importantly different data can hide inside the phrase “the universe
is fine-tuned”.

Table 3: Three evidential targets that must not be exchanged mid-argument.

Target Datum Why the distinction matters
Existential At least one observer-compatible universe A sufficiently large ensemble may make
exists. this probable even when most universes
are sterile.
Indexical This universe—the one we inhabit and Its probability depends on the sampling,
observe—is observer-compatible. self-location, and typicality rules

connecting observers to universes.
Detailed Our universe has these particular laws, Features not guaranteed by mere
parameter values, correlations, and history. compatibility may remain available for
rival-sensitive comparison.

The broad fine-tuning claim also compresses assumptions that parameters could have differed, that a
measure over those possibilities is meaningful, that only a narrow region permits some relevant kind of
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life, that the parameters are sufficiently independent for the comparison, and that the observed values
are not fixed by a deeper theory. Each is contestable. Juhl argues that sensitivity of later phenomena to
initial parameters need not itself be surprising in the intended way, reminding us that the surprisingness
claim needs more than a dramatic counterfactual (Juhl 2006).

Second identify the filter. If the evidence is merely “our observational situation permits our observation”,
the selection correction is powerful because the datum approaches a reporting precondition. If the
evidence includes independent structure—for example, a pattern among parameters, a simplicity relation,
a distribution predicted by a physical theory, or features not required for observation—the filter may
absorb less. The question is not whether one may use a long description to create surprise after the fact.
It is whether a feature was independently specified and receives different likelihoods under the rivals.

Third identify the rival. “Chance” is rarely a complete hypothesis. A single-universe model, a
multiverse with a measure, a deeper necessity, a cosmological selection mechanism, and a brute-fact view
make different predictions. Likewise, “design” is not one probability distribution. A designer who values
embodied consciousness, maximal life, elegant laws, moral agency, empty beauty, or outcomes beyond
human understanding may assign different likelihoods to the observed world. Before the evidence can
favor either side, its probability model needs enough content to risk being wrong.

A ten-position dial shows exactly how the steps interact. Let the possible values be zero through
nine, and suppose observers can exist only at four or five. Let S be the information that the record
comes from this observer-compatible range, and let the observed residual detail be F = 4. The following
invented probabilities are a logical illustration, not estimates of cosmic physics.

Table 4: The same observer filter can erase or preserve discrimination.

Model Pr(4) Pr(5) Pr(4|S)
Uniform rival Hp 0.10 0.10 0.10/0.20 = 0.50
Centered model H4 0.40 0.40 0.40/0.80 = 0.50
Four-favoring model Hp 0.70 0.10 0.70/0.80 = 0.875

After conditioning, observing four does not discriminate between H4 and Hpg: their likelihood ratio
is 0.50/0.50 = 1. The very same filter leaves a likelihood ratio of 0.875/0.50 = 1.75 for Hp over Hp.
Selection has removed the surprise that the observed value lies in the compatible set, but it has not
dictated the distribution within that set. By contrast, defining a tiny target only after the dial is read
would create a postselected surprise rather than an independent prediction.

The toy model leaves out the difficult cosmology on purpose. Real parameters may not be independent;
their possibility space may not have uniform or even well-defined weights; and “life-permitting” may
describe a complicated region rather than two values. The example establishes a structural result only:
conditioning can either neutralize or preserve a likelihood difference, depending on what the rival models
predict inside the selected range.

Table 5 identifies the load-bearing assumptions.
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Table 5: Assumption ledger for a selection-aware fine-tuning argument.

Assumption

Why it matters

What must be supplied

Failure mode

Possibility space

Measure or prior

Life criterion

Selection procedure

Typicality

A narrow range is
meaningful only relative to
alternatives that could
obtain.

Width alone does not yield
probability without a
weighting.

Different forms and degrees
of life define different target
regions.

Reports arise only from some
observer-compatible
situations.

Predictions in large
populations often depend on

A physical or modal account
of which values or laws are
live.

A defended distribution or
sensitivity analysis across
alternatives.

A non-post-hoc target
appropriate to the argument.

A model of how the observed
case enters the evidence.

An explicit typicality or
self-location assumption and
robustness checks.

Treating imaginative
variation as a measured
population.

Calling a range improbable
under an undefined lottery.

Shrinking the target from
observers to humans after
observation.

Treating the observation as
either wholly random or
wholly guaranteed without
argument.

Presenting a prior
assumption as an observed
fact.

where we should expect to
be.

Design likelihoods depend on
the proposed agent’s aims
and constraints.

Allowing every possible world
to fit an unspecified

Purposeful hypothesis Independently motivated
expectations, not a goal
selected after the outcome. intention.

One contrast cannot Serious alternatives stated at  Defeating an artificially weak
“chance” model and declaring

victory.

Rival family
represent all non-design comparable specificity.

accounts.

The ledger may make every available model look incomplete. That is a result, not an embarrassment.
Fine-tuning lies near the limits of current cosmology and modal reasoning. An argument can remain
suggestive without pretending that unknown measures and intention models are settled. Observer-
selection humility converts that incompleteness into calibrated confidence rather than into a slogan for
either side.

8 Why a Multiverse Does Not Win by Default

Selection reasoning is sometimes paired with a multiverse: if many universes realize different parameters,
observers will appear only in the observer-compatible subset. This can make life-permitting observations
less surprising than they would be under a specified single-universe distribution. It does not follow that
merely mentioning many universes confirms that hypothesis.

White argues that the life-permitting character of this universe does not straightforwardly support
a many-universe hypothesis; the debate turns on whether the evidence concerns some universe, this
universe, or the procedure by which the observed case is selected (White 2000). Bradley responds that
the selection procedure can preserve support for many universes, while Epstein reframes the dispute
around how the probabilistic outcome should be specified before it is observed (Bradley 2009; Epstein
2017). These disagreements are precisely what a one-line anthropic answer conceals.

An inverse-gambler analogy shows the risk. A person enters a casino, sees one double six, and infers
that many unobserved dice throws must have occurred. If the observed throw was selected at random
from all throws, one double six may not favor many throws over one. If the person was admitted to the
room only after a double six occurred, the admission procedure itself carries information about how the

10



Observer-Selection Humility Phil Stilwell

result was found. Different protocols yield different likelihoods. “There are many trials somewhere” is
not a substitute for specifying the protocol.

A multiverse model also needs a distribution over its universes and a rule connecting that population
to our observational situation. Infinite populations create measure problems; different weighting rules
can produce different expectations. The fact that a large ensemble contains observer-compatible domains
does not by itself show that our observations are typical within the relevant subset. Hartle and Srednicki’s
warning applies again: typicality must be added openly (Hartle and Srednicki 2007).

The fair conclusion is comparative. A physically motivated multiverse plus a defensible measure and
selection rule may explain or predict observations better than a specified single-universe rival. Anthropic
reasoning can be a crucial part of that model. It does not promote the bare phrase “many universes’
into the winner.

)

9 Why Design Does Not Win by Default

The same discipline applies to design. A purposeful hypothesis can assign higher probability to observer-
compatible conditions if the hypothesized agent independently has reason to create observers. But “a
designer could want this” establishes compatibility, not a likelihood advantage. A flexible agent can be
assigned a new intention after any outcome: life because the agent values life, emptiness because the
agent values austere beauty, hiddenness because the agent values freedom, clarity because the agent
values relationship. Without constraints, accommodation is cheap.

This is not the crude complaint that personal explanations are unscientific. Archaeology, forensics,
economics, and ordinary life routinely infer agency. They do so from constrained expectations: marks
correspond to tool use, an email matches a sender’s prior plan, a security log records access, or a choice
coheres with a stable preference. The agent model gains evidential force by excluding alternatives and
risking mismatch.

A cosmic design argument owes comparable questions. What is the target hypothesis: any intelligence,
one creator, a morally perfect deity, or a specified religious God-concept? What goals are independently
attributed to that agent? Does the hypothesis expect observers, abundant observers, morally significant
agents, elegant laws, or merely some value-realizing world? What observations would have counted
against it? If the answers are postponed until after the world is described, the design likelihood has been
fitted to the datum.

The firing-squad case does not remove this burden. Deliberate mercy predicts coordinated missing
more readily than fifty independent lethal intentions because the human purposes in the example are
familiar and constrained. A cosmic agent’s aims are not observed in the same way. Weisberg’s objection
blocks the claim that selection automatically destroys evidence; it does not supply the design likelihood
that cosmology requires (Weisberg 2005).

A later exchange sharpens that burden. Weisberg argues that once intelligent life’s existence is already
known, discovering the fine-tuning required for it may add no further support for design; White replies
that the assumptions Weisberg grants can still make the additional fine-tuning information relevant
(Weisberg 2010; White 2011). The dispute need not be settled here. It shows why the evidential target,
background information, and independently defended intention model must be fixed before the design
likelihood is announced.

There is a second danger. Life-permitting does not mean life-maximizing, human-friendly, or morally
optimized. Most known cosmic environments are lethal to human beings; life on Earth occupies a limited
interval and remains vulnerable to ordinary physical processes. These facts do not refute a designer who
values lawlike autonomy, sparse life, unknown goods, or indirect creation. They do prevent the thin fact
of compatibility from being advertised as a transparent intention to center us.
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The result is even-handed. A multiverse must expose its ensemble, measure, and self-location
assumptions. A design hypothesis must expose its agent, aims, and outcome distribution. Observer
selection is part of both audits. Equal standards of explicitness do not imply equal prior plausibility:
either proposal may have stronger independent physical or philosophical motivation. The symmetry
concerns what must be stated, not what verdict must follow.

10 The Teleological Promotion Ladder

Suppose, for argument’s sake, that a selection-aware comparison leaves the data more probable under
some purposeful hypothesis than under a specified nonpurposeful rival. Several steps remain before the
conclusion reaches popular religious language.

Table 6: Each teleological promotion requires an additional discriminator or bridge.

Promotion

What the earlier claim
supplies

What the new claim
adds

Additional evidence or
bridge still needed

Compatibility —
purpose

Purpose — life as
aim

Life — humanity as
aim

Generic design —
perfect deity

Deity — specific
religion

Conditions permit
observers.

Some goal-directed cause
is favored.

Some observer-supporting
outcome was intended.

Some intelligence or
purposive source is
favored.

A God-concept receives
support.

The conditions were
arranged in order to
produce an outcome.
Life, rather than another
value or side effect, was
the goal.

Human beings occupy a
privileged intended role.

Unity, unlimited power,
knowledge, goodness,
necessity, and
worship-worthiness.

A revelatory history,
scripture, incarnation,
covenant, resurrection,

Comparative traces of
agency and an intention
model.

Evidence discriminating
among possible purposes.

Human-specific predictions
not manufactured after the
fact.

Separate arguments for
each added property or a
defended bridge.

Historical, experiential,
and theological evidence
that favors this tradition

church, or doctrinal over rivals.

package.

Calling these steps does not imply that every argument must proceed in a strict sequence. Evidence
can bear on several claims at once, and a defended bridge premise can connect claims without requiring
a wholly new observation. The point is that added content adds a burden. An observation that mildly
favors a broad purposeful family does not distribute the same support to every member of that family.
If a new datum later favors Christianity over deism and rival religions, that datum may perform the
narrowing. Fine-tuning should not receive credit for work done by the later evidence or bridge.

The lottery analogy helps once more. Evidence that a draw was manipulated does not identify the
manipulator, motive, beneficiary, or larger scheme. Camera footage, financial records, communications,
and repeated patterns might narrow those questions. No investigator would infer “the lottery was
rigged, therefore the organizer rigged it to finance this named charity” without the intermediate evidence.
Cosmic purpose deserves at least the same restraint.

Teleological promotion is therefore not simply believing that the universe has purpose. It is the
inferential practice of adding purpose, beneficiary, attributes, or doctrine without adding a discriminator
or defended bridge. Observer-selection humility blocks the first unearned move. Target specificity blocks
the rest.
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11 Unknown Alternatives Without Possibility Inflation

A forced choice between purposeful design and blind chance is false. A deeper physical necessity, a
cosmological ensemble, an unknown law, a selection mechanism, or a model not yet imagined may change
the comparison. Yet listing possibilities can create a new error: invented alternatives are not evidence
merely because they can be named.

Suppose a physician considers a familiar infection and an unknown disease. The existence of undis-
covered diseases is certain in the abstract. That fact does not assign a useful probability to a specific
unknown cause of this fever. It does justify caution when the familiar diagnosis poorly fits the evidence,
the test is weak, or the space of alternatives is known to be incomplete. Unknown alternatives block
false exhaustiveness; they do not win by default.

The same applies in cosmology. “Perhaps a deeper theory fixes the constants” is not a worked-out
explanation. Neither is “perhaps a designer has unknowable reasons”. Both mark open space. They
should reduce confidence when an argument depends on treating its advertised rivals as exhaustive, but
they should not be counted as if each unspecified possibility had a favorable likelihood.

This distinction prevents possibility inflation: multiplying unconstrained stories until no conclusion
can be reached. The correct response to an incomplete hypothesis space is sensitivity analysis and
calibrated language. One can say that a result holds against the specified rivals, that it depends on a
measure, or that it remains vulnerable to deeper theory. One cannot turn ignorance into equal evidence
for everything.

The humility advocated here is therefore active. It does not shrug. It identifies which unknown would
change the inference, which observation could constrain it, and how the conclusion depends on unsettled
assumptions.

12 Strong Objections and Replies

12.1 The weak anthropic principle is trivial

The minimal selection principle is close to a truism: observers cannot report from conditions that preclude
their report. The objection is that a truism explains nothing.

The reply is that a constraint can be logically simple and methodologically important. “Only returned
aircraft are in the survey” is obvious once stated, yet ignoring it reverses an engineering recommendation.
The anthropic principle does not become a causal theory merely because it corrects an inference. Its
value lies in changing the evidential sample and exposing what additional theory is required.

12.2 The firing-squad case proves design

It proves no cosmic conclusion. The case shows that survival conditioning does not automatically
neutralize coordinated misses. The human setting supplies familiar causal capacities and intentions; the
cosmological case must supply its own purposeful likelihood. The analogy defeats selection erasure, not
every objection to design.

12.3 Once observers are conditioned on, fine-tuning is guaranteed

Only an observer-compatible range is guaranteed relative to the chosen observer or setup. The size and
weighting of that range, the observed location within it, correlations among parameters, and features
not required for observation may remain open. Conversely, if the evidence tested is defined merely as
minimum observer compatibility, much of the apparent surprise has indeed been conditioned away. The
dispute must be settled by an explicit evidence partition, not by repeating “given observers”.
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12.4 Total evidence forbids separating selection from the observation

All relevant evidence should affect the final judgment, but it need not appear in one undifferentiated
bundle. Equation 1 conditions on selection information and tests residual evidence to prevent double-
counting. Epstein’s predesignation proposal and Barrett and Sober’s reply show that philosophers can
reasonably disagree about how probabilistic evidence should be characterized (Epstein 2017; Barrett and
Sober 2020). The paper’s claim is procedural: anchor the partition in the observation process, explain
why it is legitimate, and show whether the conclusion survives reasonable alternatives.

12.5 Design needs no detailed intention model because theism predicts life

A specified theism may predict life more than a specified rival does. That is an argument to be made,
not an exemption from comparison. The strength of the prediction depends on what the deity values,
why those values are expected, what else the deity could create, and whether the actual amount and
distribution of life fit the proposal. Collins supplies a serious attempt to defend such premises (Collins
2009). Observer-selection humility requires engaging that attempt at its actual level rather than treating
an unspecified deity label as either self-validating or meaningless.

12.6 A multiverse explains the filter better than design

It may under a physically motivated ensemble, measure, and selection rule. It may fail under another.
White, Bradley, and Epstein disagree over exactly how the evidence bears on many universes (White
2000; Bradley 2009; Epstein 2017). The disagreement confirms the paper’s methodological point: the
observer filter belongs inside the model; it does not name the winning model.

12.7 Humility is just disguised agnosticism

Humility is not a fixed posterior probability. It is a restriction on entitlement. A robust, rival-sensitive
likelihood advantage can justify confidence. A conclusion dependent on undefined measures, postselected
target classes, or unconstrained intentions should be stated conditionally. Confidence should follow the
exposed model, not the emotional scale of the question.

13 The Observer-Selection Audit

The preceding analysis can be condensed into a reusable procedure. The audit applies whenever a record
exists only because some case crossed a survival, detection, publication, or observation threshold.
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Table 7: Seven questions for auditing a filtered observation.

Step Question Why it matters Warning sign

1 What report or record is being  Prevents a vague shift between The evidence changes wording as
explained? life’s existence, our observation, the argument proceeds.

and a detailed cosmic description.

2 What conditions are necessary Identifies the minimal Human-specific features are
for that report? compatibility filter. inserted without justification.

3 By what procedure did this Distinguishes random sampling, The procedure is assumed from an
case enter the evidence? success-only reporting, detection analogy rather than modeled.

thresholds, and self-location.

4 Which apparent surprise is Prevents counting a guaranteed The same compatibility fact
absorbed by the filter? reporting condition as fresh appears in both the condition and

evidence. likelihood boost.

5 What residual evidence Preserves details that may still Every observed feature is packed
remains variable after discriminate among hypotheses. into the filter, making all inquiry
conditioning? vacuous.

6 Which rivals assign different Turns a story into a comparative “Design” and “chance” remain
likelihoods to that residue? confirmation claim. undefined umbrellas.

7 How far does any advantage Separates generic purpose from A thin result is promoted to a thick
route? beneficiary, attributes, and worldview without new evidence.

doctrine.

Consider the returned-aircraft case. The record is the damage map on surviving aircraft. Airworthiness
is necessary for return. The procedure excludes destroyed aircraft. The filter defeats the assumption that
observed hits represent all hits. Residual evidence includes locations, mission types, aircraft systems, and
loss records. Rival vulnerability models predict different patterns. The result routes to armor placement,
not to a general theory of every cause of aircraft loss.

Now consider fine-tuning. The record might be our observation of a specific life-permitting parameter
set. Some degree of observer compatibility is necessary. The procedure is controversial: one universe, an
ensemble, self-location, and theory-relative observational conditions may imply different models. The
filter absorbs the bare shock that reporters report from report-compatible conditions. Residual evidence
must be specified rather than assumed. Purposeful, multiverse, necessity, and other models then face
comparison. Any result routes only as far as its likelihood advantage reaches.

The audit’s practical virtue is that proponents and critics can disagree locally. They can contest the
possibility measure, the life criterion, the selection procedure, the designer’s aims, or the serious rivals.
What they cannot do is hide those disagreements inside the word anthropic.

14 Conclusion

The anthropic principle is best understood as a discipline of location. Evidence reaches us from within
the conditions that make its report possible. That fact can sharply correct naive surprise. The winner
selected for an interview is unsurprisingly a winner; the bomber inspected after returning is a survivor; the
galaxy in a catalog passed a detection threshold; an observer’s universe permits the relevant observation.

The correction is not a cosmic purpose detector. Compatibility is not intention, a reporting condition
is not a beneficiary, and observer dependence is not human centrality. Moving from a life-permitting
environment to a universe made for life, then to a universe made for us, then to a specific theology adds
content at each step. Each addition needs a discriminator or a justified bridge premise.

The correction is also not an evidence eraser. A firing-squad survivor can learn details that favor
deliberate intervention. A winner-interview can reveal a forged ticket. A brightness-limited survey can
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contain discriminating spectra. Selection specifies the conditional comparison; it does not force the
competing likelihoods to equality. Fine-tuning arguments must therefore be assessed after the observation
procedure, evidence partition, reference class, typicality rule, measure, and hypotheses are stated.

The surviving conclusion is neither triumphalist nor evasive. A multiverse may gain support if a
physical ensemble and selection rule predict the evidence better than rivals. A purposeful hypothesis may
gain support if its independently motivated aims make the residual evidence more expected. Unknown
alternatives may limit closure without becoming evidence by mere mention. None of these outcomes is
delivered by the anthropic principle alone.

Observer-selection humility is the refusal to let a filtered standpoint impersonate an unconditioned
view from nowhere. It asks what the filter explains, what remains to be explained, and how far any
explanation can travel. We may find our existence astonishing, precious, and worth protecting. Those
human meanings need not be denied. They should not be confused with evidence that humanity is the
point of the cosmos.
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A Formal Reconstruction of the Central Thesis

Argument X reconstructs the selection correction; Argument Y reconstructs the limit on teleological promotion.
Together they govern filtered evidence without proving design, naturalism, a multiverse, or purposelessness.

Argument X: A filter changes but does not settle the comparison

X1. If a report can occur only when a condition is satisfied, the occurrence of that report cannot be evaluated
as though it were sampled without that condition.

X2. Observer reports can occur only in observational situations compatible with the relevant observers,
instruments, and physical processes.

X3. Therefore, observations of observer-compatible conditions must be evaluated using a model that includes
the relevant observation-selection process.

X4. Including that process guarantees neutrality between two hypotheses only if, after conditioning, the
remaining evidence is equally expected under them.

X5. The existence of an observation-selection process alone does not establish that equality; lottery, firing-squad,
aircraft, and survey cases show that residual details can retain unequal likelihoods.

X6. The existence of the process alone also specifies neither the direction nor the magnitude of any remaining
likelihood advantage; that requires explicit hypotheses and an evidence partition anchored in the observation
procedure.

XC. Therefore, observer selection corrects the evidential comparison but does not by itself establish either that
fine-tuning confirms design or that fine-tuning is evidentially inert.

XC follows if X1-X6 hold. X1-X3 establish the need to model the filter; X4-X5 block automatic neutrality,
and X6 blocks automatic support for design. The observational situation, evidence partition, and cosmic
likelihoods remain empirical and model-dependent.

Argument Y: Compatibility does not warrant teleological promotion

Y1. A filtered observation warrants promotion to a purpose claim only if the total evidence, after accounting
for the filter, favors a specified purposeful hypothesis over relevant rivals.

Y2. The fact that observers report observer-compatible conditions supplies the filter and the compatibility
relation, but by itself supplies no rival-sensitive likelihood advantage for a specified purpose.

Y3. Even a residual advantage for generic purpose would not by itself identify life as the purpose, humanity as
the beneficiary, a perfect deity as the agent, or a particular religion as true.

YC. Therefore, anthropic compatibility alone does not warrant promotion from observation to cosmic purpose,
human centrality, or specific theology; each promotion requires additional discriminating evidence or a
justified bridge premise.

YC follows if Y1-Y3 hold. A critic may challenge the evidence, rival set, causal relevance, or confirmation
standard. Y2 distinguishes a reporting precondition from a likelihood advantage; Y3 blocks unsupported
expansion of the conclusion. An independent design or religious argument may supply the missing evidence or
bridge.

Scope

X blocks the move from “there is a filter” to a preannounced evidential verdict. Y blocks the move from “the
filter permits us” to “the filter was for us”. The combined result is intentionally bounded: model the selection
process, compare the residue, and route the conclusion only to the target that the comparison actually favors.
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