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THEME 2: THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT FOR THE EXISTENCE OF 

GOD. 
 

KEY WORDS AND CONCEPTS 

 

⚫ ONTOLOGICAL – concerned with ‘being’. Ontology – the study of being 

⚫ A PRIORI – based on a definition and the use of logic alone, no empirical evidence 

⚫ ANALYTIC – statement is true/false by definition of the words 

⚫ DEDUCTION – reasoning by logical stages(premises) to reach a conclusion. 

⚫ IN INTELLECTU – in the mind 

⚫ IN RE – in reality 

⚫ DE DICTO – of words – by definition 

⚫ NECESSARY EXISTENCE – a being that cannot not exist (opposite to contingent) 

⚫ ‘GOD EXISTS’ BECOMES AN EXISTENTIAL ANALYTIC STATEMENT  

 

INTRODUCTION 

The word ‘ontological’ comes from ontos: being.  It is an a priori argument; that means to 1 

say that it is not based on prior experience – it comes prior/before knowledge or before 2 

experience.  The ontological argument is the ONLY a prior argument.  The other arguments 3 

for the existence of God (cosmological and teleological) are forms of a posterior reasoning; 4 

that is reasoning which is based in experience of some kind. 5 

The ontological argument is very different.  It relies on the definition of a word and the use of 6 

logic alone, no experience required. It is also a form of   deductive and analytic argument 7 

because the conclusion flows directly from the premises. Unlike the cosmological and 8 

teleological arguments which allow a person to accept and rejects parts of the argument but 9 

still agree with the conclusion the ontological argument by nature demands that one accepts 10 

the conclusion – if one accepts the premise.  Therefore  (if deemed successful) it is the only 11 

argument that can conclusively prove God’s existence. 12 

 13 

ST ANSELM OF CANTERBURY (Clip discovering our saints YOUTUBE) 14 

 15 

St Anselm is the first thinker to propose the ontological argument for the existence of God.  16 

He put forward his ontological argument in chapters II and III of his work ‘proslogion’ 17 

(discourse on the existence of God)  – written in 1077-1078 18 
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Anselm was trying to show how obvious God’s existence was and how absurd atheism is.  He 19 

proposes an argument in favour of God’s existence by ‘definition’ 20 

ANSELM, THE PROLOGION CHAPTERS 2 AND 3 21 

Here is Anselm’s form 1 of the ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT in his work PROSLOGION 22 

-chapter 2. 23 

Anselm calls chapter 2 ‘God Truly Exists.’ 24 

So Lord — you who reward faith with understanding — let me understand, insofar as you see fit, 25 

whether you are as we believe and whether you are what we believe you to be. We believe you to 26 

be something than which nothing greater can be conceived. The question, then, is whether 27 

something with this nature exists, since “the fool has said in his heart that there is not God” [Ps. 28 

14:1, 53:1]. But, surely, when the fool hears the words “something than which nothing greater can 29 

be conceived,” he understands what he hears, and what he understands exists in his understanding 30 

— even if he doesn’t think that it exists. For it is one thing for an object to exist in someone’s 31 

understanding, and another for him to think that it exists. When a painter plans out a painting, he 32 

has it in his understanding, but — yet having produced it — he doesn’t yet think that it exists. After 33 

he has painted it, he has the painting in his understanding, and — having produced it — he thinks 34 

that it exists. This should convince even the fool that something than which nothing greater can be 35 

conceived exists, if only in the understanding — since the fool understands the phrase “that than 36 

which nothing greater can be conceived” when he hears it, and whatever a person understands 37 

exists in his understanding. And surely that than which a greater cannot be conceived cannot exist 38 

just in the understanding. If it were to exist just in the understanding, we could conceive it to exist in 39 

reality too, in which case it would be greater. Therefore, if that than which a greater cannot be 40 

conceived exists just in the understanding, the very thing than which a greater cannot be conceived 41 

is something than which a greater can be conceived. But surely this cannot be. Without doubt, then, 42 

something than which a greater can’t be conceived does exist — both in the understanding and in 43 

reality. 44 

What is Anselm saying I hear you cry! 45 

Firstly, it is important to note that Anselm is writing this piece of work in the same manner 46 

that one may write a spiritual journal.  Anselm is NOT setting out to write some astounding 47 

piece of theological or philosophical argument.  This is really a record of Anselm’s prayer 48 

life.  Nonetheless, in his prayerful reflection, he is thinking about the nature of God and thus 49 

he begins by giving a definition 50 

God is ‘that than which nothing greater can be conceived’  Even the ‘fool in his heart’ (which 51 

is a quote from the psalms) recognises this as an accepted definition of God.  Now, if God 52 

existed only in the mind (in intellectu), then a greater being could be imagined to exist in the 53 

mind and in reality (in re). This being would then be greater than God.  Thus God cannot 54 

exist only in the mind.  Therefore God exists both in the mind and in reality. 55 

 56 

Anselm uses an analogy to express his thoughts; that of a painter and painting. (mind and 57 

reality.)  When the painting is in the painter’s mind, he lacks the understanding of what it 58 

means for the painting to be a reality.  Therefore, his understanding is only complete and 59 

therefore perfect when the painting is complete and exists in both the mind and reality.  60 
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Anselm then employs a scholarly technique knon as Reduction ad absurdum.  This is a way 61 

of proving ones point by showing how ridiculous it is to conclude anything otherwise.  If Go 62 

d does exist in the mind alone then he is not the greatest possible being. It is greater to exist 63 

in both mind and in reality.   God’s existence is analytic (once we have analysed the 64 

definition of the term, we will see that God exists. ) Since we have started with the premise 65 

that by definition God is the ‘greatest being’, (and even an atheist will accept that when 66 

people talk about God this is the definition that we all agree on, ) and it is greater to really 67 

exist than just exist in imagination, then God must, by definition, exist. 68 

Anselm reflects in the words of the scripture: ‘The fools says in his heart, there is no God’ 69 

(Psalm 14) - to reject God we must have a concept of what God is (we must have a 70 

definition)  and therefore to reject him is contradictory. 71 

ANSELM FORM 2 – PROSLOGION 3 72 

Anselm does not stop there!  Continuing to reflect upon the nature of God he switches his 73 

attention to the idea of a necessary being.  Chapter3  is entitled:  it is impossible to conceive 74 

that God doesn’t exist 75 

 76 

In fact, this thing so truly exists that it can’t be conceived not to exist. For something that can be 77 

conceived to exist but can’t be conceived not to exist is greater than one which can be conceived not 78 

to exist. Hence, if that than which a greater can’t be conceived can be conceived not to exist, then 79 

that than which a greater can’t be conceived is not that than which a greater can’t be conceived. But 80 

this would be a contradiction. Therefore, something than which a greater can’t be conceived so truly 81 

exists that it can’t be conceived not to exist. And this thing is you, Lord our God. Therefore, you so 82 

truly exist, Lord my God, that you can’t be conceived not to exist. And this is as it should be. For, if 83 

one’s mind could conceive of something better than you, a created thing would rise above its 84 

creator and pass judgment on it, which would be completely absurd. Yes, anything other than you 85 

can be conceived not to exist. Therefore, you alone have the truest, and hence the greatest, being of 86 

all; nothing else has being as true or as great. Then why has the fool said in his heart that there is no 87 

God, when it is evident to a rational mind that your being is the greatest of all? Why — unless 88 

because he is stupid and a fool! 89 

For Anselm it is impossible to conceive of God not existing.  Why? Well, lets return to his 90 

definition – our starting premise.  God is ‘that than which nothing greater can be conceived’.  91 

Which is greater? A contingent being which relies on its existence from something else or a 92 

necessary being which exits independently of everything else?  Clearly, a necessary being is 93 

greater.  It would be a logical contradiction, utterly absurd, (reduction ad absurdum) to claim 94 

a necessary God does not exist.  Therefore, God must exist. 95 

 96 

 97 

A useful explanation can be found on YOUTUBE: 98 myoldreteacher 

https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=anselm+my+old+RE+teacher 99 

 100 

 101 

https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=anselm+my+old+RE+teacher
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TASKS:  In your RE note books complete the following  102 

1. Who was Anselm of Canterbury? What was his most famous work? What is the 103 

purpose of this work. 104 

2. Explain in bullet point (step by step) Anselm’s proslogion 2 form 1 105 

3. Explain in bullet point (step by step) Anselms prologion 3  form 2. 106 

4. Commit to revision cards and memorise. 107 

On A4 paper 108 

5. Draft an essay Explain the ontological argument with reference to St Anselm.  Then 109 

memorise it for a timed essay next week.  You will have 40 minutes in lesson 2 to 110 

write your answer.  I WILL be collecting in your original draft as well to compare! 111 

 112 

GAUNILO’S CRITICISM of ANSELM’S ARGUMENT 113 

 114 

Gaunilo was a contempory of Anselm.  He was also a monastic (monk) so he shared a sacred 115 

world view of Anselm.  However, he thought that Anselm’s argument was totally useless/  116 

He sent Anselm a response entitled ‘on behalf of the fool’- taking a shot at Anselm’s 117 

assertion that only a fool would reject the belief in God. Gaunilo believed that Anselm’s 118 

argument had not achieved anything at all.  It may be helpful to think about Gaunilo’s 119 

criticism of Anselm under 3 headings: 120 

1. On Gossip 121 

2. On defining things into existence 122 

3. Perfect Island Analogy 123 

 124 

1)  On Gossip 125 

Gaunilo points out that many people think many different things in many different ways. 126 

A person, especially  a foolish one,  could have all kinds of made up things in his head.  127 

People easily believe gossip but gossip for instance is unreliable – how should he be able 128 

to discern what is true and what is not? Just because you can think of something or 129 

imagine something does not make it real! 130 

2. Defining things into existence and  (3) the Perfect Island Analogy. 131 

Gaunilo accuses Anselm of ‘defining things into existence.’  Just because you give the 132 

definition of God as ‘that than which nothing greater can be conceived’ does not mean 133 

God exists.  What Anselm has failed to do is deal with ‘If God exists’.  It may be fair to 134 

say ‘If God exists then God must be that than which nothing greater can be conceived’ 135 

but Anselm misses this essential part out.   136 

To illustrate his point Gaunilo describes a perfect island and shows how Anselm’s logic is 137 

flawed. 138 

 139 
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The Perfect island, is the island than which no greater can be conceived. Any island that 140 

does not exist, though, cannot be the island than which no greater can be conceived, for it 141 

could be conceived to exist which would be greater. Anyone who thinks that the perfect 142 

does not exist, then, is confused; the concept of the perfect island entails that there is such 143 

a thing...but there isn’t! 144 

 145 

One has to admire Gaunilo here! (Clever boy!) He has used Anselm’s own technique of 146 

reduction ad absurdum to prove his point!  How ridiculous is the argument!  Just by 147 

saying something is ‘greater’, ‘perfect’ etc does not mean that thing exists.   148 

 149 

Anselm of course responds by saying that ‘God’ is a special category – because God, 150 

unlike the island, is necessary and not contingent.  Existence does not add to the greatness 151 

of an island but it does to God.  Islands can be thought of as not existing whereas God 152 

cannot.  There is nothing that is comparable to God so one cannot liken the idea of an 153 

island to God. 154 

TASK: 155 

In your RE note book: 156 

1. Who was Gaunilo? 157 

2. Explain his criticisms of Anselm’s argument. ( he objects for 3 reasons - the perfect 158 

island being the 3rd and most significant) 159 

3. How did Anselm respond to Gaunilo? 160 

4. In your opinion how successful is 161 

a) Anselm’s arguments b) Gaunilo’s criticisms. 162 

 163 

 164 

 165 

 166 

 167 

 168 

 169 

 170 

 171 

 172 

 173 
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The Ontological Argument: modern version 1. RENE DECARTES 174 

 175 

Gaunilo’s criticism of the Ontological argument seems to be rather successful;.  Even 176 
Aquinas regarded the argument as problematic suggesting that people cannot know the 177 
nature of God, and therefore, cannot conceived of God in the way Anselm proposed,  The 178 
argument may be meaningful for someone who already has belief but it does nothing to 179 
prove that there is a God at all.  The starting premise assumes the existence of God and 180 
fails deal with the ‘IF’ part – ‘If there is a God we can define him as…..’ Thus, the 181 
Ontological argument is guilty of circular logic – starting with the premise that of 182 
existence of the thing of whose existence one is trying to prove.  Indeed, the argument 183 
stopped being studied for a significant amount of time until Rene Descartes reformulated 184 
it. 185 
 186 
RENE DESCARTES 187 
Descartes was born in France in 1596, near Tours at a place called La Haye. While at 188 
school, he studied some of the new advances in Science. In 1621 he left the army in 189 
order to study both science and philosophy. On 10th November he had a vision and some 190 
dreams in which God showed him his life’s work: the unfolding of an amazing new 191 
science. He lived in Holland from 1629 until just before his death in Sweden in 1650. In 192 
1637 his ‘Discourse on Method’ was published, and he then went on to work on his 193 
‘Meditations.’  194 
 195 
 196 
Descartes’ Method. 197 
 198 
Descartes wanted to show that you could have both science and religion and began  with 199 
trying to find a sound basis on which all human understanding could be built. He was 200 
living in an age when doubting about many previously accepted norms in both Science 201 
and Religion was becoming prevalent. He wanted to doubt everything until he found 202 
something that could not be doubted. In other words, he was looking for certain 203 
knowledge. He had a four point test for all his opinions: 204 
 205 

1. You should only accept truths which are self-evident (e.g Mathematics). 206 
2. If you have difficulties, these should be divided up into smaller parts so that they 207 

are easier to deal with. 208 
3. Begin by thinking about the simplest ideas in an issue and work up to more 209 

complicated ones. 210 
4. Before coming to any conclusions, make sure you have considered everything. 211 

 212 
I think therefore I am 213 
 214 
Descartes maintained that our senses are often giving us faulty information (e.g. oars 215 
seeming to dip in water). So how can know that al of our experience is not an illusion? 216 
But even if it is an illusion, might some parts of that illusion still be true (e.g 217 
mathematical facts)? But what happens if we are even being deceived about these 218 
‘certainties’? Surely this would lead us to not being able to know anything and so we 219 
would have to despair. However, he came to the conclusion that if he was capable of 220 
thinking these things then he himself must be something. A demon could be telling him 221 
a lie about everything else, but it was beyond doubt that he, Descartes, existed.  222 
 223 

➢ ‘I think therefore I am’; in other words because I am thinking I must exist. 224 
➢ If I don’t exist, no one can make me think that I do. 225 
➢ It is self-contradictory to think that my existence is an illusion; if I am able to 226 

think this then my existence must be real. 227 
 228 

229 
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Descartes’ view of God. 230 
 231 
It is a greater thing to know for sure than to doubt. So, Descartes reasoned, if I am 232 
having doubts I am not perfect. But my idea of what is perfect must come from 233 
somewhere, and that must be from God who is perfect. So because I have an idea about 234 
perfection God must exist.  This led Descartes to define God as the ‘supremely perfect 235 
being’ and he develops his argument by exploring what this means. 236 
 237 

 238 
DESCARTES AND PREDICATES 239 

A predicate is when you ascribe a property to something or someone – e.g. a bicycle has 2 wheels.   It 240 
MUST have this property in order to be that thing.  Descartes defines God as ‘a supremely perfect 241 
being’ and a supremely perfect being MUST have every perfection. Otherwise it would not be a 242 
‘supremely perfect being.’   243 

Existence is part of perfection.  Therefore a supremely perfect being MUST exist.  WHY? because 244 
existence is a predicate of that being. 245 

DESCARTES uses the example of a Triangle.  One cannot think of a triangle without 3 sides.  In 246 
order for something be considered a triangle it must have 3 sides; if it does not it is not a triangle.  A 247 

triangle must have 3 sides to be a triangle.   The same is true with God.  A supremely perfect being 248 
must have existence. 249 

Descartes also uses the analogy of mountains and valleys.  You cannot have a mountain without a 250 

valley.  A mountain needs a valley to be a mountain.  It is illogical to think of a mountain without a 251 
valley. 252 

A predicate of God must be existence.  A supremely perfect being must have existence since whatever 253 
belongs to the essence of something cannot be denied of it.   God’s essence includes existence; 254 
therefore existence must be affirmed by God. 255 

Descartes makes this clarification however.  The argument cannot be applied to objects affected by 256 
time and space.  It can only apply to something that is perfect.  Only God can have absolute perfection 257 
– there cannot be two absolutes.  If one accepts this then Gaunilo’s criticism is weakened. 258 

KANT’S CRITICISM OF THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 259 

“God has necessary existence” 260 

 261 

1. Both Anselm (from his argument about the greatest being) and 262 

Descarte (from his argument about the perfect being) argue that  263 

“God has necessary existence”.   In other words God has to 264 

(necessary) exist, if God didn’t exist, he wouldn’t be God.   He 265 

wouldn’t be God, says Anselm, because we could conceive of a 266 

greater being WHO DID EXIST – and that being would be God!!   He 267 

wouldn’t be God, says Descarte, because existing is part of being perfect.   God is 268 

perfect, therefore he exists.   So both state that “God has necessary existence”.    269 

 270 
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2. Now Descarte said, that just as a triangle has to 271 

have 3 sides, so God has to exist.    Thinking about triangles, 272 he 
said that  “Having three sides” is a PREDICATE of a 273 

triangle.   What is A PREDICATE?   Well a predicate is 274 

when you ascribe(or give) an attribute or property to 275 

something or someone e.g. “all cars have wheels”.   Here are 276 

some more examples for you to think about: 277 

 278 

“A Unicorn has horns”:      What is the subject of this sentence: 279 

       What is the predicate of this sentence: 280 

 281 

 “A bicycle has two wheels”:   Subject:-------------------------- 282 

         283 

                            PREDICATE-------------------------------------- 284 

 285 

So, in your own words, what is a PREDICATE: ----------- 286 

 287 

 288 

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  289 

 290 

3.   Now let’s consider the statement that Descarte and Anselm agree on: 291 

                                “God has necessary existence” 292 

 293 

Let’s think about its SUBJECT and PREDICATE.      First, what is the subject of 294 

the sentence “God has necessary existence”?___________ 295 

 296 

And the PREDICATE of the sentence? _____________________________ 297 

4. So let’s be clear then:  ANSELM and DESCARTE both state that the 298 

existence of God is a predicate – in other words, when you talk about God’s 299 

“existence” you are talking about a property that we can ascribe(or give) to God.   300 

Furthermore, they are saying that existence is a NECESSARY property of God; a 301 

necessary predicate. 302 

 303 

https://www6.miami.edu/public-safety/Bicycle.JPG
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5. Now Kant disagrees with Descarte (and Anselm).   He disagrees 304 

when they say that “God has necessary existence”.  He disagrees 305 

because he can see two errors in the LOGIC of their statement that 306 

“God has necessary existence”.    What are these two errors, 307 

according to Kant? 308 

 309 

6. Stay with me, because Kant  does not get straight to the point but instead 310 

analyses the statement “God has necessary existence” more generally.   In fact he 311 

starts by saying that there are two kinds of logical statements that philosophers can 312 

make:   ANALYTICAL and SYNTHETIC statements.   What did he mean by that? 313 

 314 

7.     Well Kant said that you can work out whether an ANALYTICAL  statement is 315 

TRUE or FALSE just by the words contained within the statement itself: 316 

 317 

e.g   “All bachelors are unmarried”  318 

(subject= bachelors and the predicate? ___________________) 319 

 320 

Kant said you don’t need anything else but the words in that statement to know that 321 

it is true.   The subject (bachelors) tells you that they are not married (predicate).  In 322 

other words the Predicate (not married) is contained in the Subject (bachelors) of 323 

the sentence.   So an analytical statement is always one where the predicate is 324 

contained in the subject – you don’t need anything else to prove it is true. 325 

 326 

Write an ANALYTICAL STATEMENT about a BI-CYCLE 327 

 328 

__________________________________________________________ 329 

 330 

Now explain why the predicate of your statement above is contained within the 331 

subject (bi-cycle)?_________________________________________ 332 

 333 

_____________________________________________________________________ 334 

https://www6.miami.edu/public-safety/Bicycle.JPG
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Now when it comes to a SYNTHETIC statement you can’t work out 335 

whether it is TRUE or FALSE without testing it out, experiencing 336 

it, proving it.   The predicate is not contained within the subject. 337 

e.g. “All bi-cycles are red” – what would you need to prove whether 338 

this was true or false?  THINK!! 339 

 340 

We can’t predicate whether all bi-cycles are red can we, without 341 

experimenting/verifying etc.?   It’s a different kind of statement to 342 

“all bachelors are unmarried”.   343 

 344 

 345 

8. OK so far?   Do you now know the difference between Analytical and 346 

Synthetic statements?   So test yourself – write one of each about a “widows”.     347 

 348 

1.  Analytical Statement:_____________________________________________ 349 

 350 

2. Synthetic Statement: _____________________________________________ 351 

 352 

 353 

9.  Right.   Kant now gets to the point and applies this logic to Descarte (and Anselm’s) 354 

statement that “God has necessary existence”.   He asks himself whether the 355 

statement is Analytical or Synthetic?   What do you think was his answer? 356 

 357 

Is the statement Analytical or Synthetic? ___________________________ 358 

 359 

Why? ______________________________________________________________ 360 

 361 

____________________________________________________________________ 362 

 363 
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 364 

KANT  argues that saying “God has necessary existence” is in fact 365 

making a SYNTHETIC statement.   You would need to verify the 366 

statement by first experiencing God before you could say that it is 367 

TRUE.   Kant states that Descarte makes the mistake of treating the  368 

statement “God has necessary existence” as an analytical statement 369 

when clearly, says Kant, it is not.   370 

 371 

So that’s the first weakness he sees in the ontological argument – it does no prove 372 

God exists through words alone – you would need to verify God’s existence by some 373 

other means.  The statement “God has necessary existence” is an synthetic one.   The 374 

predicate (existence) is not contained in the subject (God) without first proving 375 

God’s existence, you wouldn’t be able to say if the statement is true or false merely 376 

by referring to words(logic). 377 

 378 

9.  Which brings us neatly to KANT’s other argument against DESCARTE.   In this 379 

argument, Kant questions whether EXISTENCE is a predicate in the first place: not 380 

just of God, but of anything. 381 

 382 

First remind yourself what a PREDICATE is __________________________ 383 

____________________________________________________________________ 384 

 385 

Right.   Kant asks the question “Is existence a real predicate?”  Is it  something you 386 

can ascribe to an object just as you can ascribe “three-sidedness to a triangle”?   387 

KANT wants to argue that you can’t.    388 

 389 

Here’s his argument.   Well he goes back to Descarte and his triangles and he says: 390 

When you say “a triangle has three sides” you are rightly stating a predicate 391 

(property/quality) of triangles – they have three sides! No debate.     But if you say “a 392 

triangle has three sides and it exists” that little addition “and it exists” is not telling 393 

you anything MORE about the nature of triangles 394 

than you already know.   In fact, in order to ascribe 395 

a predicate (property) to an object or person you  396 

begin by assuming its existence in the first place 397 

before giving it properties or qualities.   Kant states 398 

that a predicate has to tell you something MORE 399 

about the property or quality of an object.   Saying 400 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/blogs/ni/GOD2.jpg
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“and it exists” does not tell you anything more.   Existence is therefore not a 401 

PREDICATE.   So saying “has necessary existence” about God is not a real predicate 402 

– you would once again need to experience God in some way in order to verify his 403 

existence. 404 

 405 

10. KANT applies this logic to the statement “God has necessary existence” and what 406 

he says is that Descartes is wrong in treating “existence” as if it was a predicate.     407 

Descarte’s argument is therefore weak and so Kant goes in search of providing 408 

another argument for God’s existence – but that’s another lesson!!  409 

 410 

 411 

 412 

 413 

 414 

 415 

 416 

 417 

 418 

 419 

 420 

 421 

 422 

 423 

 424 

 425 

 426 

 427 

 428 

 429 

 430 

 431 

 432 

 433 

 434 
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 436 

Descartes(and Anselm’s) argument that 

God’s Existence is necessary predicate (para 

1-4) 

KANT – Analytical and Synthetic 

Statements (para 5-8) 

 

Kant – Existence is not a Predicate (para 9) 

 

Summary of Kant’s criticism of the 

Ontological Argument 

“God has necessary existence” – a synthetic 

statement – why does Kant say so? (para 8) 

God’s Existence is not a real necessary 

predicate (para 9) 
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NORMAN MALCOLM AND THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 437 

 438 

So, is Anselm’s and Descartes argument that God’s existence is 439 

logically necessary a false argument? Well, not according to the 440 

American philosopher, Norman Malcolm. 441 

Malcolm states: 442 

God cannot come into existence by CAUSE or by CHANCE, as to do so would indicate a 443 

LIMITED being.  As he cannot come into existence, if does not already exist, his existence 444 

would be IMPOSSIBLE. If he does exist, he cannot CEASE to exist for the same reasons, 445 

and so if he exists, his existence is NECESSARY 446 

 447 

Malcolm states, ‘God's existence must either be logically necessary or logically impossible.’ It is not 448 

completely absurd to say God exists, therefore, God's existence is not logically impossible. Thus God 449 
necessarily exists. 450 

What does this mean?  451 

Well, let’s look at the statement ‘God necessarily exists.’ 452 

The truth of it is either: 453 

IMPOSSIBLE 454 

POSSIBLE    OR 455 

NECESSARY. 456 

 457 

IMPOSSIBLE EXISTENCE?    458 

The statement can not be ‘impossible.  The existence of anything is only impossible if, by definition, 459 
it is a logical contradiction.    A 4 sided triangle does not exist.  It is impossble as it is a logical 460 
contradiction.  But, the statement ‘God necessarily exists’ does not contain a logical contradiction.  So 461 

we can rule out option 1. 462 

POSSIBLE EXISTENCE 463 

So, is God’s existence possible?   464 

By possible we mean contingent.  Possible existence must also contain the possibility of not existing.  465 
To say God has possible existence is to say God could exist or not exist, it is not essential that he 466 

does, just like the existence of this knowledge booklet. 467 

Malcolm maintains that by the definition given this is not the type of existence God has.  So this rules 468 
out option 2  God has possible existence. 469 

 470 

The conclusion is that  of necessary existence since it  is the only option left. 471 

 472 
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HOW SUCCESSFUL IS NORMAN MALCOLM’S ARGUMENT? 473 

Like all versions of the ontological argument, this still does not deal with the ‘IF’ aspect – the ‘if God 474 
exists.  The argument is guilty of assuming the existence of the thing one is trying to prove exists.   475 

John Hick rejects the argument of Malcolm.  Hick says that the most we can say …if God exists he 476 
exists necessarily.  But there is no way of getting rid of the ‘if 477 

CRITICISMS OF THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT – What the 478 

Philosophers say: AQUINAS, HUME and VARDY 479 

 480 

AQUINAS: 481 

o No certainty that the human mind has the correct concept of God 482 

o He is beyond human understanding 483 

o Our mere ideas cannot prove his existence 484 

o Existence of God is not self-evident 485 

o Even if we do have an idea it is  486 

confused 487 

o A priori arguments to prove God fail because we cannot define God.  WE CAN 488 

ONLY Know him through his work.  We must have some personal experience of God 489 

first. 490 

 491 

HUME 492 

o Agrees with Aquinas that we cannot prove anything ‘a priori’.  We know the sun rises 493 

not because we have defined the ‘sun’ but because we have observed it. 494 

o The description of a thing can contain every possible detail. To determine if 495 

something exists we must go BEYOND the description.  A thing cannot be ‘defined 496 

into existence’.  Assumed perfection cannot be proof of existence 497 

PETER VARDY 498 

• Vardy seems to tread the middle ground and claims that part of the problem with the 499 

argument is to do with what it means to say ‘God exists’ and lies in how people see 500 

‘God’.     Is God more like a bear [ an object of some description] or is God more like 501 

a triangle? 502 

• If God is like a thing a being or an object in some way [as Aquinas and many others 503 

think] then the argument seems to fail.  If God is seen as some sort of idea or reality in 504 

the lives of people then it may have some value 505 

• Just like we have an idea of the equator or of numbers – these sort of ideas are useful 506 

but they are not objects or things 507 

• If the argument tries to prove God exists as the creator and sustainer of the universe 508 

then the argument fails 509 
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• If the argument tries to explain the idea of God as a reality in the lives of believers 510 

then it may work.   If a person already believes in God  the ontological argument may 511 

help to deepen their faith 512 

• For others it is merely a game playing with words and gets us no closer to God 513 

 514 

TASKS: 515 

In your own words explain Malcolm’s version of the ontological argument. 516 

Create a chart in your RE not book – Arguments in favour/against the Ontological 517 

argument.   Where possible use the ideas of a thinker. 518 

Your chart may look a bit like this for example 519 

The first is done for you – aim to come up with 5 MORE    520 

Strength of O.A. Supporting thinker Weakness of O.A Supporting thinker 

God is the greatest 

possible being on 

can think of – even 

atheists agree with 

this statement 

Anselm 

Descartes 

Just because you 

can think of 

something doesn’t 

mean it exists 

Gaunilo – perfect 

island analogy 

    

    

This is this weeks homework  521 

There will be an AO2 timed essay on this during lesson 3 next week! – but we will start 522 

with correcting this first. 523 

 524 
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