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ANSELM’S ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT (First Formulation as found in Prosologion):
P1: God is the greatest possible being that can be thought of.
P2: If God exists only in the mind (or understanding) then a greater being could be
thought of that exists both in the mind in reality.
P3: This ‘greatest possible being’ must therefore exist both in the mind and in reality.
C: Therefore God must exist as a being in reality (in re) as well as in the mind (in
intellectu).
Later Formulation: Necessary Existence (couldn’t ‘not exist’) is greater than
Contingent Existence (doesn’t ‘have to’ exist, once in existence it can cease to exist)
Anselm (a monk) wrote this ‘argument ‘in reference to Psalm 14 and 53 where it notes
‘the fool says in his heart there is no God’. Anselm states ‘the fool’ must have
understood that God is that of which nothing greater can be thought of. Once the fool
understood this then he must acknowledge that a God that does exist in reality is
greater than one that only exists in his thinking.

GAUNILO’S CHALLENGE:
Gaunilo (a French monk, not an atheist) wrote On Behalf of the Fool in response to
Anselm.
Gaunilo wrote that someone could imagine a beautiful island, thinking it to be perfect
- the greatest island.
However, in order to be the greatest island it must exist in reality, not just imagination.
This reasoning could be used about anything, e.g. the greatest cheeseburger.
Gaunilo said that this obviously can’t be the case, defining something as ‘the greatest’
and then stating that existence is a necessary quality of ‘greatness’ is foolish.
We cannot define things into existence.

ANSELM’S RESPONSE TO GAUNILO:
The island (and anything else e.g. cheeseburger) are contingent and it is logically
conceivable to think that the world could exist without the island.
Anselm stated that God is necessary by definition, nothing greater can exist and he
cannot be bettered.
The island could always have one more tree or bluer sea. It is conceivable to think of
its non-existence and also that it could exist without being perfect as perfection is not
part of its nature. God cannot be thought of in this way and thus the comparison fails.

DESCARTES’ ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT
Descartes believed that some truths are impossible to doubt by their very nature - people are
innately (naturally) able to understand that some things cannot be different e.g. equality and
shape. Some things have an unchangeable nature.
E.g. a triangle - its nature demands that it has three angles that are equal to two right angles
(180°) and this couldn’t be different - it is immutable.
God’s nature is immutable - part of this is having all perfections, one of which is existence.
We may be able to conceive of a triangle with certain characteristics but acknowledge it does
not exist in reality but the same is not true of God:
Existence is not a necessary attribute of a triangle but it is of God.
God alone is perfect and existence is a perfection.

KANT’S OBJECTIONS
Existence is not a predicate like green or tall. Green, tall etc. help to describe an object and
adds to our understanding of it, ‘existence’ refers to the whole object (including its predicates)
and does not describe it in the same way.
Descartes states that if a triangle exists then it has interior angles that equal 180°. All the
Ontological argument states is that if God exists, then he is a necessary being, but this does
not mean that he does exist.
E.g. ‘My boat is fast’, gives you more information about it. ‘My boat exists’, does not.
To take away existence does not remove one characteristic but all of them - ‘my boat does
not exist’ removes all characteristics of my boat.
For Kant all statements about existence are synthetic (true or false after verification) and are
not analytic (true by nature).

This argument is:
● a priori - based on reason as opposed to a posteriori, knowledge gained through
experience.
● deductive - ‘deduction’ is a type of reasoning that which demonstrates a conclusion must
be true, given that the premises are correct.
● about a necessary being - one whose non-existence is contradictory.
● an analytic statement - a statement where a predicate (a property that something has
e.g. round, tall, green) is contained with the subject, e.g. married men are husbands.
For Anselm, God (subject) necessarily exists (predicate).

Strengths
● An argument which is deductive and analytic is attractive as it appeals to
logical consistency rather than mixed interpretations of a posteriori
evidence.
● Anselm and Descartes stress that God is the greatest possible being and
necessary by definition. Using examples of greatest or perfect
contingent things to argue against it may not therefore count.
● Kant assertion that ‘existence’ adds nothing to the description of an object
could be false.
E.g. if I were to say that ‘Batman exists’, this adds something new to his
description as you may well have believed him to be a fictional character.
An atheist may well be thinking of God as a ‘fictional character’ and
applying ‘existence’ to Him would drastically alter their definition of Him,
and thus ‘existence’ can act as a predicate.
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Weaknesses
● Anselm (a monk) wrote Prosolgion as a prayer. Is it then, rather than an
argument for God, to be considered as a support for those who already
believe? Faith seeking understanding.
● Is ‘existence in reality’ necessarily greater than ‘existence only in the
mind’? This is a value judgement.
● ‘God’s existence is necessary because he has necessary existence’, is this
circular thinking?
● Many scholars hold that Kant’s criticism of Descartes’ argument is fatal.

Necessary existence does not mean God must therefore exist in
reality. Existence cannot act as a predicate.
‘If God exists, he has necessary existence’ does not mean he does exist.
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