Phil. 280 – 9/13/05
Ontological Arguments - 1
1.  The Greatest Conceivable Being Account of God

2.  Explanation of the Arguments: Anselm’s version (below) and van Inwagen/Descartes, M, p. 94
3.  That the Arguments Are Unsound: Parallel Arguments

4.  How the Arguments Are Unsound: Ambiguity (M, p. 96).  

    4a.  Invalidity of the Inference from (1) to (2) on one reading of (2)

    4b.  What goes wrong on the other reading of (2)

For next time: Modal Ontological Arguments

Anselm’s Original Argument:

“God” = “the being greater than which no being can be conceived”

1. We understand “the being greater than which no being can be conceived.” (Premise)

So, 2.  God exists in the understanding. (from 1)

3.  God exists in the understanding alone, and not in reality.  (Assumption for reductio)

4.  God can be conceived to exist in reality.  (Premise)

5.  If God existed in reality as well, He would be greater than He is, given that, as we are assuming, He exists in the understanding alone.  (Premise)

So, 6.  It is conceivable that there be a being greater than God is.  (from 3-5)

So, 7.  It is not the case that God exists in the understanding alone, and not in reality.  (3-6, reductio)

So, 8.  God exists in reality.  (from 2, 7)

A Parallel Argument: 

“Butkus” = “the linebacker greater than which no linebacker can be conceived”

1. We understand “the linebacker greater than which no linebacker can be conceived.” (Premise)

So, 2.  Butkus exists in the understanding. (from 1)

3.  Butkus exists in the understanding alone, and not in reality.  (Assumption for reductio)

4.  Butkus can be conceived to exist in reality.  (Premise)

5.  If Butkus existed in reality as well, He would be a greater linebacker than He is, given that, as we are assuming, He exists in the understanding alone.  (Premise)

So, 6.  It is conceivable that there be a linebacker greater than Butkus is.  (from 3-5)

So, 7.  It is not the case that Butkus exists in the understanding alone, and not in reality. (3-6, reductio)

So, 8.  Butkus exists in reality.  (from 2, 7)

Anselm -- Proslogion

And so, Lord, do thou, who dost give understanding to faith, give me, so far as thou knowest it to be profitable, to understand that thou art as we believe; and that thou art that which we believe. And, indeed, we believe that thou art a being than which nothing greater can be conceived. Or is there no such nature, since the fool hath said in his heart, there is no God? (Psalm xiv. 1). But, at any rate, this very fool, when he hears of this being of which I speak — a being than which nothing greater can be conceived — understands what he hears, and what he understands is in his understanding; although he does not understand it to exist.

For, it is one thing for an object to be in the understanding, and another to understand that the object exists. When a painter first conceives of what he will afterwards perform, he has it in his understanding, but he does not yet understand it to be, because he has not yet performed it. But after he has made the painting, he both has it in his understanding, and he understands that it exists, because he has made it.

Hence, even the fool is convinced that something exists in the understanding, at least, than which nothing greater can be conceived. For, when he hears of this, he understands it. And whatever is understood, exists in the understanding. And assuredly that, than which nothing greater can be conceived, cannot exist in the understanding alone. For, suppose it exists in the understanding alone: then it can be conceived to exist in reality; which is greater.

 
Therefore, if that, than which nothing greater can be conceived, exists in the understanding alone, the very being, than which nothing greater can be conceived, is one, than which a greater can be conceived. But obviously this is impossible. Hence, there is no doubt that there exists a being, than which nothing greater can be conceived, and it exists both in the understanding and in reality. 

Gaunilo -- Reply to Anselm

...For example: it is said that somewhere in the ocean is an island, which, because of the difficulty, or rather the impossibility, of discovering what does not exist, is called the lost island. And they say that this island has an inestimable wealth of all manner of riches and delicacies in greater abundance than is told of the Islands of the Blest; and that having no owner or inhabitant, it is more excellent than all other countries, which are inhabited by mankind, in the abundance with which it is stored.

Now if some one should tell me that there is such an island, I should easily understand his words, in which there is no difficulty. But suppose that he went on to say, as if by a logical inference: "You can no longer doubt that this island which is more excellent than all lands exists somewhere, since you have no doubt that it is in your understanding. And since it is more excellent not to be in the understanding alone, but to exist both in the understanding and in reality, for this reason it must exist. For if it does not exist, any land which really exists will be more excellent than it; and so the island already understood by you to be more excellent will not be more excellent."

If a man should try to prove to me by such reasoning that this island truly exists, and that its existence should no longer be doubted, either I should believe that he was jesting, or I know not which I ought to regard as the greater fool: myself, supposing that I should allow this proof; or him, if he should suppose that he had established with any certainty the existence of this island. For he ought to show first that the hypothetical excellence of this island exists as a real and indubitable fact, and in no wise as any unreal object, or one whose existence is uncertain, in my understanding.

