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RSR Episode #11 
Ontological Argument 

The Ontological Argument for God’s existence was devel-
oped in the Middle Ages by St. Anselm.  It claims that re-
flection on God’s nature as the greatest conceivable being 
shows that God must exist in reality.  It’s most famous 
and effective critic is Immanuel Kant.  —DMH 

     

Proof of God’s Existence 
By Alselm 

Anselm. Proslogium .  Chapters 2-3.  
(http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/anselm-proslogium.html)  

Anselm (1033-1109) offered the first version of the Onto-
logical Argument in his Proslogium. 

Chapter 2 
Truly there is a God, although the fool has said in his heart, 

There is no God. 
And so, Lord, do you, who do give understanding to faith, give 

me, so far as you knowest it to be profitable, to understand that you 
are as we believe; and that you are that which we believe. And in-
deed, we believe that you are a being than which nothing greater can 
be conceived. Or is there no such nature, since the fool has said in 
his heart, there is no God? (Psalms 14:1). 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 be 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 con-
ceives of what he will afterwards perform, he has it in his under-
standing, but be does not yet understand it to be, because he has not 
yet performed it. But after he has made the painting, be 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 under-
stood, 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 con-
ceived. But obviously this is impossible. Hence, there is doubt that 
there exists a being, than which nothing greater can be conceived, 
and it exists both in the understanding and in reality. 

Chapter 3 
God cannot be conceived not to exist. —God is that, than which 

nothing greater can be conceived. —That which can be conceived 
not to exist is not God. 

And it assuredly exists so truly, that it cannot be conceived not 
to exist. For, it is possible to conceive of a being which cannot be 
conceived not to exist; and this is greater than one which can be con-
ceived not to exist. Hence, if that, than which nothing greater can be 
conceived, can be conceived not to exist, it is not that, than which 
nothing greater can be conceived. But this is an irreconcilable con-
tradiction. There is, then, so truly a being than which nothing greater 
can be conceived to exist, that it cannot even be conceived not to 
exist;. and this being you are, O Lord, our God. 

So truly, therefore, do you exist, O Lord, my God, that you can 
not be conceived not to exist; and rightly. For, if a mind could con-
ceive of a being better than you, the creature would rise above the 
Creator; and this is most absurd. And, indeed, whatever else there is, 
except you alone, can be conceived not to exist. To you alone, there-
fore, it belongs to exist more truly than all other beings, and hence in 
a higher degree than all others. For, whatever else exists does not 
exist so truly, and hence in a less degree it belongs to it to exist. 
Why, then, has the fool said in his heart, there is no God (Psalms 14: 
1), since it is so evident, to a rational mind, that you do exist in the 
highest degree of all? Why, except that he is dull and a fool? 
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In Behalf of the Fool 
By Gaunilo 

Gaunilo of Marmoutiers.  In Behalf of the Fool.   
(http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/anselm-gaunilo.html)  

The monk Gaunilo of Marmoutiers, a contemporary of An-
selm, criticizes the ontological argument using the paral-
lel case of “the most perfect island.” 

2. The fool might make this reply [to Anselm’s ontological ar-
gument for God’s existence]: 

This being [of such a nature that nothing greater than it can be 
conceived] is said to be in my understanding already, only because I 
understand what is said. Now could it not with equal justice be said 
that I have in my understanding all manner of unreal objects, having 
absolutely no existence in themselves, because I understand these 
things if one speaks of them, whatever they may be? 

Unless indeed it is shown that this being is of such a character 
that it cannot be held in concept like all unreal objects, or objects 
whose existence is uncertain: and hence I am not able to conceive of 
it when I hear of it, or to hold it in concept; but I must understand it 
and have it in my understanding; because, it seems, I cannot con-
ceive of it in any other way than by understanding it, that is, by com-
prehending in my knowledge its existence in reality. 

But if this is the case, in the first place there will be no distinc-
tion between what has precedence in time—namely, the having of an 
object in the understanding—and what is subsequent in time—
namely, the understanding that an object exists; as in the example of 
the picture, which exists first in the mind of the painter, and after-
wards in his work. 

Moreover, the following assertion can hardly be accepted: that 
this being, when it is spoken of and heard of, cannot be conceived 
not to exist in the way in which even God can be conceived not to 
exist. For if this is impossible, what was the object of this argument 
against one who doubts or denies the existence of such a being? 

Finally, that this being so exists that it cannot be perceived by 
an understanding convinced of its own indubitable existence, unless 

this being is afterwards conceived of—this should be proved to me 
by an indisputable argument, but not by that which you have ad-
vanced: namely, that what I understand, when I hear it, already is in 
my understanding. For thus in my understanding, as I still think, 
could be all sorts of things whose existence is uncertain, or which do 
not exist at all, if some one whose words I should understand men-
tioned them. And so much the more if I should be deceived, as often 
happens, and believe in them: though I do not yet believe in the be-
ing whose existence you would prove. … 

5. But that this being must exist, not only in the understanding 
but also in reality, is thus proved to me: 

If it did not so exist, whatever exists in reality would be greater 
than it. And so the being which has been already proved to exist in 
my understanding, will not be greater than all other beings. 

I still answer: if it should be said that a being which cannot be 
even conceived in terms of any fact, is in the understanding, I do not 
deny that this being is, accordingly, in my understanding. But since 
through this fact it can in no wise attain to real existence also, I do 
not yet concede to it that existence at all, until some certain proof of 
it shall be given. 

For he who says that this being exists, because otherwise the be-
ing which is greater than all will not be greater than all, does not at-
tend strictly enough to what he is saying. For I do not yet say, no, I 
even deny or doubt that this being is greater than any real object. Nor 
do I concede to it any other existence than this (if it should be called 
existence) which it has when the mind, according to a word merely 
heard, tries to form the image of an object absolutely unknown to it. 

How, then, is the veritable existence of that being proved to me 
from the assumption, by hypothesis, that it is greater than all other 
beings? For I should still deny this, or doubt your demonstration of 
it, to this extent, that I should not admit that this being is in my un-
derstanding and concept even in the way in which many objects 
whose real existence is uncertain and doubtful, are in my understand-
ing and concept. For it should be proved first that this being itself 
really exists somewhere; and then, from the fact that it is greater than 
all, we shall not hesitate to infer that it also subsists in itself. 

6. For example: it is said that somewhere in the ocean is an is-
land, which, because of the difficulty, or rather the impossibility, of 
discovering what does not exist, is called the lost island. And they 
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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 under-
standing 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 is-
land 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. …  

     

The Self-Evidence of God? 
By Thomas Aquinas 

Thomas Aquinas.  Summa Theologica.  Part 1, Question 2.  
(http://www.newadvent.org/summa/1002.htm)  

The Aristotelian Catholic theologian Thomas Aquinas 
(1225-1274) summarizes Anselm’s Ontological Argument 
(“Objection 2”), then rejects it (“Reply to Objection 2”). 

Article 1. Whether the existence of God is self-evident?  
… 

Objection 2. Further, those things are said to be self-evident 
which are known as soon as the terms are known, which the Philoso-
pher (1 Poster. iii) says is true of the first principles of demonstra-
tion. Thus, when the nature of a whole and of a part is known, it is at 
once recognized that every whole is greater than its part. But as soon 
as the signification of the word “God” is understood, it is at once 
seen that God exists. For by this word is signified that thing than 
which nothing greater can be conceived. But that which exists actu-
ally and mentally is greater than that which exists only mentally. 
Therefore, since as soon as the word “God” is understood it exists 
mentally, it also follows that it exists actually. Therefore the proposi-
tion “God exists” is self-evident. … 

I answer that, A thing can be self-evident in either of two ways: 
on the one hand, self-evident in itself, though not to us; on the other, 
self-evident in itself, and to us. A proposition is self-evident because 
the predicate is included in the essence of the subject, as “Man is an 
animal,” for animal is contained in the essence of man. If, therefore 
the essence of the predicate and subject be known to all, the proposi-
tion will be self-evident to all; as is clear with regard to the first prin-
ciples of demonstration, the terms of which are common things that 
no one is ignorant of, such as being and non-being, whole and part, 
and such like. If, however, there are some to whom the essence of 
the predicate and subject is unknown, the proposition will be self-
evident in itself, but not to those who do not know the meaning of 
the predicate and subject of the proposition. Therefore, it happens, as 
Boethius says (Hebdom., the title of which is: “Whether all that is, is 
good”), “that there are some mental concepts self-evident only to the 
learned, as that incorporeal substances are not in space.” Therefore I 
say that this proposition, “God exists,” of itself is self-evident, for 
the predicate is the same as the subject, because God is His own ex-
istence as will be hereafter shown (3, 4). Now because we do not 
know the essence of God, the proposition is not self-evident to us; 
but needs to be demonstrated by things that are more known to us, 
though less known in their nature—namely, by effects. … 

Reply to Objection 2. Perhaps not everyone who hears this word 
“God” understands it to signify something than which nothing 
greater can be thought, seeing that some have believed God to be a 
body. Yet, granted that everyone understands that by this word 
“God” is signified something than which nothing greater can be 
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thought, nevertheless, it does not therefore follow that he under-
stands that what the word signifies exists actually, but only that it 
exists mentally. Nor can it be argued that it actually exists, unless it 
be admitted that there actually exists something than which nothing 
greater can be thought; and this precisely is not admitted by those 
who hold that God does not exist. … 

     

God’s Necessary Existence 
By René Descartes 

René Descartes.  Meditations.  Book 5.  Translated by John Veitch.  
(http://www.wright.edu/cola/descartes/meditation5.html)  

Descartes (1596-1650) offers his own version of the Onto-
logical Argument in the Fifth Meditation. 

…If because I can draw from my thought the idea of an object, 
it follows that all I clearly and distinctly apprehend to pertain to this 
object, does in truth belong to it, may I not from this derive an argu-
ment for the existence of God? It is certain that I no less find the idea 
of a God in my consciousness, that is the idea of a being supremely 
perfect, than that of any figure or number whatever: and I know with 
not less clearness and distinctness that an [actual and] eternal exis-
tence pertains to his nature than that all which is demonstrable of any 
figure or number really belongs to the nature of that figure or num-
ber; and, therefore, although all the conclusions of the preceding 
Meditations were false, the existence of God would pass with me for 
a truth at least as certain as I ever judged any truth of mathematics to 
be. 

Indeed such a doctrine may at first sight appear to contain more 
sophistry than truth. For, as I have been accustomed in every other 
matter to distinguish between existence and essence, I easily believe 
that the existence can be separated from the essence of God, and that 
thus God may be conceived as not actually existing. But, neverthe-
less, when I think of it more attentively, it appears that the existence 
can no more be separated from the essence of God, than the idea of a 
mountain from that of a valley, or the equality of its three angles to 
two right angles, from the essence of a [rectilinear] triangle; so that it 

is not less impossible to conceive a God, that is, a being supremely 
perfect, to whom existence is awanting, or who is devoid of a certain 
perfection, than to conceive a mountain without a valley. 

But though, in truth, I cannot conceive a God unless as existing, 
any more than I can a mountain without a valley, yet, just as it does 
not follow that there is any mountain in the world merely because I 
conceive a mountain with a valley, so likewise, though I conceive 
God as existing, it does not seem to follow on that account that God 
exists; for my thought imposes no necessity on things; and as I may 
imagine a winged horse, though there be none such, so I could per-
haps attribute existence to God, though no God existed. 

But the cases are not analogous, and a fallacy lurks under the 
semblance of this objection: for because I cannot conceive a moun-
tain without a valley, it does not follow that there is any mountain or 
valley in existence, but simply that the mountain or valley, whether 
they do or do not exist, are inseparable from each other; whereas, on 
the other hand, because I cannot conceive God unless as existing, it 
follows that existence is inseparable from him, and therefore that he 
really exists: not that this is brought about by my thought, or that it 
imposes any necessity on things, but, on the contrary, the necessity 
which lies in the thing itself, that is, the necessity of the existence of 
God, determines me to think in this way: for it is not in my power to 
conceive a God without existence, that is, a being supremely perfect, 
and yet devoid of an absolute perfection, as I am free to imagine a 
horse with or without wings. 

Nor must it be alleged here as an objection, that it is in truth 
necessary to admit that God exists, after having supposed him to 
possess all perfections, since existence is one of them, but that my 
original supposition was not necessary; just as it is not necessary to 
think that all quadrilateraigures can be inscribed in the circle, since, 
if I supposed this, I should be constrained to admit that the rhombus, 
being a figure of four sides, can be therein inscribed, which, how-
ever, is manifestly false. This objection is, I say, incompetent; for 
although it may not be necessary that I shall at any time entertain the 
notion of Deity, yet each time I happen to think of a first and sover-
eign being, and to draw, so to speak, the idea of him from the store-
house of the mind, I am necessitated to attribute to him all kinds of 
perfections, though I may not then enumerate them all, nor think of 
each of them in particular. And this necessity is sufficient, as soon as 
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I discover that existence is a perfection, to cause me to infer the exis-
tence of this first and sovereign being; just as it is not necessary that 
I should ever imagine any triangle, but whenever I am desirous of 
considering a rectilinear figure composed of only three angles, it is 
absolutely necessary to attribute those properties to it from which it 
is correctly inferred that its three angles are not greater than two right 
angles, although perhaps I may not then advert to this relation in par-
ticular. But when I consider what figures are capable of being in-
scribed in the circle, it is by no means necessary to hold that all 
quadrilateraigures are of this number; on the contrary, I cannot even 
imagine such to be the case, so long as I shall be unwilling to accept 
in thought aught that I do not clearly and distinctly conceive; and 
consequently there is a vast difference between false suppositions, as 
is the one in question, and the true ideas that were born with me, the 
first and chief of which is the idea of God. For indeed I discern on 
many grounds that this idea is not factitious depending simply on my 
thought, but that it is the representation of a true and immutable na-
ture: in the first place because I can conceive no other being, except 
God, to whose essence existence [necessarily] pertains; in the sec-
ond, because it is impossible to conceive two or more gods of this 
kind; and it being supposed that one such God exists, I clearly see 
that he must have existed from all eternity, and will exist to all eter-
nity; and finally, because I apprehend many other properties in God, 
none of which I can either diminish or change. 

     

Existence Is Not a Property 
By Immanuel Kant 

Immanuel Kant.  Critique of Pure Reason.  Book 2, Chapter 3, Section 4.  
(http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/anselm-critics.html)  

In this section of The Critique of Pure Reason, Kant (1724-
1804) rejects the Ontological Argument on the grounds 
that existence is not a quality of some entity on par with, 
for example, color or shape.  Kant’s argument has been 
widely accepted as the decisive refutation of the Ontologi-
cal Argument. 

“Being” is evidently not a real predicate, or a concept of some-
thing that can be added to the concept of a thing. It is merely the ad-
mission of a thing, and of certain determinations in it. Logically, it is 
merely the copula of a judgment. The proposition, “God is al-
mighty,” contains two concepts, each having its object, namely, God 
and almightiness. The small word “is,” is not an additional predicate, 
but only serves to put the predicate in relation to the subject. If, then, 
I take the subject (God) with all its predicates (including that of al-
mightiness), and say, “God is,” or “there is a God,” I do not put a 
new predicate to the concept of God, but I only put the subject by 
itself, with all its predicates, in relation to my concept, as its object. 
Both must contain exactly the same kind of thing, and nothing can 
have been added to the concept, which expresses possibility only, by 
my thinking its object as simply, given and saying, it is. And thus the 
real does not contain more than the possible. A hundred real dollars 
do not contain a penny more than a hundred possible dollars. For as 
the latter signify the concept, the former the object and its position 
by itself, it is clear that, in case the former contained more than the 
latter, my concept would not express the whole object, and would not 
therefore be its adequate concept. In my financial position no doubt 
there exists more by one hundred real dollars, than by their concept 
only (that is their possibility), because in reality the object is not only 
contained analytically in my concept, but is added to my concept 
(which is a determination of my state), synthetically: but the con-
ceived hundred dollars are not in the least increased through the exis-
tence which is outside my concept. 

By whatever and by however many predicates I may think a 
thing (even in completely determining it), nothing is really added to 
it, if I add that the thing exists. Otherwise, it would not be the same 
that exists, but something more than was contained in the concept, 
and I could not say that the exact object of my concept existed. Nay, 
even if I were to think in a thing all reality, except one, that one 
missing reality would not be supplied by my saying that so defective 
a thing exists, but it would exist with the same defect with which I 
thought it; or what exists would be different from what I thought. If, 
then, I try to conceive a being, as the highest reality (without any 
defect), the question still remains, whether it exists or not. For 
though in my concept there may be wanting nothing of the possible 
real content of a thing in general, something is wanting in its relation 
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to my whole state of thinking, namely, that the knowledge of that 
object should be possible a posteriori also. … 

The concept of a Supreme Being is, in many respects, a very 
useful idea, but, being an idea only, it is quite incapable of increas-
ing, by itself alone, our knowledge with regard to what exists. It can-
not even do so much as to inform us any further as to its possibility. 
… 

Time and labor therefore are lost on the famous ontological 
(Cartesian) proof of the existence of a Supreme Being from mere 
concepts; and a man might as well imagine that he could become 
richer in knowledge by mere ideas, as a merchant in capital, if, in 
order to improve his position, he were to add a few noughts to his 
cash account. 

     


