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Preface

As I indicated in the preface to my book Philosophical Perspectives on Infin-
ity (20006), this work on arguments about the existence of orthodoxly con-
ceived monotheistic gods was initially intended to form part of a larger work
under the title God and Infinity. However, while there are places in which I do
appeal to my earlier work on infinity —and while there are also places where I
try to note the ways in which considerations about the infinite have a dif-
ferential impact on arguments about the existence of orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic gods —I think that it is fair to say that the finished work is more
in the nature of an interim summary of my views on arguments about the
existence of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods.

There are various reasons why this work is only an interim summary. Frst,
there are ways in which my views about the topics discussed in this book have
changed over time; I see no reason why there will not be further changes
in the future. Second, the nature of the subject ensures that there are many
important topics that bear directly on the assessment of arguments about
the existence of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods, but about which
nothing is said in this book. While I would like to have given an encyclope-
dic discussion of the subject, it is doubtful that I would have found either
publisher or readers if I had tried to do so. Third, I have no doubt that there
will be interesting new formulations of arguments about the existence of
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods that appear in the near future —
and those new formulations may have important consequences for the chief
claims that are defended in the present book. Fourth, there is another part
of the projected larger work — on the topic of the properties that are typ-
ically assigned to orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods — that forms a
companion to the present work but that is not yet ready for publication.
Some of the material that one might have thought ought to be discussed in
the present work will actually turn up in that other volume, when it finally
sees the light of day.
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Introduction

Asits title suggests, this book is about arguments about gods. More exactly, itis
a book about arguments about orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods. In
particular, it focuses on the kinds of arguments that contemporary Christian
philosophers of religion typically give when they give arguments on behalf
of the claim that the orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god in which they
happen to believe exists.

In this book, I take it for granted that there is nothing incoherent —
doxastically impossible — in the idea that our universe was created ex nihilo
by an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good being. I propose to consider
this question further in a companion volume that is currently incomplete;
however, I do not propose there to defend the view that there is something
incoherent — doxastically impossible — in the idea that our universe was
created ex nihilo by an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good being.

The main thesis that I wish to defend in the present book is that there
are no successful arguments about the existence of orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic gods — that is, no arguments that ought to persuade those
who have reasonable views about the existence of orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic gods to change their minds. Since I also contend that there
is a very wide range of reasonable views about the existence of orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic gods that it is possible for reasonable people to
maintain, I take it that the main thesis that I wish to defend is denied by
many contemporary philosophers. If the argument of my book is successful,
then at least some of those philosophers will be led to change their minds
about some things.

The division of the material in the book is, in some ways, quite conven-
tional: there is a chapter on ontological arguments, a chapter on cosmolog-
ical arguments, a chapter on teleological arguments, a chapter on Pascal’s
wager, a chapter on arguments from evil, and a chapter on other arguments.
Book-ending these chapters, there is an introductory discussion of relevant
issues and a concluding discussion that revisits some of the matters raised
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xXvi Introduction

in the introductory discussion. However, there is not much material in this
book that can be found in other books that cover more or less the same
territory.

In chapter 1, after some brief remarks about taxonomies of arguments
about orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods, there are three related top-
ics that are discussed. The first of these topics concerns the nature of argu-
ments and argumentation, and the connections that obtain between suc-
cessful argumentation and reasonable believing. In this section, I sketch
my views about rationality and rational belief revision, arguments, rational
argumentation amongst rational agents, and the bearing of our departures
from perfect rationality on each of the aforementioned topics. The second
topic taken up in the first chapter concerns the tenability of agnosticism.
Here, I argue that there is no reason at all to suppose that there cannot
be reasonable agnostics, that is, reasonable people who suspend judgment
on the question of whether there are orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
gods. The third topic taken up in the first chapter concerns the bearing
of the construction of cases for the existence of unorthodoxly conceived
monotheistic gods — for example, perfectly evil monotheistic gods — on the
reasonableness of belief in orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods. Here,
I try to defend the view that, while non-theists can reasonably judge that the
case for a given unorthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is no less strong
than the case for any orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, theists can
reasonably judge that this is not so.

In chapter 2, the discussion of ontological arguments takes for granted
the material thatis contained in my earlier book on this topic: Oppy (1995c¢).
In the first section of this chapter, I criticise the ‘general objection to onto-
logical arguments’ that I presented in my earlier book; I no longer believe
that this ‘general objection’ has any teeth. In the second section of this
chapter, I discuss a category of ontological arguments — mereological onto-
logical arguments — that received almost no attention in Oppy (1995c¢). In
the third section of this chapter, I provide a slightly more extensive discus-
sion of Godel’s ontological argument than is to be found in Oppy (1995c).
In particular, I defend the claim that there is an application of Gaunilo’s
famous ‘lost island’ criticism of St. Anselm’s ontological argument that can
be applied to one version of Godel’s ontological argument. Finally, in the
fourth section of this chapter, I provide a careful examination of the argu-
ments of Chambers (2000), and respond to some criticisms of Oppy (1995¢)
that are made in that work.

The discussion of cosmological arguments that occurs in chapter g has
several parts. First, I have included some discussion of historically impor-
tant cosmological arguments in the work of Aquinas, Descartes, and Leib-
niz. Next, I turn my attention to contemporary defences of cosmological
arguments in the work of Bob Meyer, Robert Koons, Richard Gale and Alex
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Pruss, and William Lane Craig. Finally, I consider the novel atheological
cosmological argument that is defended by Quentin Smith. Since there are
many cosmological arguments that are not considered in this discussion, it
is important that I note here that I consider these to be the best arguments
of this kind that have been advanced thus far. Given that none of these argu-
ments is successful, there is very good reason to think that no cosmological
argument that has been advanced hitherto is successful.

In chapter 4, I begin with a reconsideration of Paley’s argument for
design. I argue that this argument has been misunderstood by almost every-
one who has commented on it in the past fifty years. Moreover, I claim that,
when the argument is properly understood, it is readily seen to be deficient.
Finally — and importantly — I claim that there is no reason to suppose that
Michael Behe’s recent revival of Paley’s argument avoids the criticisms that
are sufficient to sink Paley’s argument. After a fairly careful discussion of
Behe’s work, I move on to consider the recent enthusiasm for ‘cosmic fine-
tuning’ arguments for design. Following Manson (2003), I distinguish sev-
eral different variants of this type of argument, and then argue that none
of the variants that I consider is successful. Again, it is important that I
note here that I take it that I have examined the best arguments of this
kind that have thus far been propounded. Finally, I turn to a discussion of
Hume’s famous critique of arguments for design in his Dialogues Concerning
Natural Religion. 'm a big fan of Hume’s Dialogues; so it should come as
no surprise that I defend the claim that it is a mistake to suppose that the
various arguments for intelligent design can be shown to be unsuccessful
without any appeal to the kinds of philosophical considerations that make
an appearance in Hume’s Dialogues.

Chapter 5 is a brief discussion of Pascal’s wager argument. I think that it
is pretty obvious that this argument has nothing going for it; nonetheless, it
is not hard to find contemporary philosophers who disagree. I list a dozen
or so considerations, each of which seems to me to be sufficient to establish
that Pascal’s wager argument is unsuccessful or, at any rate, to establish that
there are large classes of non-theists who are quite properly unmoved by the
argument.

In chapter 6, I turn my attention to arguments from evil. As I note at the
outset, I am quite happy to allow that there are no successful arguments from
evil. However, there are many contemporary philosophers of religion who
are prepared to take some arguments for the existence of orthodoxly con-
ceived monotheistic gods seriously while off-handedly dismissing arguments
from evil. I claim that this is a mistake. There is perhaps more to be learned
from a reconsideration of Mackie’s ‘logical’ argument from evil than there
is to be learned from a close examination of cosmological arguments — or
so I am prepared to contend. At the very least, ‘logical’ arguments from
evil are in no worse shape than any of the positive arguments that can be
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advanced on behalf of the existence of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
gods. Moreover, it is equally a mistake to suppose that currently popular
‘sceptical theist’ critiques of evidential arguments from evil establish that
there is something wrong with the rationality of those who make the kinds of
judgments that are required for endorsement of the premises of those argu-
ments. I am happy enough to grant that those judgments are not rationally
required; but I deny that sceptical theists have shown that those judgments
are rationally impermissible. Finally, I think that it is a mistake to suppose
that one can get a satisfactory response to arguments from evil merely by
appealing to the claim that there is a paradisiacal afterlife that at least some
of us will enjoy. If you are serious about ‘defending’ the claim that there is
no inconsistency amongst the various propositions that make up the tra-
ditional ‘problem of evil’, then you cannot hope to mount this ‘defence’
by appealing to other controversial propositions that you happen to
accept.

The arguments thatare discussed in chapter 77 are quite diverse. I consider
arguments from authority, that is, arguments from consensus, historical tra-
dition, expert testimony, and scripture; arguments from religious experience,
focussing in particular on the argument of Swinburne (1979); arguments
from morality, that is, arguments from objective values, virtue, happiness,
scripture, justice, the costs of irreligion, heavenly reward, conscience, con-
vergence, and practical reason; arguments from miracles; arguments from
consciousness, focussing again on Swinburne (1979); and arguments from
puzzling phenomena, that is, arguments from providence, efficacy of prayer,
mathematical knowledge, the nature of Jesus, unbelief, mystery, informa-
tion, and beauty. In this section, some of the arguments that are considered
are not even prima facie plausible; however, almost all of them have at least
some contemporary defenders.

Finally, in chapter 8, there is a brief discussion of the contrasting views
of Clifford and James on the ethics of belief. I defend the view that, while
both Clifford and James are strictly speaking mistaken in the claims that they
advance, there is something in the ballpark of Clifford’s famous Principle
that ought to be accepted: it is, indeed, irrational, always, everywhere, and for
anyone, to believe anything that is not appropriately proportioned to the reasons and
evidence that are possessed by that one. But this version of Clifford’s Principle has
no interesting consequences for the discussion of arguments about the exis-
tence of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods; rather, it coheres nicely
with the claim that there are no successful arguments about the existence
of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods.

As I make clear at various places in the text, I view the argument of
this book as a work in progress. I am very firmly of the belief that there
are no supernatural entities of any kind; a fortiori, I am very firmly of the
belief that there are no orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods. I am also
pretty firmly of the belief that, even by quite strict standards, those who
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believe in the existence of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods need
not thereby manifest some kind of failure of rationality. If I cannot find a
satisfactory way to put these two beliefs together, then it will certainly be
the latter that falls by the wayside; but I see no reason for thinking that it
is not possible consistently — and, indeed, reasonably — to hang on to both
beliefs.






Preliminary Considerations

There are four preliminary topics that I wish to take up in this first chap-
ter. The first topic is the question of how best to provide a taxonomy of
arguments about the existence of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods.
Here, I am happy to follow the more or less ad hocsystem of classification that
has grown up around Kant’s classification of theoretical arguments into the
ontological, the cosmological, and the teleological. Since I think that each
argument should be treated on its merits, I don’t care how the arguments
are grouped together; what really matters is that no arguments should be
neglected.

The second topic is the question of how best to think about the virtues
of arguments. When should we say that an argument for a given conclusion
is a successful argument? I defend the view that, in circumstances in which
it is well known that there has been perennial controversy about a given
claim, a successful argument on behalf of that claim has to be one that
ought to persuade all of those who have hitherto failed to accept that claim
to change their minds. While this view sets the bar very high, there are,
I think, good reasons for preferring it to views that would have one saying
that there are successful arguments for conclusions that one does not oneself
accept.

The third topic is the question of the tenability of agnosticism. There
are many people who have supposed that sensible, thoughtful, reflective,
well-informed people cannot be agnostics: the only alternatives are (some
kind of) theism and atheism. I think that this supposition is mistaken: if
one supposes — as I do — that there can be sensible, thoughtful, reflec-
tive, well-informed people who are theists, and that there can be sensible,
thoughtful, reflective, well-informed people who are atheists, then it is per-
haps not very surprising that one can also maintain that there are sensible,
thoughtful, reflective, well-informed people who are agnostics, that is, who
suspend belief on the question of whether there is an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god.
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The fourth preliminary topic is the question of the alleged existence of
cases for alternatives to orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods that are
no less strong than the case for orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods
themselves, for example, the alleged existence of a case for belief in an
omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly evil creator of the world that relies
on ‘parallels’ to the various arguments that are standardly offered on behalf
of belief in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. Here, I argue that
the existence of these ‘parallel cases’ does not provide the materials for a suc-
cessful argument against the existence of orthodoxly conceived monotheis-
tic gods, even though those who do not accept that there is an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god may be perfectly justified in maintaining that
the cases are, indeed, entirely parallel.

1.1. ARGUMENTS ABOUT THE EXISTENCE
OF MONOTHEISTIC GODS

There are many different kinds of arguments that have been offered for and
against the existence of monotheistic gods —and, indeed, for the existence of
non-monotheistic gods as well, though we shall not be concerned here with
any of these arguments. Attempts to classify — exhaustively and exclusively —
all of these arguments for and against the existence of monotheistic gods are
apt to end in frustration. Nonetheless, I shall attempt to provide a rough
survey here, using traditional — Kantian — labels for classes of arguments
that, in some sense, seem to be naturally collected together. Part of the
point of the exercise is to test the Kantian system of labelling when it is
extended to cover both argument for, and arguments against, the existence
of monotheistic gods.

There are some arguments for and against the existence of monotheistic
gods that proceed more or less a priori. In particular, there are ontologi-
cal arguments that start from definitions, or claims about the contents of
conceptions or ideas, or claims about what is conceivable or logically possi-
ble, or allegedly analytic claims about the concept of existence, or the like,
and — without the addition of further premises that are not claimed to be
knowable a priori — draw conclusions about the existence or non-existence
of monotheistic gods. On this characterisation, arguments to the conclu-
sion that a postulated divine attribute is incoherent, or that a postulated
tuple of divine attributes are jointly inconsistent, are classified as ontologi-
cal arguments. If this consequence is deemed unhappy, then one ought to
distinguish between ontological arguments for and against the existence of
monotheistic gods and non-ontological a priori arguments against the exis-
tence of monotheistic gods. When thinking about ontological arguments, it
is important not to lose sight of the fact that, for more or less any ontologi-
cal argument in favour of the existence of a given monotheistic god, there
are typically closely related ontological arguments against the existence of
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that god. One of the most important questions to be raised in the context
of discussions of ontological arguments concerns the significance of the
existence of these ‘parodies’ of ontological arguments for the existence of
monotheistic gods.

There are many kinds of arguments for and against the existence of
monotheistic gods that draw upon claims that are allegedly supported by a
posteriori evidence. In some cases, the claims in question are alleged to be
synthetic a priori, and hence distinct in kind from the key analytic a prior:
premises in ontological arguments. However — even setting aside Quinean
scruples about the alleged distinction between claims that are synthetic a
prioriand claims that are analytic a priori— it seems doubtful that we shall go
too far wrong if we suppose that the various kinds of arguments that we are
about to describe are properly said to be a posteriori (evidential) arguments
for and against the existence of monotheistic gods.

I'shall suppose that cosmological arguments for and against the existence
of monotheistic gods are arguments with key premises that advert to very
general structural features of the universe and/or our ways of theorising
about the universe — temporal structure, modal structure, causal structure,
explanatory structure, intelligible structure, axiological structure, and the
like — of which it is not plausible to claim that we have an exhaustive (ana-
Iytic) a priori knowledge. Since I think that mereology is (analytic) a priori,
I suppose that any argument for or against the existence of monotheistic
gods that appeals only to very general mereological principles is properly
classified as an ontological argument. Some might suppose that modality
is similarly (analytic) a priori, and hence that arguments for or against the
existence of monotheistic gods that appeal only to very general modal prin-
ciples ought also be classified as ontological arguments. However, since I
know of no such arguments for or against the existence of monotheistic
gods, I think that nothing hangs on this decision. One consideration that
will be important in our discussion of cosmological arguments for the exis-
tence of monotheistic gods is that these arguments very often involve claims
about the impossibility of certain kinds of infinite regresses (in the general
structural features under consideration). Nonetheless, I doubt thatit should
be built into the analysis of cosmological arguments that all arguments of
this kind must have a premise of this sort.

I'shall suppose that teleological arguments for and against the existence of
monotheistic gods are arguments with key premises that appeal to particular
(contingent) features of the world that are alleged to be prima facie plausible
instances of intelligent design. Typical teleological arguments for or against
the existence of monotheistic gods advert to particular cosmogonic, physi-
cal, chemical, biological, psychological, or social features of the world. Many
arguments that are classified as teleological arguments under the above pro-
posal are classified as minor evidential arguments by other philosophers.
While it may be plausible to claim that the strongest teleological arguments
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are those that appeal to certain cosmogonic or biological features of the
universe, it is not clear why this consideration should lead us to suppose
that arguments from consciousness, or the existence of language, or the
existence of politically structured societies, and the like, should not also
be classified as teleological arguments. Since our discussion shall focus on
arguments about cosmogonic and biological features of the universe, itwon’t
really matter to us how this issue is resolved.

Even if we suppose that the class of teleological arguments is fairly broadly
defined, it seems that there are many evidential arguments left over — and
it also seems reasonable to say that these are minor evidential arguments.
Among the many different kinds of arguments that can be assigned to this
category, we might include arguments from various kinds of authorities,
such as scripture, bodies of religious believers, common consent, religious
leaders, and the like; arguments from religious experience and revelation;
arguments from alleged miracles; and so forth. Since the distinction between
cosmological arguments, teleological arguments, and minor evidential argu-
ments is not very clear, the mostimportant point on which to insistis that any
evidential argument that is not classified as either cosmological or teleolog-
ical must be classified as a minor evidential argument, so that no argument
is overlooked.

Many people have supposed that there is a category of moral arguments
for and against the existence of monotheistic deities. The evidential argu-
ments that fall into this alleged category can also be assigned to one of the
categories that we have already distinguished. If we focus on the alleged
fact that our world has a fundamental moral structure, then we might take
ourselves to be concerned with cosmological moral arguments. If we focus,
instead, on facts about the allegedly providential distribution of goods and
rights in human societies, or on alleged facts about the existence of con-
science and a sense of right and wrong in human agents, then we might
suppose that we are concerned with teleological moral arguments. If we
focus on considerations about the mismatch between happiness and desert
in this life, or on the allegedly greater happiness of believers, or the like,
then we might suppose that we are dealing with minor evidential arguments.
Of course, if there are non-evidential moral arguments, then these must be
assigned to different categories.

The classification of arguments from evil is also problematic given the
categories that we have established thus far. Perhaps the most satisfying
suggestion is to assign all of the arguments from evil to the class of teleo-
logical moral arguments: these arguments are, after all, concerned with the
distribution of goods and rights in our universe. Since some — but not all
—arguments from evil are standardly said to be evidential arguments from
evil, it might be thought that there is a prima facie difficulty that arises for this
proposed classification. However, the distinction between logical arguments
from evil and evidential arguments from evil turns merely on the question
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of whether the claim that evil exists — or that such and such kinds of evil
exist, or that such and such quantities of evil exist, or that such and such
particular evils have occurred, or the like — is logically inconsistent with the
claim that given monotheistic gods exist, or whether that claim merely low-
ers the probability — or makes it implausible to believe, or somehow under-
cuts the justification for believing — that given monotheistic gods exist. Of
course, even if we are happy to classify arguments from evil as teleological
moral arguments, we may nonetheless want to give a quite separate treat-
ment of particular cosmogonic or biological arguments for the existence of
given monotheistic gods, and particular arguments from evil against the exis-
tence of given monotheistic gods. Moreover, if we suppose that arguments
from evil are teleological moral arguments, then we shall doubtless suppose
that there are other arguments against the existence of given monotheistic
gods — for example, arguments from divine hiddenness, arguments from
non-belief, and the like — that should also be classified as teleological moral
arguments.

Apart from a priori and evidential arguments for and against the exis-
tence of monotheistic gods, there are also various kinds of non-evidential
arguments for and against the existence of monotheistic gods. Arguments
that we might include in this general category include the various versions
of Pascal’s wager, James’s arguments on behalf of the will to believe, the
many variants of Kant’s prudential moral argument, and so forth.

Itis sometimessaid that, apart from the various kinds of arguments that we
have mentioned so far, there are also cumulative arguments that somehow
combine these arguments into more powerful meta-arguments (or cases)
for and against the existence of monotheistic gods. While this is doubtless
so, there are pitfalls that we must be careful to avoid.

If we have two valid arguments, each of which entails the conclusion that
a particular monotheistic god exists, then we can form a disjunctive argu-
ment that also entails the same conclusion. More generally, if we have a large
collection of valid arguments, each of which entails the conclusion that a
particular monotheistic god exists, then we can form a multiply disjunctive
argument that also entails that same conclusion. However, it should not be
supposed that a ‘cumulative’ argument that is formed in this way is guar-
anteed to be a better argument than the individual arguments with which
we began (even if we are properly entitled to the claim that the arguments
with which we are working are all valid). For, on the one hand, if all of the
arguments are defective on grounds other than those of validity — for exam-
ple, because they have false premises, or because they are question-begging —
then the cumulative argument will also be defective. But, on the other hand,
if even one of the arguments with which we began is not defective on any
other grounds, then it is a cogent argument for its conclusion, and the
cumulative argument is plainly worse (since longer and more convoluted).
So, at the very least, we have good reason to be suspicious of talk about a
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cumulative case for the claim that a given monotheistic god does — or does
not — exist that is based upon a collection of (allegedly) valid arguments for
the claim that the god in question does — or does not — exist.

Of course, the argument of the preceding paragraph is not meant to cast
doubt on the obviously correct claim that one can set out a derivation of a
conclusion in which there are lemmas, thatis, derivations of sub-conclusions
that are appealed to in the derivation of the final conclusion. But — despite
the appearance of occasional claims to the contrary — it should not be sup-
posed that separate (valid) arguments for or against the existence of a given
monotheistic god ever stand in this kind of relationship to one another.
The premises in a valid argument may well stand in need of further support
before it is plausible to claim that one has a cogent argument for the con-
clusion in question; but whatever form those supporting arguments take,
they cannot be valid arguments that have the conclusion of the original
argument as their conclusion.

Talk about a cumulative case makes much more sense if we suppose
that we are dealing with ‘probabilistic’ — or ‘inductive’, or ‘evidential’ —
arguments, in which the premises provide ‘probabilistic’ — or ‘inductive’,
or ‘evidential’ — support for their conclusions. A proposition can be more
probable given p&g, than it is given either p alone or ¢ alone. Given that
the existence of a given monotheistic god is made more probable —to degree
D, —by evidence E,, and that the existence of that monotheistic god is made
more probable —to degree D, —by evidence FE,, it maybe that the existence of
that monotheistic god is made more probable — to degree D;, where Dy > D,
and Dy > D, — by evidence (£, &E,). However, once we start talking about
accumulatmg evidence in this sense, it seems to me that the only interest-
ing question to consider is how a given proposition stands in the light of
all of the relevant available evidence. That a given proposition is probable
given a carefully selected part of the total relevant evidence is not an inter-
esting result. But — at the very least — this makes it very hard to be sure
that one has succeeded in setting out a good probabilistic argument for
any hotly disputed conclusion. We shall return to these grounds for scepti-
cism about probabilistic arguments for perennially controversial doctrines
in subsequent chapters.

1.2. ARGUMENTS

In the following parts of this section, I shall make some preliminary com-
ments about the nature of arguments and argumentation, and about the
connection that obtains between argumentation and reasonable believing.
It seems to me that these topics need much more careful consideration than
they are typically afforded in discussions of arguments for and against the
existence of monotheistic gods. Even so, I am conscious that the following
discussion is capable of improvement in many different ways.
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It seems to me that a full account of what makes for a successful argument
requires at least the following: (1) an account of rationality and rational
belief revision; (2) an account of arguments; (g) an account of rational
argumentation amongst rational agents; and (4) an account of the difficul-
ties that arise as a result of the fact that we are not perfectly rational agents.
Plainly, this is no small task; and I cannot pretend that I shall do justice to
this topic here. Nonetheless, I propose to sketch my answer to the question
of what we should suppose is required of a successful argument; I shall make
use of this answer when we come to consider various arguments for belief
in monotheistic gods in subsequent chapters.

1.2.1. Rationality and Rational Belief Revision

It seems to me to be plausible to think that reasonable people can dis-
agree. Indeed, it seems to me to be more or less platitudinous that there
are propositions that p such that some reasonable people believe that p,
some reasonable people believe that not p, and other reasonable people
are agnostic or indifferent in one way or another. Moreover, it would be
wrong to think that, where there is disagreement about the truth of some
proposition that p, all but one of the parties to the disagreement must be
manifesting irrationality with respect to the subject matter at hand. That is,
it seems to me to be more or less platitudinous that there are propositions
that p such that some reasonable people act reasonably in believing that p,
other reasonable people act reasonably in believing that not p, and other
reasonable people act reasonably in being agnostic or indifferent in one way
or another.

Of course, some of the actual disagreements among reasonable people
can be traced to irrationalities: sometimes reasonable people do have ‘blind
spots’ where irrationality creeps in. Moreover, there is a substantial body of
psychological research that suggests that our ‘reasonableness’ is actually
quite imperfect — that is, even at the best of times, we are prone to all kinds
of lapses from ideal rationality (especially when it comes to statistical and
probabilistic reasoning). However, there are at least two other sources of
disagreements among reasonable people that are equally significant. One is
that we all have different bodies of evidence — we draw on different bodies
of information — that we obtain in all manner of different ways. Even if —
perhaps per impossibile — we were perfectly rational, it would still be possible
for us to disagree provided only that each of us had different partial bodies
of evidence. Moreover, even if we were perfectly rational, and had accessed
the same full body of evidence, it might still be possible for us to disagree
provided that we accessed the evidence in differing orders (and provided
that our finite capacities ensured that we could not ‘store’ — or access —
the full body of evidence all at once). The other source of disagreement
among reasonable people is that there is no one set of ‘priors’ that any
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reasonable person must have. Again — though I admit that this is slightly
more controversial — it seems to me that, even if we were perfectly rational,
it would be possible for us to disagree simply because we have differing
‘priors’ (and this would remain true even if we accessed the same full body
of evidence in the same order). Of course, in saying this, I am not committing
myself to the claim that there are no substantive constraints on ‘priors’ — it
may be that there are quite severe constraints on reasonable sets of ‘priors’;
however, I am claiming that I can see no reason at all for thinking that there
is a unique set of ‘priors’ that any reasonable person must have on pain of
conviction of irrationality.

The above remarks seem to me to fit naturally into a neo-Quinean picture
of the web of belief." At any time, a person has a network of beliefs that
are connected together in various ways. Under the impact of evidence, the
person will be disposed to revise his or her beliefs in various ways. If rational,
then he or she will be disposed to revise his or her beliefs in accordance with
the canons of belief revision (whatever those happen to be — it is not part
of my present brief to elaborate any substantial account of the content of
those canons). Perhaps, for any given reasonable person in any given state,
there is a unique rational revision that he or she ought to make to his or her
beliefs under the impact of a given piece of evidence; perhaps not. Even if
there is a unique rational revision to be made (for any person in any state
given any evidence), there is no reason to think that there is bound to be
convergence of belief given similar (or identical) evidential inputs. (If there
is no unique rational revision to be made in the envisaged circumstances,
then the prospects for convergence are even dimmer. However, I am pre-
pared to suppose that there are unique rational revisions.) I see no reason
at all why it could not be that a single piece of evidence leads you to believe
that p and me to believe that not p, even though we both act with perfect
rationality. And even if that claim is too strong, it seems pretty clear that
what one ought to come to believe under the impact of any given evidence
depends upon what one already believes.

My earlier talk about ‘priors’ was meant to suggest a Bayesian conception
of belief revision. However, it was also intended to be deliberately ambiguous
between ‘prior probability’ and ‘prior belief’. Itis a crucial part of the picture
that I am sketching that all assessment of evidence takes place against an

! It is important to emphasise that the picture is only neo-Quinean. In particular, it should
be stressed that the picture that I have sketched is not incompatible with the further claims
that some beliefs are non-negotiable and unrevisable, that some beliefs have contents that
are analytic and true a priori. Moreover, it is not incompatible with the suggestion that the
canons of belief revision — or at least some aspects of those canons — and other framework
features of the picture are also somehow a priori (e.g., because they are conceptual bedrock,
or because there is some legitimate way in which they can be justified by self-application, or
whatever). It would take us too far afield to try to investigate the question of just Zow Quinean
the picture ought to be.
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already existing background of beliefs, so that there can be no question of
one’s ‘examining’ all of one’s beliefs at once. The crucial questions about
reasonable belief revision thus turn out to be questions about coherence with
beliefs that one already has. Moreover it seems psychologically reasonable
to conjecture that there are bound to be ‘environmental’ influences on
the network of beliefs that one comes to hold (one’s belief system is in
part caused by one’s upbringing, etc.). However, there is no room for the
thought that one might ‘make over’ one’s system of belief, throwing out
those beliefs that have ‘mere causes’ and preserving those for which one
has ‘reasons’ —for every belief stands or falls by coherence with the rest, and
the environmental influences have an impact on the network as a whole.
Of course, it could be that considerations of coherence lead you to revise
families of belief — for example, belief in Santa Claus ceases to cohere with
the rest of a child’s body of beliefs, and is replaced (in part) by beliefs about
Santa Claus stories and the like — and that this process of revision leads one
to hold that certain beliefs were merely ‘caused’ — ‘I only believed in Santa
Claus because my parents inculcated the belief in me’. But this process of
labelling can only proceed ex post facto: in order to judge that some of one’s
beliefs are ‘merely caused’, one must already have reached a state in which
one is giving them up. (There is a first-person/third-person asymmetry here:
I may be perfectly well entitled, or even obliged, to judge that some of your
beliefs are ‘merely caused’, particularly if they manifest a sufficiently deeply
rooted disagreement between us.)

Plainly, there is much more to be said about the nature of reasonable
belief. However, the last remaining thing that will be important for what
follows is to note that nothing in the account that I have given is inconsistent
with the idea that the aim of belief is truth, and the furtheridea that truth is a
non-epistemic, non-relative notion. Nor, indeed, is anything in this account
inconsistent with the idea that justification and warrant can be external
matters, that is, matters that have more to do with how an agentis connected
to the world than with how things are inside the agent’s head. All that is
being insisted on is that there is an important sense in which reasonable
people must be amenable to reason, where “amenability to reason” is a
matter of how things are inside the agent’s head. If you are going to argue
with someone — that is, to present an argument to them, or to engage in
genuine argument with them — then you need to suppose that they are
reasonable in this sense; but it is perfectly consistent with this assumption
of rationality that you suppose that many of that person’s beliefs are not
warranted or justified, let alone true, because they are not appropriately
connected to how things are outside that person’s head. (Of course, it is a
controversial question whether we should be externalists about warrant and
justification. I think that nothing in what follows turns on how we choose to
answer that question; in any case, I do not propose to try to pursue thatissue
here.)
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1.2.2. Arguments and Their Role in Belief Revision

I take it that the proper function of arguments is to bring about reasonable
belief revision: the aim of my argument for the conclusion that pis to bring
you to reasonable acceptance of that conclusion. Of course, there are all
kinds of other things that can be done with arguments — I may seek to
dazzle you with my brilliance, or entertain you with my logical facility,or. . . -
and there are all kinds of other ways in which I may try to bring you to
(reasonable) acceptance of the conclusion that p—I may tell you a story that
illustrates its truth, or show you some evidence, or.... However, the crucial
point is that the telos of argumentation is bound up with reasonable belief
revision.

Given this much, what shall we take to be the characteristics of a good
(or successful) argument? Perhaps this seems easy: a good argument is one
that succeeds — or perhaps would or ought to succeed — in bringing about
reasonable belief revision in reasonable targets. The most successful argu-
ment would be one that succeeds — or perhaps would or ought to succeed —
in persuading any reasonable person to accept its conclusion; good, but
less successful arguments would be ones that succeed — or perhaps would
or ought to succeed — in persuading a non-zero percentage of reasonable
people to accept their conclusions. However, as we shall now see, there are
here many difficulties that lie just below the surface.

Some arguments are deductively valid (or, in some cases, mistakenly sup-
posed to be deductively valid). In this case, what the argument establishes —
or purports to establish — is that it is a logical error to accept all of the
premises of the argument, and yet to reject the conclusion of the argument:
no reasonable person can accept all of the premises, and yet also reject the
conclusion. Other arguments — including those that appear to rely upon
induction, or inference to the best explanation, and the like — are typically
not supposed to be deductively valid. In this case, what is typically supposed
is that the argument establishes — or, at any rate, purports to establish — that
it is reasonable — perhaps even most reasonable — to accept the conclusion
of the argument on the basis of the premises. (If it is most reasonable to
accept the conclusion on the basis of the premises, then it seems, again, that
no reasonable person can accept all of the premises and yet also reject the
conclusion.)

In both kinds of arguments, there are various kinds of things that can
go wrong. For instance, in both kinds of cases, one can be mistaken about
the kind of support that the premises actually lend to the conclusion. As
we noted before, people are far from perfect performers of deductive rea-
soning, statistical reasoning, probabilistic reasoning, and the like. While it is
perhaps dangerous to suppose that these kinds of errors are very widespread,
it seems to me that it is highly plausible to suppose that at least some of the
arguments that we shall go on to examine do indeed suffer from defects
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of this kind. However, given the felos of argumentation, there is another
kind of difficulty that arises in the assessment of the merits of an argument,
concerning the acceptability of the premises of the argument. If a reason-
able person need not accept all of the premises of an argument, then that
argument does not give all reasonable people a reason to accept its conclu-
sion. If a reasonable person ought not to accept all of the premises of an
argument, then that argument cannot give any reasonable people a reason
to accept its conclusion. Hence, in determining the merit of an otherwise
acceptable argument, we alwaysneed to ask whether reasonable people may,
or must, accept all of the premises of the argument. If the argument has no
premises — as may be the case, for example, in reductio arguments — then this
is not a substantive requirement; otherwise, it is.

Even if an argument is in good inferential standing and possessed of
acceptable premises, there are still things that can go awry. In particu-
lar, arguments that are circular or question-begging, or that presuppose
what they are supposed to establish, or the like, are plainly not good argu-
ments. No theist can suppose that the argument “An orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god exists, therefore an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god exists”, or the argument “Either 2 + 2 = 5 or an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god exists; it is not the case that 2 + 2 = 5; therefore, an ortho-
doxly conceived monotheistic god exists”, is a good argument even though,
in each case, the argument is classically valid and possessed of premises that
the theist supposes to be true. Of course, itis not an easy matter to say exactly
what the fault is that is intended to be picked out by the labels “circular”,
“question-begging”, “assumes what it sets out to prove”, and the like. How-
ever, I think that what I shall have to say in the next section will suffice for
the purposes of the current work.

There are many further questions about arguments that I have ducked in
the foregoing discussion. In particular, it is worth noting that I haven’t said
anything about how arguments are identified, that is, about the question of
when we should say that we have two different arguments rather than one
argument presented in two different forms. One difficulty here is that there
are two quite different ways in which one might think about arguments. On
the one hand, we might suppose that an argument is identified simply by a
collection of propositions, one of which is identified as the conclusion of the
argument, and the others of which are identified as the premises. On the
other hand, we might think that an argument is identified by a particular
derivation of a conclusion from a bunch of premises (so that there can be
many arguments with the same premises and conclusions, but which rely on
different rules of inference, and travel by different sequences of inferential
steps). For present purposes, it seems to me that no harm can come from
choosing to work with the first conception; moreover, I think that this is
the way in which those who discuss arguments about the existence of God
typically think about the identity conditions for arguments. One importance
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consequence to note is that, where subsidiary arguments for premises in a
target argument are introduced, what happens is that a new argument —
with different premises — is then brought up for consideration. In general,
the move of introducing supporting arguments is a tacit concession that the
original argument was not successful.

1.2.3. Rational Argumentative Interchanges
between Rational Agents

Suppose that a rational agent A wants to bring a rational agent B to accept
the proposition that p. There are two cases to consider. First, it might be
the case that B has no opinion about whether that p (and even, perhaps,
holds no beliefs that are relevant to that question). In that case, any good
argument — that is, any argument in which there is sufficient genuine trans-
mission of truth or acceptability from premises to conclusion — that takes
as premises things that B already accepts — at least once the premises have
been propounded — will be an argument that succeeds in giving B a reason
to accept the conclusion that p (and will lead to B’s acquisition of a suitable
family of beliefs). Moreover, any argument that fails to have the properties
just adverted to — that is, any argument that is not good, or that proceeds
from premises that B does not accept — will not be an argument that suc-
ceeds in giving B a reason to accept the conclusion that p. To repeat this last
point: an argument that takes as premises propositions that those to whom
the argument is directed do not accept is a failure, and those to whom it is
directed are perfectly correct in saying so.

Second, it might be the case that B has already considered the question of
whether p, and that B either rejects the claim that p, or else that B suspends
judgment about this matter. In either case, given the presumed rationality of
B, itis bound to be the case that B has numerous related beliefs that support
cither the rejection of that claim that p or the suspension of judgment about
whether p. So, in this case, what is going to be required, in order to persuade
B that p, is a good argument — that is, an argument in which there is suffi-
cient genuine transmission of truth or acceptability from premises to con-
clusion — that takes as premises things that B believes, and to which B is more
strongly committed than B is to the previously mentioned supporting beliefs.
(Of course, as in the previous case, these premises can appeal to things that
B has not hitherto considered, provided that B is then disposed to accept
them.) When presented with an argument that meets these requirements,
B will undergo a revision of beliefs in such a way as to take on the belief that
p, and various other beliefs as well. Again, as in the first case, an argument
that fails to have all of the properties adverted to — that is, an argument
that is not good, or that proceeds from premises that B does not accept,
or that proceeds from premises to which B is less strongly attached than B is
to beliefs that support either rejection of the claim that p or else suspension
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of judgment whether p — simply fails to be an argument that gives B reason
to accept the conclusion that p.

It is a consequence of the above discussion that it is not easy for one
rational person to persuade another rational person who already holds an
opinion on a given matter to revise that opinion. Of course, if the proponent
of the argument has new evidence thatis produced in the course of the argu-
ment—and ifitis reasonable for the target of the argument to accept thatitis
new evidence — then persuasion to change of view can be relatively straight-
forward. But in that kind of case, it is the acquisition of the new evidence
that is really doing all of the important work: a perfectly rational agent would
only need to be presented with the new evidence — without the supporting
argumentative dress — in order to be led to make the appropriate revisions
in belief. And in cases where there is no new evidence in the premises, it is
almost impossible for an argument to be successful, at least in the case of
perfectly rational agents. Where agents are less than perfectly rational, it may
be that there are unnoticed implications of beliefs that, once drawn to their
attention, will lead them to belief revision of a desired kind; but a successful
argument for the claim that pmust be one thatleads to adoption of the belief
that p, and not merely to some revision or other in the beliefs of the tar-
get of the argument. I think that these consequences of the above account
are not unwelcome; it is a commonplace that philosophers almost never
change their beliefs about important propositions as a result of the argu-
ments of others, even though the behaviour of philosophers with respect
to these beliefs is about as rational as human behaviour ever gets to be.

1.2.4. Handling Departures from Perfect Rationality

At least sometimes, people who refuse to accept the conclusion of an argu-
ment that is presented to them are merely manifesting irrationality; so a
measure of the worth of an argument can’t be taken directly from the
rate of success that the argument has in persuading those who did not
previously accept the conclusion of the argument to change their minds.
Nonetheless, it is surely the case that, if there are many people who do
not accept the claim that p, and if almost none of those people is per-
suaded to change his or her mind when presented with a given argument for
the conclusion that p, then it would take an enormously strong supporting
argument— concerning the lack of rationality of all of those people —in order
to overthrow the conclusion that the argument in question is plainly no
good.

We can also think about these matters in the following way. Suppose that
person A wishes to persuade other people to accept the conclusion that p.
A has an argument that is presented to some people who do not accept the
conclusion that p, and the argument turns out to be entirely unsuccessful:
none of the people in question is persuaded to take on the belief that p as
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aresult of hearing the argument. A has two options: either A can conclude
that the people in question are not rational; or else A can conclude that
the argument is a failure. If A concludes that the people in question are not
rational, then there is no point in persisting with the attempt to champion
any argument for the conclusion that p. (If A supposes that people who do
not believe that p are, ipso facto, irrational — and, in particular, that such
people are ipso facto irrational when it comes to the question of whether
that p — then it is a pointless and empty performance to go on producing
arguments with the conclusion that p, since there is no possible target for
those arguments.) On the other hand, if A concludes that the argument is
a failure, then it is up to A to look for a new argument for the conclusion
that p, or to give up on the attempt to use arguments to persuade others to
accept the conclusion that p; but what A cannot do is to go on insisting that
the argument in question is a good one.

Perhaps it might be replied that the above discussion makes the mistake
of assuming that there is only one thing that arguments are for. Sure, an argu-
ment for the conclusion that p that does not meet the exacting standards
described will not—and ought not to — be able to persuade people to change
their minds about whether that p; but that doesn’t mean that it might not
have some other use. Such as? Well, one thing that many so-called arguments
do is to exhibit logical relations between propositions; surely it can be use-
ful to exhibit justificatory relations between beliefs, in order to improve our
systems of belief. (Think, for example, of the role that systematic proof plays
in mathematics. Many of these proofs are plainly not designed in order to
persuade cognisers of the proofs of the truth of their conclusions.) Perhaps
this point can be conceded in general; however, it seems to me that argu-
ment in philosophy — and, in particular, arguments about the existence of
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god — almost never have this kind of
rationale. If we ask about what really plays the role of justifying belief in an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god in typical believers, we can be quite
sure that it is almost never the implicational relations that hold between the
proposition that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists and the
kinds of propositions that turn up as premises in standard arguments for
the existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. While there is
more to be said on this issue, I think thatitis pretty clear that this suggestion
about a different use for arguments won’t apply in the case in which we are
interested; and more generally, I think that it is actually pretty hard to think
of anything else that arguments are for.” While noting that there is room for

? Perhaps this overstates matters a bit. For example, it might be that there are non-combative
uses for arguments — or, at any rate, derivations — in attempts to exhibit justificatory structures
in given collections of beliefs, etc. However, what is of most interest to non-theists is the
combative use of arguments for the existence of monotheistic gods, and, there, the standard
for success is the one that I have described.
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further thought on this matter, I think that there is good reason to proceed
under the assumption that the account of argument and argumentation
that has been developed in the present section of this book is more or less
correct.

1.9. SOME CONSIDERATIONS ABOUT AGNOSTICISM

Agnosticism has had some bad pressin recentyears. Nonetheless, I think that
agnosticism can be so formulated thatitis noless philosophically respectable
than theism and atheism. This is not a mere philosophical exercise; for,
as it happens, the formulated position is — I think — one to which I once
subscribed. I include a qualification here since it may be more accurate
to say that I have always subscribed to fallibilist atheism — but more of that
anon.

In the current section, I begin by distinguishing between two different
kinds of agnosticism. On the one hand, there is strong agnosticism, that
is, the view that is sustained by the thesis that it is obligatory for reasonable
persons to suspend judgement on the question of the existence of an ortho-
doxly conceived monotheistic god. And, on the other hand, there is weak
agnosticism, that is, the view that is sustained by the thesis that it is permis-
sible for reasonable persons to suspend judgement on the question of the
existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.

Strong agnosticism is characteristically defended by appeal to the appar-
entlack of good independent evidential support for the claim that an ortho-
doxly conceived monotheistic god exists. Underlying this appeal there is
typically an epistemological principle that resembles the following: in cir-
cumstances in which the available evidence no more — and no less — supports p than
it supports logically incompatible hypotheses p,, ..., pn,..., one ought to suspend
Judgement between all of the hypotheses p, pi, ..., pn,.... Moreover, also under-
lying this appeal there is typically a further principle, along the following
lines: it is possible to characterise a suitable notion of evidential support that does not
rely upon a relativisation to background assumptions or theories. In the next two
parts of this section, I propose: (i) to sketch the best case that I can make
for strong agnosticism; and then (ii) to argue that the case fails because the
two kinds of principles required for strong agnosticism cannot be plausibly
conjoined.

Weak agnosticism is, I think, best defended via an appeal to a principle
of doxastic conservatism, along the following lines: one is rationally justified
in continuing to believe that p unless one comes to possess positive reason to cease
to do so. In the third and fourth parts of this section, I attempt to make a
case for weak agnosticism, and to defend this case against objections. Since
the strength of this case depends upon the underlying principle of doxastic
conservatism, I shall also provide some assessment of the merits of this kind
of approach to epistemology.
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1.3.1. The Case for Strong Agnosticism

The strong agnostic claims that it is not rational to believe in the existence
of the orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god of traditional Western the-
ism, thatis, the unique, personal, omniscient, omnipotent, omnibenevolent,
eternal creator ex nihilo of the universe. However, unlike some atheists, the
strong agnostic does not believe either (i) that talk of such an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god is meaningless or incoherent, or (ii) that the
concept of such an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is inconsistent
or incoherent, or (iii) that the existence of such an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god is ruled out by evidence thatis available to all, for example,
the amounts and kinds of evils in the world. Of course, the strong agnos-
tic might be prepared to concede that it is epistemically possible that one
of these atheistic claims is correct; but she holds that there is not yet con-
clusive reason to believe any one of them. Moreover, unlike other atheists,
the strong agnostic does not subscribe to the principle that, in the absence
of any positive evidence for the existence of X’s, one is rationally required to believe
that there are no x’s. Even though the strong agnostic contends that there is
currently available no good evidence for the existence of an orthodoxly con-
ceived monotheistic god, she holds that what is rationally required is merely
refusal to assent either to the claim that an orthodoxly conceived monothe-
istic god exists or to the claim that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god does not exist.

A case for strong agnosticism can be constructed as follows: It seems
reasonable to allow that it is at least doxastically possible that the universe
was created by one or more beings — that is, it is not obvious that this is a
claim that can simply be ruled out a priori, or on the basis of uncontroversial
evidence. So, suppose that the universe was created by one or more beings.
Whatisitreasonable to believe aboutsuch beings on the basis of the available
evidence, — that is, on the basis of what we know, or can reasonably believe,
about the universe?

It seems that it would be quite rash to suppose that such beings must
be omnipotent and omniscient. True, such beings would surely have powers
and knowledge that we do not have. In particular, if they created the universe
ex nihilo, then they have powers that it is impossible for us to have. But
what reason is there to suppose that they can do anything that it is logically
possible for them to do, and that they know everything that it is logically
possible for them to know? Is there any reason to suppose that one would
need to know everything that it is logically possible for one to know in
order for one to be able to create a universe such as ours? For instance,
should we suppose that the creators of the world must know everything about
transfinite arithmetic? This is surely an entirely open question. Similarly, is
there any reason to suppose that one would need to be able to do everything
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thatitis logically possible for one to do in order for one to be able to create a
world such as ours? Should we suppose that the creators of our universe were
able to create uncountably many similar worlds? Or should we suppose that
this world is the only world that they had in them? Again, this looks like an
entirely open question.

It also seems that it would be very rash to suppose that such beings are
omnibenevolent. Even if — as many theists have argued — the amounts and
kinds of evil in the world are compatible with the existence of an omnibenev-
olentdeity, itisnotatall clear that this evidence does not point more strongly
towards creators with an entirely different moral character. At the very least,
it seems that it is no less plausible to suppose that the creators of the world
have morally indifferent characters, or to suppose that the creators of the
world are themselves morally evil — things might get pretty dull in whatever
realm they inhabit; and what need our suffering be to them? Of course, in
the latter case, there will be problems about the amounts and kinds of good
in the world, but, even in the case in which the creators in question are
omnimalevolent, it is hard to suppose that there is any more difficulty than
there is for the traditional theists who attempts to deal with the problems of
evil.

Similar sceptical doubts can be raised about the number, eternity, and
personality of these beings. However, the upshot of this inquiry is surely
already clear: the available evidence certainly seems to allow many different
doxastically possible creators. Perhaps it might be objected that there is evi-
dence that has not been taken into account — for example, the evidence of
religious experience, religious authority, revelation, and scripture. However,
none of this is ‘available evidence’, that is, evidence that will be recognised
as such by theist and non-theist alike. To determine whether the evidence
supports the claim that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists, we
must set aside anything that could only be claimed as evidence for the exis-
tence of this orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god by those who already
believe that this orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god does in fact exist.
Thus, for example, one could only suppose that the Bible provides evidence
of the existence of this particular orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god if
one already believes that this orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists;
one who believed, say, that the world was created by a malevolent creature
would suppose that the Bible is evidence of the cunning of this being.?

3 There is a sense in which everyone can admit that religious experiences occur: for people
do report having experiences that they take to be perceptions of God. But then, won’t the
acceptance of some kind of principle of credulity require one to regard these reports as
prima facie evidence that such people have veridical perceptions of God? No. The reported
content of these experiences is compatible with ever so many hypotheses about the nature
of the creators of the world, including hypotheses involving neglectful or deceptive creators,
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Butif the conclusion of the preceding paragraph is correct, then, even for
those who believe that the universe has creators, a question arises, namely: in
which of the possible creators ought one to believe? One might take the view
thatall one ought to believe is that there are creators, and leave it at that. But
to take this view is to fail to believe in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god, or in any of the other doxastically possible alternatives. Moreover, this
view is manifestly insufficient to sustain a religious outlook on life. At this
point in the argument, it is an open question whether the creators deserve
our thanks. One might be delighted with one’s life no thanks to them — so
one’s own happiness isn’t sufficient to answer the question of which attitude
one ought to take. In any case, even to believe that there are creators is to
believe too much — for it is compatible with all the evidence we possess that
the universe is uncreated. And indeed, to the extent that we feel impelled
to believe in creators, it seems that we shall be equally impelled to believe
in creators of those creators, and so on. If we are prepared to allow that
this regress halts somewhere, then it is hard to see how we could rule out
the possibility that it halts right at the beginning, that is, with an uncreated
universe.

Recently, there has been arevival of interestin teleological arguments that
begin with the claim that the occurrence of life in the universe depended
upon the utterly unlikely concurrence of anumber of improbable events and
specific values of universal parameters.* Doesn’t this data show thatitis much
more reasonable to suppose that the universe is the outcome of creative
intelligence? No. We don’t know much about the contours of broadly logical,
that is, metaphysical, space — contours that, of course, can be discovered
only a posteriori — but it seems highly implausible to suppose that ours is the
only kind of universe that could support intelligent moral agents. Moreover,
although we can conjecture that, as we move along certain axes in logical
space, we find only universes that do not contain human beings, we can’t
even be sure — given enough parameters and initial events — that our local
region of logical space isn’t densely populated with universes that contain
human beings. And, finally, we have little idea what kinds of intelligent moral

and hypotheses on which there are no creators. Hence, all that a reasonable principle of
credulity could require is that one accept that such people do have experiences with the
reported content; that these people take the content of these experiences to be experiences
of a particular deity should not provide one with any reason to suppose that the experiences
really are of that deity. Indeed, more strongly, one could not take these experiences to be of
a particular deity unless one had come to believe in the existence of that deity. (It should also
be noted that principles of credulity must be carefully constrained: reports of experiences of
alien spacecraft landing in suburban backyards surely should not be taken to constitute even
prima facie evidence that there have been alien spacecraft landing in suburban backyards.)
For more on this topic, see section 7.2 below.
4 See, e.g., Leslie (1985). Leslie has discussed these issues in numerous other publications.
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agents there might be other than human beings, nor much idea about the
conditions under which they might flourish. So: Even if we are inclined
to think that our existence is an incredible stroke of luck, the postulation
of creators cannot be guaranteed to explain that luck. For it would seem
to be equally a matter of incredible luck that they were disposed to create
our universe rather than one of the possible alternatives. Moreover — and
more importantly — we have no idea whether ours is the only universe, and
hence don’t know whether it is appropriate to think that our existence is
an incredible stroke of luck. Maybe there are a vast number of uncreated
worlds, but ours is the only one that contains intelligent moral agents. Or
maybe there are a vast number of worlds that were created by hopelessly
incompetent deities. And so on. Once again, it seems that suspension of
judgement is the only reasonable course.

So, in sum: the available evidence no more supports the belief that an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists than it supports belief in
numerous incompatible hypotheses. But in such circumstances, it cannot
be rational to believe that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists.
On the other hand, there seems to be no obvious way of deciding whether
it is more likely that the universe was created than that it was not created —
though see section 1.3.4 below for a discussion of one argument that might
be thought to do the trick. Since the total evidence fails to support any one
hypothesis more than its competitors, the only rational course is to suspend
judgement. Because it seems reasonable to think that there are many ways in
which the world could be uncreated, we may suppose that we are here con-
sidering all of the doxastically possible hypotheses concerning the origins
of the universe.

This completes the case offered on behalf of the strong agnostic for the
view that: it is neither rational to believe that an orthodoxly concerved monotheistic
god exists, nor to believe that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god does not exist.
The case for the second part of this claim may seem very weak; after all, if
one is prepared to assume that the available hypotheses are all equally likely,
then itseems that one is obliged to say that the probability that any particular
one of them is true is almost infinitesimally small. And, in that case, isn’t it
really true that one disbelieves the hypothesis that an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god exists? Noj; the lottery paradox shows that this can’t be
right. In a lottery with infinitely many tickets, there is only an infinitesimal
chance that any particular ticket will win. Nonetheless, if I believe of each
ticket that it won’t win, then I shall be obliged to conclude that no ticket
will win — that is, I will be obliged to believe something false. What goes
for hypotheses about lottery tickets goes for cosmological hypotheses too:
for any particular hypotheses among those countenanced above, I should
think that it is doxastically very unlikely that the hypothesis is true; but,
nonetheless, I should not believe that it is false.
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1.9.2. Why the Case Fails

There are some obvious lines of response to the outlined argument for
strong agnosticism. I shall discuss three related responses; the combined
effect of these three responses is, I think, fatal.

(1) The appeals to simplicity and Ockham’s Razor

The strong agnostic claims that there is no reason to prefer the hypothesis
that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists to numerous logically
incompatible hypotheses — and, more strongly, that there is no reason to
prefer any hypothesis about the causal origins of the universe to any other.
However, it might be suggested by theists that this claim overlooks one sig-
nificant consideration that underwrites the choice of beliefin an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god, namely, that the hypothesis that an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god exists is the simplest hypothesis that explains the
data, and that this is a reason for supposing that it is more likely to be true.>
And, similarly, it might be suggested by atheists that the strong agnostic’s
claim overlooks the importance of a version of Ockham’s Razor according
to which, in circumstances in which one lacks any evidence for an a posteriori
existence proposition, one has sufficient grounds to believe the negation of
that proposition.”

There are various replies available to the strong agnostic. First, in response
to the theist, she can observe that itis far from clear that the hypothesis that
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists is the simplest hypothesis.
On the one hand, some hypotheses that hold that the universe is uncreated
seem no less simple.” And, on the other hand, itis not clear that the hypoth-
esis that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists is simpler than,
say, one of the numerous hypotheses involving a quite powerful — but not
omniscient, quite knowledgeable — but not omnipotent, morally indifferent
deity. How is one to decide whether it is simpler to suppose that there is an
omniscient orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god or to suppose that the
creators have some — perhaps hard to specify — properties that fall short of
omniscience? Surely, the fact that the properties in question might presently
be “hard to specify” does not show, ipso facto, that the hypotheses in ques-
tion are more complex — for, in that case, our criterion of simplicity depends
upon the vagaries of current notation. Yet presumably “likelihood of truth”
ought not to be tied to current notation in this way. Of course, it is not here
denied that there are good pragmatic reasons for using a criterion tied to
the vagaries of current notation in selecting hypotheses, for example, in the
sciences. However, it will be insisted that these reasons have nothing to do

ot

This line of defence is inspired by the work of Richard Swinburne. See, for example, Swin-
burne (1979: 53-7).

6 See McLaughlin (1984).

7 This point has been well argued in Mackie (1982: 100-1).
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with truth; indeed, it will be said that we use simplicity to choose between
hypotheses precisely when we recognise that the available evidence does not
allow us to discriminate between them in terms of likelihood of truth.

Perhaps the theist might reply that the simplicity of the hypothesis pro-
vides a pragmatic reason for adopting the hypothesis that an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god exists. However, it is hard to see that this could
be an overwhelming practical reason. For suppose we ask: what reason could
we have for wanting to choose between the competing hypotheses in ques-
tion? If our reason is that we think that a correct choice will be rewarded,
then surely practical reason will be on the side of refusing to choose. For,
no matter what our choice is, there are possible creators who will reward
us for making it, possible creators who will be indifferent to our making
it, possible creators who will punish us for making it, and so on. The only
reasonable response seems to be to forget about the whole matter, and to
concentrate on something that is much more tractable, namely, one’s con-
duct in one’s present life. And if it is objected — as it would have been by
Pascal — that one’s present life will go best if one chooses to believe in an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, quite independently of whether
there is an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, then the correct thing
to say is simply that this is not credible. If there is no orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god, then any use that is made of the mistaken belief that an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists will surely involve costs that
could be avoided without giving up any of the benefits accrued. Perhaps
the theist might respond with an appeal to Pascal’s wager. But — as I have
argued elsewhere® — the strong agnostic can reasonably contend that there
are infinitely many possible creators. Consequently, even if one thinks that
the apparatus of decision theory can be correctly applied in cases in which
there are infinite utilities, one will find that the value of the wager on an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god can be trumped by other consider-
ations. And, in any case, there are many other deities whose existence would
ensure an equally good outcome. So there is no escape here.

Perhaps, despite the forgoing arguments, the theist will insist that the
decision to “forget about the whole matter” involves a choice that reason
cannot guarantee to be correct. If it is all right to wager this way, why would
it be wrong to wager on belief in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god? Well, on the one hand, the decision to “forget about the whole matter”
is the only non-arbitrary decision to be made in the circumstances. When
theoretical reason recognises that it has next to no chance of obtaining the
truth, then it opts to avoid falsehood — compare the corresponding case of
the lottery. And, on the other hand, there are practical reasons in favour of
“forgetting about the whole matter”. For, if the argument advanced by the
strong agnostic is cogent, then we are all members of a community that is

8 Oppy (1990); for further discussion, see chapter 5 of the present book.
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in the predicament that it cannot answer certain “ultimate questions” about
its life. In these circumstances, surely what we owe to ourselves and to each
other is to make that part of our lives of which we are certain — and which
may be the whole of our lives — as good as possible. That end will be hindered
if individuals make different wagers on the question of religious belief, as
our history shows; and there is reason to suppose that it won’t be furthered
even in the unlikely event that we can all agree to wager on the same deity.
To do anything other than “forget about the whole matter” is to give up
certain goods for utterly uncertain returns. In other words: the expected
value of the sceptical wager is greater than the expected value of the wager
on an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god!

Second, in response to the atheist, the strong agnostic can insist that the
principle to which the atheist appeals — namely, that in circumstances in
which one lacks any evidence for an a posteriori existence proposition, one has
sufficient grounds to believe the negation of that proposition —is also refuted
by the lottery paradox; this, by the way, explains why the two objections
were grouped together. The problem is that, in some circumstances in which
one lacks evidence, one will lack evidence for every relevant a posteriori exis-
tence proposition — but one will also know that some relevant a posteriori
existence proposition(s) must be true. Thus, for example, although there
is no good reason to think that there are currently intelligent beings inhab-
iting the fifth planet of the Vega system, the correct view to have is simply
that this claim is very unlikely to be true.9

I conclude that the strong agnostic can reasonably insist that straightfor-
ward appeals to simplicity and Ockham’s Razor do not defeat the case con-
structed in the first section of this chapter. Theoretical reason cares nothing
about such considerations, since it is primarily concerned with truth; and
practical reason must respond to other considerations that swamp the force
of such appeals.

(it) The Threat of Global Scepticism

Asecond line of response to the argument of the strong agnostic is to suggest
that it proves too much. The strong agnostic relies on the claim that, when
confronted with hypotheses between which the available evidence will not
decide, one ought to withhold belief from each of those hypotheses. But
surely this will be fatal to belief in other minds, belief in the external world,

9 McLaughlin (1984) writes: “‘A three-headed hippogriff is alive and well right now on the
fifth planet of the Vega system.” If I followed this claim with the frank admission that I had
no grounds at all for it, you might be inclined to reject it out of hand (p. 198)”. The strong
agnostic concedes that the admission that one has no grounds for one’s assertion would
remove any reason for others to accept what one says — but this is not to concede that it gives
those others reason positively to disbelieve it. Of course, the others might well have good
independent reasons for thinking that the claim in question is very unlikely to be true — but
that is a different issue.
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beliefin the reality of the past, belief that the future will be like the past, belief
in scientific theories, and so on. For, in all these cases, itis plausible to suggest
that there is no evidence that supports the commonly held views against
sceptical alternatives. Consider, for example, the case of belief in scientific
theories. Suppose that it turns out that there are genuinely conflicting total
scientific theories that account equally well for all the evidence available
to us. In that case, the considerations adduced by the strong agnostic in
support of her agnosticism suggest that one ought not to believe of any
particular such theory that it is true.'®

Perhaps the strong agnostic can dig in her heels. One person’s modus
ponens is another person’s modus tollens. Why not insist that, in the circum-
stances envisaged, there would be no point in arbitrarily believing of one
of these theories that it is the one true theory. Since the theories are ex
hypothesi equally empirically adequate, we should use whichever one is most
convenient for practical application, chosen according to the circumstances
in question. And, beyond that, we lose nothing if we simply admit our igno-
rance. Note, by the way, that the strong agnostic need not here take a stand
on one important dispute between realists and anti-realists. It may be that
there is only one possible empirically adequate total scientific theory, for-
mulable in many different notations. However, it may also be that — among
the genuinely conflicting total scientific theories that account equally well
for all of the evidence available to us — the one true theory is distinguished
only by facts that are inaccessible to us. All that the strong agnostic needs is
the concession that there is now no good reason to believe that the former
alternative obtains. So there is no threat to the strong agnostic argument
here. And nor is there any threat from actual — as opposed to ideal — sci-
ence, for it is simply not the case that we have good reason to believe that
we have ever been confronted with genuinely competing, empirically ade-
quate, theories. The historical record suggests that we have little reason to
believe that any of our theories is empirically adequate — though it does
suggest that there is good reason to suppose that later theories are more
empirically adequate than their predecessors. So we don’t have reason to
believe that our scientific theories are true, even though we have the best
possible reasons for accepting them, that is, for relying on them in making
predictions, giving explanations, and so on.

Perhaps this response is not acceptable; clearly, there is room for much
further debate. But, in any case, no similar moves are plausible in the remain-
ing cases. While there is not universal agreement that there is something
wrong with constructive empiricism — and other less than robustly realist
accounts of scientific theories — there is more or less universal agreement
that there is something wrong with scepticism about the external world,

'© This line of response is inspired by the early writings of Alvin Plantinga. See, esp., Plantinga
(1967).
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other minds, induction, and the past. Of course, there is little consensus
about exactly where such sceptics go wrong; but it does seem plausible to
think that such scepticism should be rationally avoidable. Certainly, if the
strong agnostic is saddled with the claims that one ought to suspend judge-
ment on the question of whether there are other minds, that one ought to
suspend judgement on the question of whether the world was created just
five minutes ago, that one ought to suspend judgement on the question of
whether heavy objects will fall towards the centre of the earth tomorrow,
and that one ought to suspend judgement on the question of whether there
really are chairs, tables, and wombats, then this is good reason to think that
there is something wrong with strong agnosticism. But how could the strong
agnostic avoid the objectionable claims?

Perhaps like this: It is clear that there are cases — such as lotteries — in
which the type of argument deployed by the strong agnostic is correct. In
other words, in some cases in which one is confronted by a range of hypothe-
ses between which no available considerations can decide, the reasonable
thing to do is to suspend judgement. This suggests that if the sceptical con-
clusions are to be avoided, there must be “available considerations” that
decide in favour of, for example, the hypothesis that there really are chairs,
tables, and wombats. But what could these considerations be? Well, one fea-
ture of all the sceptical hypotheses is that if one is to accept them, then one
must suppose that one is very special. On sceptical hypotheses about other
minds, one supposes that one is utterly differentin kind from other apparent
people. On sceptical hypotheses about the existence of chairs, tables, and
wombats, one supposes that great pains have been taken to deceive one —
and, hence, one also supposes that one is utterly different in kind from other
apparent people. On sceptical hypotheses about the similarity between past
and future, one supposes that the time in which one’s own life takes place
involves a special sort of discontinuity. And on sceptical hypotheses about
the reality of the past, one supposes that part of one’s own life has a special
status in the apparent chronicle of history. Now, the proposal that the strong
agnostic wishes to make is that it is partly constitutive of reasonable belief
that one does not hold beliefs that require one to suppose that one is special
in the way that the sceptical hypotheses require one to believe that one is
special. Moreover, this proposal does serve to draw a line between the argu-
ment defended by the strong agnostic and the sceptical conclusions; one
makes no assumption that one is special — in the way required by sceptical
hypotheses — in adopting any of the alternatives to the traditional theistic
hypothesis — and so the proposal does eliminate sceptical arguments while
leaving the agnostic argument untouched.

Of course, there is an obvious problem with this line of defence, namely,
that the strong agnostic seems to have given up the idea that the only court
of appeal in deciding between the truth of competing hypotheses is the
available evidence. Why should hypotheses that require that one is special
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be rejected if this consideration has no bearing on the truth or falsity of
those hypotheses? And if it is constitutive of rationality that one should
reject such hypotheses, then why can’t the opponents of the strong agnostic
insist that it is also constitutive of rationality to be moved by considerations
of simplicity? Perhaps it can be conceded that there is an available position,
that is, the view that, the alleged constitutive principle apart, the only thing
to which one can appeal in deciding between hypotheses is the available
evidence — but it is hard to see how the position could be motivated. And
if the position can’t be suitably motivated, then it seems that the argument
of the strong agnostic fails. However, there may still be a plausible response
available to the strong agnostic, namely, to insist that it is simply obvious that
the case of cosmological hypotheses is relevantly like the case of a lottery,
but relevantly unlike the cases of implausible scepticism, even though it is
remarkably hard to say what these relevant respects are. To show that the
argument of the strong agnostic is wrong, an opponent needs similarly to
distinguish the case of the lottery from the sceptical cases, and then to show
that cosmological hypotheses fall on the side of the sceptical cases. Even
though the argument of the strong agnostic is incomplete, it surely presents
a challenge that theists and atheists are obliged to meet.

(111) The Rationality of Ungrounded Beliefs

A third line of response can be taken to begin from a denial of the claim that
there is still a remaining challenge for theists and atheists. To fend off the
sceptical arguments, the strong agnostic either appeals to a principle that is
claimed to be partly constitutive of rational belief, or else simply insists that
cosmological hypotheses are relevantly like lotteries. Butin neither case does
the strong agnostic offer any evidence in support of these claims. Moreover,
it is hard to see what form such evidence could take. But, in that case, it
seems that the strong agnostic will need to insist that either the principle or
the claim — or both —is cognitively basic — that is, that there is nothing further
that is suitably independent to which one could appeal in order to defend
them. But if this is right, then why shouldn’t a traditional theist claim that
belief in the existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god can
be cognitively basic — that is, unsupported by any independent evidence,
and yet perfectly justified, perhaps because supported by non-independent
grounds?

Perhaps the strong agnostic might object that there are obvious differ-
ences between the suggested status of the principle to which she appeals
and the suggested status of belief in an orthodoxly conceived monotheis-
tic god. In particular, the principle to which the strong agnostic appeals is
intended to be a requirement on right reason; but the belief to which the
theist appeals is only claimed to be rationally permitted; that is, the theist
is not making the surely ill-advised attempt to claim that belief in an ortho-
doxly conceived monotheistic god is rationally required even though there
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is not the slightest evidence to support that belief. Perhaps, then, it might
be suggested that cognitively basic beliefs and principles must be ones that
can reasonably be thought to be obligatory. More exactly: if one holds that
a certain principle or belief is cognitively basic, then one must hold that any
reasonable person in the same broad kind of doxastic situation in which
one finds oneself would also adopt that belief or principle.

This claim has been denied.'' However, the strong agnostic might well
doubt that the denial is reasonable. For consider. If one allows that certain
beliefs or principles are cognitively basic, and yet also allows that it is equally
permissible to adopt conflicting basic beliefs or principles, then surely there
is nothing to sustain one’s own choice of beliefs and principles. If one gen-
uinely allows that it is equally permissible to adopt alternative basic beliefs
or principles, then surely one must hold that one’s own basic beliefs and
principles are entirely arbitrary. But no one can think that her basic beliefs
and principles are arbitrary; for that is to throw reason to the winds. In par-
ticular, one must think that one’s basic beliefs are true, and that one’s basic
principles are conducive to the formation of true beliefs. But basic beliefs
selected arbitrarily from amongst beliefs most of which are false will almost
certainly be false, and basic principles selected arbitrarily from amongst
principles most of which are not conducive to the formation of true beliefs
almost certainly will not be conducive to the formation of true beliefs. No
one can reasonably think that her basic beliefs and principles have been
arbitrarily selected.'®

One possible response to this objection is to claim that there can be theists
who recognise no alternatives to their cognitively basic belief in an ortho-
doxly conceived monotheistic god: surely, if there are any such people, it is
rational for them to believe in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.
This point can be conceded; but only because itis irrelevant. Such people, if
there are any, are not sufficiently well informed; they do not possess relevant
information about at least doxastically possible alternatives to belief in an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. However, if they did possess that
information, they would cease to be rational if they continued to maintain
that belief in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is cognitively basic.
The aim of the strong agnostic is to argue that no one who is fully appraised
of the arguments developed by the strong agnostic can reasonably believe in
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god; hence, people who are simply
ignorant of the relevant considerations cannot constitute counter-examples.

' See, e.g., Plantinga (1983: 77) and Wolterstorff (1985: 176ff.).

'* The strong agnostic should probably add a qualification here. If one were first-personally
dissociated from certain beliefs, then it might be possible for one to think that those beliefs
had been arbitrarily selected. Moreover, there might be a thin sense of “rational” in which
such beliefs could nonetheless be rational. However, the crucial point would still remain:
One could not give unreserved first-personal endorsement to such beliefs. In a suitably thick
sense of “rational”, beliefs that cannot be first-personally endorsed are not rational.
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And, of course, the same point applies to people who are unable to under-
stand the arguments, or who wilfully refuse to consider them, and so on.
People who lack reasoning skills, or who refuse to use the skills they have,
cannot constitute counter-examples to the claims of the strong agnostic.'3

Another possible response is to suggest that there can be theists who
recognise no legitimate alternatives to their cognitively basic belief in an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. The idea here is that, from within the
religious life, belief in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god can be seen
to be well grounded. Given the appropriate religious background, there are
conditions and circumstances that “call forth” belief in an orthodoxly con-
ceived monotheistic god, that is, conditions and circumstances in which, on
this view, a believer will be correctly disposed to say: an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god is speaking to me; an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god has created all this; an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god forgives
me; and so on.'* Of course, the theist recognises that there are many other
possible stances that share this “selfjustifying” status'?; so there is no sugges-
tion that the grounds in question might be available even to those who do
not believe. But, it will be said, while it is true that there are no reasonable
or evidential considerations that will take one from an initially sceptical
position to belief, and while it is also true that the grounds for religious
belief — drawn from revelation, religious experience, and scripture — are
not suitably available to non-believers, nonetheless this is simply irrelevant
to the question of whether theistic belief is rational. What matters is that,
in the light of the evidence as she construes it, the theist’s belief that an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists is manifestly rational. Since
the theist is not in the position of the non-believer, she does not share his
doxastic problem — and, indeed, need take no account of it.

The strong agnostic may object that this attitude is indefensible. Surely,
if it is conceded that belief in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is
just one among many possible views that shares all of the doxastic virtues
of belief in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, then the mainte-
nance of any one of those views must be entirely arbitrary. And, in that
case, it cannot be rational to persist with any one of them. If there is no

'3 Wolterstorff (1985) makes much of the points dismissed in this paragraph; see, esp., p. 155.

4 See, e.g., Alston (1983: 104-5).

'5 Consider, for example, belief in a morally deficient deity, god*, who doesn’t care for us
much at all — there are other worlds that she created that she likes much better — but who
nonetheless presents herself to people in the guise of an omnibenevolent being. On this
view — which might well seem better able than orthodox theism to explain the amounts
and kinds of evils in the world — conditions and circumstances will call forth certain beliefs:
god* is speaking to me; god* has created all this; god* is trying to convince me that she
cares for me; and so on. From within this view, belief in god* will seem to be just as well
grounded as belief in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god seems from the viewpoint
of the orthodox theist.
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viewpointindependent consideration — that is, consideration that is com-
mon to the range of views — that favours the adoption of one of the views,
and yet it is conceded that no view is in any way doxastically superior to any
other, then it really is unreasonable to adopt any one of those views. After
all, in adopting a particular view, one must suppose that that view has the
fundamental merit of being true. But if there is no further doxastic virtue
that the view has, then what reason can there be for thinking that it is the
one that is true? Indeed, wouldn’t the adoption of one of these views — for
example, belief in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god — be just like
the adoption of one of the sceptical hypotheses discussed earlier in that it
requires an inappropriate belief that one is “special”?

I think that the strong agnostic is only partly right here. It is true that,
according to the epistemological picture under discussion, doxastic agents
are required to think that they are doxastically special in the following sense:
any rational agent should concede that there are no suitably independent
external considerations that show that her view is superior to rationally per-
missible alternatives. However, there is nothing wrong with this consequence
of the picture — for the only genuine alternative to the picture is, as the
opponents of the strong agnostic earlier insisted, an untenable scepticism.
That there are alternatives to one’s own views that are, in a suitably external
sense, doxastically just as good does not give one any reason to think that
the views that one has are probably false. A rational agent will persist with
the views that she has until she is shown that she can improve her view by
changing it.

Why then does the position of the strong agnostic have intuitive appeal?
I think this is so because of a confusion between rules of dialectical debate
and doxastic principles. In debate, and hence in philosophical argument,
the only considerations to which usefulappeal can be made are those thatare
acceptable to all participants. Hence, if one supposed that the project of phi-
losophy s to justify the view that one holds in debate, then one would need to
suppose that such justification would proceed from principles agreed to by
all reasonable persons. But that just shows that this is a bad conception of the
project of philosophy. For it is simply misguided to think that any world-view
can be defended in this way by appeal to purely external considerations.

Of course, it should now be clear why I said that strong agnosticism fails
because the two kinds of principles upon which it relies cannot be plausibly
conjoined. On the one hand, the principle that in circumstances in which the

16 Perhaps an opponent might dig in her heels, and insist that her world is the only reasonable
world-view. Even if she were right, this would be a pointless thing to say; her opponents would
surely feel themselves equally entitled to make the same kind of claim about themselves.
Two possibilities seem to arise: (i) the parties to the debate simply agree to differ, but each
insists in her heart that she alone is rational; (ii) the parties agree to differ, but each alone
insists that she is right (or more nearly right). To me, it seems clear that the second outcome is
preferable.
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available evidence no more — and no less — supports p than it supports logically
incompatible hypotheses p,, ..., pn, ..., one ought to suspend judgement between
all of the hypotheses p, p.,..., pn,..., is clearly correct if “the available evi-
dence” is taken to include internal considerations, but also clearly incorrect
if “the available evidence” is taken to include only external considerations.
But, on the other hand, this is just to deny the second required principle,
namely, that it is possible to characterise a suitable notion of evidential support that
does not rely upon a relativisation to background assumptions — theories, points of
view.

In sum: strong agnosticism fails because it does not respect the tenets of
methodological conservatism. There cannot be an obligation on reasonable
persons to believe only what is required by suitably independent evidence —
for, under this obligation, subjects would not be able to believe all kinds of
things that it is quite clear they ought to believe. Moreover, there is no way
for the strong agnostic suitably to motivate her response to the threats posed
by various kinds of scepticism and by the possibility of appeals to simplicity
and Ockham’s Razor — for, once the demand for external evidential motiva-
tion lapses, the plausibility of the claim that these responses are externally
motivated simply evaporates.

1.9.9. Retreat to Weak Agnosticism

Given that the strong agnosticism fails, one attracted to an agnostic posi-
tion should retreat to weak agnosticism. Moreover, the reason given for
the failure of strong agnosticism suggests that this retreat should be easily
accomplished - for, given the precepts of methodological conservatism to
which the opponents of the strong agnostic appealed, it is surely plausible
to think that there are no suitably external considerations that must lead a
reasonable weak agnostic to give up her position. However, this will be so
only if the precepts of methodological conservatism are acceptable — so we
shall now turn our attention to them.

The epistemological precepts under consideration are forcefully enun-
ciated and defended by Harman (1986). The most important principle is
the Principle of Conservatism: One is justified in continuing fully to accept some-
thing in the absence of special reason not to. An important subsidiary tenet is
that one should subscribe to the Principle of Positive Undermining — namely,
that one should stop believing that p whenever one positively believes one’s reasons for
believing that p are no good — but not to the Principle of Negative Undermining —
namely, that one should stop believing that p whenever one does not associate one’s
belief in p with an adequate justification, either intrinsic or extrinsic. There are
yet further principles — for example, The Principle of Clutter Avoidance and
The Interest Condition — that form important planks in the theory, but these
will not concern us here. This approach to epistemology has numerous
merits, not least that it serves to defuse debates about various previously
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controversial issues — for example, debates about various kinds of philo-
sophical scepticism. However, rather than emphasise these merits, I shall
instead consider some potential difficulties.

Initially, the most plausible objection to this approach to epistemology
lies in the suggestion that it conflates “internal” and “external” justification.
Thus, for example, Price (1988: 48—9) claims that Harman fails to distin-
guish between “an ‘external’ justification of a principle or habit of belief
revision that aims to show that it is somehow useful or appropriate to con-
form to a certain rule; and an ‘internal’ justification that aims to provide
the kind of reason to which an agent could actually appeal in support of
an application of the principle in question.” Price then goes on to observe
that “[Harman’s Principle of Conservatism] is plausible only if ‘justified’ is
taken in the external sense. Thus if we have always believed in the existence
of Ralph (the Great One), our continuing to do so may well exemplify a use-
ful habit of conservatism, painfully acquired in the evolution of the species.
But when we encounter someone who believes instead in Stella (the Great
One), and hence feel the need to justify our faith, our long and unblemished
record gives us no reason to keep it.”

Various responses to this objection may be viable; I think that what should
be resisted is the suggestion that, when one encounters an apparently rea-
sonable person who holds a position that contradicts the position that one
espouses, one thereby incurs an obligation to find suitably external justifica-
tory reasons that support one’s own position. Of course, one ought to have
a— possibly causal — story about how the other person has gone wrong — per-
haps they were mislead by false testimony even though they were perfectly
justified in accepting that testimony, and so on — but there is no reason
to think that this story should seem anything other than question-begging
to the one with the conflicting view. Recall how difficult it has proved to
find non-question-begging defences for induction. That suitably external
defences seem to be unavailable does not give any of us the slightest reason
to give up our inductive practices. To persist with one’s belief in Ralph, one
does not need to find reasons that would lead the previously uncommitted
to believe in Ralph and not in Stella; rather, all one needs is a differential
causal explanation of how the believers in Stella came to have those false
beliefs — compare the strategy, available to theists, that ascribes the error of
atheists and agnostics to the effects of sin. Of course, one can’t merely say:
“I'subscribe to the Principle of Conservatism, so I have a sufficient reason to
continue to believe in Ralph.” But one can say: “Because I subscribe to the
Principle of Conservatism, I hold that it is sufficient for me to find ‘inter-
nal’ reasons — that is, reasons that, from an external standpoint, may seem
to be entirely question-begging — in order to justify my continued belief in
Ralph rather than Stella.” One does not need to suppose that one’s reasons
are available to other points of view in order to continue to accept them as
reasons.
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On the basis of this rather brief discussion, I conclude that Harman’s
epistemological proto-theory — that is clearly closely related to the views of
those theists who appeal to the proper basicality or proper unarguedness of
religious beliefs —is a very promising platform for the support of weak agnos-
ticism. Of course, more would need to be said to persuade the unconvinced;
but it is beyond the brief of the present section to try to do so. And in any
case, by the lights of the underlying epistemological theory, there may not
be any point in pressing on with an attempt to persuade the unconvinced.
Such people should read this section as an argument for a conditional thesis,
namely, that by the lights of the presupposed epistemology, weak agnosti-
cism is a defensible position.

Even those who are prepared to countenance or espouse the underlying
epistemology may feel that there remains a pressing objection of principle,
namely, that weak agnosticism is inconsistent in its treatment of sceptical
religious hypotheses and other sceptical hypotheses. If the weak agnostic is
not prepared to accept or reject the many conflicting hypotheses about the
cosmological origins of the universe, why isn’t she similarly prepared neither
to accept nor reject conflicting hypotheses about the age of the universe,
or the nature of the external world? Isn’t this simply an inconsistency on
her part? Not at all. There is no good methodological precept that says that
a rational person will have a definite opinion about everything; indeed, it
seems plausible to suppose that, for any reasonable person, there will be
many controversial questions about which she simply suspends judgement.
And in those cases, one correct way to represent her epistemic state is to
claim that she is unable to decide between a range of competing hypotheses.
Of course, there may be costs to explicit suspensions of judgement, in the
form of the complexity of the representations involved; but these costs are
traded against what will seem to be improved prospects of avoiding error,
and so on.

1.9.4. Some Objections Considered

Despite the argument of the preceding section, there are some objections
to weak agnosticism that remain to be discussed. In particular, there are
three objections that suggest that weak agnosticism is actually inconsistent
or, strictly speaking, unbelievable. I shall consider these objections in turn.

(i) The Deistic Alternative

There is an argument, inspired by an argument that Forrest (1982) uses
against David Lewis’s modal realism, that suggests that it is more reasonable
to believe that there are creators than it is to believe that the world is uncre-
ated. Of course, the purported upshot of this argument is only that the weak
agnostic should retreat to deism — that is, it is not suggested that this argu-
ment could motivate a shift to theism: Corresponding to any uncreated world,
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there are infinitely many created worlds, each with a different creator. Consequently,
the odds are infinitely in favour of the hypothesis that owr world is created; it is almost
vanishingly unlikely that our world was not created. So we ought to believe that the
world has creators.

Lewis (1986: 119—21) has suggested one way to respond to the above argu-
ment, namely, to claim that it can be paralleled to its discredit. On one way
of partitioning the integers, there are infinitely many non-prime numbers
for each prime number. Consequently — following the above argument — if
an integer is chosen at random I ought to believe that it is non-prime. How-
ever, on another way of partitioning the integers, there are infinitely many
prime numbers corresponding to each non-prime number. Consequently —
following the above argument — if a number is chosen at random, I ought
to believe that it is prime. So, I have two equally good arguments that lead
to the conclusion that, if a number is chosen at random, I ought to believe
both that it will be prime and that it will be non-prime. Clearly, then, both
arguments are to be rejected, along with the argument that purports to
make trouble for agnosticism.

Lewis’s objection refutes the argument that I initially gave: the only prob-
abilistic arguments that one can make about infinite cases are ones in which
one has no relevant choices to make about the partitioning of the probability
space.'” However, suppose that I had argued as follows: I have no idea whether
or not the world that we actually inhabit was created. However, there are infinitely
many worlds that differ from it at most in that they have creators, different from the
creators, if any, that it actually has — and there is only one world that differs from it
at most in having no creators. So, among the relevant possibilities, there are infinitely
many worlds that have creators, and only one that is uncreated. Consequently, there
is mext to no chance that the world that we actually inhabit is uncreated. In this case,
Lewis’s response is not available. This argument is solely about the actual
world and worlds relevantly like it, not about all the possible worlds that
there are. Consequently, there is no partition that can be gerrymandered

'7 Consider the following case, which I owe to David Lewis: A fair die is to be tossed infinitely
many times. You are to be assigned one toss; you are then to estimate the chance thatitis a
six. Why should you not reason as follows: Whichever toss I am allotted, the chance that I shall get
a six is one-sixth. So I know already that the chance that I get a six is one-sixth. Answer: No reason at
all. The choice of a partition of the probability space must respect the fact that you will first
be assigned a toss. Partitions that combine outcomes from different tosses are irrelevant,
since they fail to respect this fact. However, in the arguments about prime numbers and
creators, there is no relevant fact that only one of the partitions manages to respect.

Perhaps it might be objected that the argument about prime numbers fails to take into
account the way in which we grasp the natural numbers, namely, according to the standard
ordering: 1, 2, §....Isn’t this a reason for saying that, really, we ought to think it vanishingly
unlikely that a number chosen at random will be prime? No: if — per impossibile — a natural
number really were chosen at random — say, by an omnipotent and omniscient deity — then
the argument given by Lewis would be correct.
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by a Cantorian argument. So if this argument is to be defeated, some other
response is required.

The new argument requires the assumption that there is only one way in
which a world such as ours could be uncreated. But — as I noted earlier — an
agnostic will not be prepared to grant this assumption. She will say that, for
all she has good reason to believe, there may be infinitely many different
ways in which an uncreated world can arise. Perhaps worlds are created in
pairs, or triples, or quadruples, and so on. Perhaps worlds are randomly
distributed — like raisins in a plum-pudding — throughout some higher-
dimensional space in which they arise as the result of some acausal process
which occurs in that space. And so on. Since the agnostic sees no reason
to think that it is no more likely that the world is uncreated than it is that
the world was created according to one particular hypothesis about that act
of creation, she has no reason to accept the modified version of Forrest’s
argument.'® Agnostics can reasonably resist deism.

(i1) Proofs and Other Evidence

There are theists and atheists who will continue to insist that weak agnosti-
cism is unreasonable because the existence — or non-existence — of an ortho-
doxly conceived monotheistic god can be demonstrated by arguments that
appeal only to uncontroversial evidence. Thus, for example, there are the-
ists who maintain that there are rationally compelling ontological, and/or
cosmological, and/or teleological, and/or moral, and/or other arguments
that establish the conclusion that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god exists; and there are atheists who maintain that there are rationally
compelling ontological, and/or moral, and/or other arguments that estab-
lish the conclusion that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god does not
exist.

'8 It may be worth noting that Lewis can make a similar response to Forrest’s. Forrest’s argu-
ment is as follows: There are infinitely many worlds that differ from the actual world at most in that
they have epiphenomenal stuff in some places and not in others, but only one world that differs from
the actual world at most in that there is no epiphenomenal stuff anywhere. So we should believe that
it is overwhelmingly likely that our world contains epiphenomenal stuff. Now, Lewis allows that, for
all he knows, there may be qualitatively indistinguishable worlds. But, if there are infinitely
many worlds that are qualitatively indistinguishable from a world that differs at most from
the actual world in that it has no epiphenomenal stuff, then Forrest’s argument won’t work.
So Lewis can say: Sure, for all we know, there might be epiphenomenal stuff; but then again,
there might be infinitely many worlds that are qualitatively indistinguishable from a world
that differs at most from the actual world in that it has no epiphenomenal stuff. There is
no obligation to accept the premise that is required by Forrest’s argument. (Note, by the
way, that it simply does not follow from this response that a modal realist ought to believe
cither that there is epiphenomenal stuff or else that there are infinitely many worlds that
are qualitatively indistinguishable from a world that differs at most from the actual world in
that it has no epiphenomenal stuff anywhere.)
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I think that such theists and atheists are mistaken. While they may be
entirely within their rights to suppose that the arguments that they defend
are sound, I do not think that they have any reason to suppose that their argu-
ments are rationally compelling, that is, that they provide reasonable oppo-
nents with compelling internal reasons to change their views. Of course,
some will find this contention controversial — but perhaps the subsequent
chapters of this book will help to make it appear plausible. Setting that
promissory note aside, perhaps it is worth making the following point. It
surely should be granted that, at least prima facie, there can be reasonable
theists, atheists, and agnostics — for, after all, there are undeniably sensitive,
thoughtful, and intelligent people who fall into all three camps. Of course,
it could conceivably turn out that, for example, there can be reasonable
agnostics only in that undemanding sense of “reasonable” in which reason-
able persons can hold unobviously contradictory, or unobviously unneces-
sarily complex, or unobviously unnecessarily explanatorily weak views, and
so on. But it seems to me to be clearly absurd to suppose that there are cur-
rently available arguments that should show, to the satisfaction of all, that
members of two of the camps have views that are unobviously contradictory,
or unobviously unnecessarily complex, or unobviously explanatorily weak,
and so on. Members of each of the camps may have causal hypotheses that
explain how their opponents come to possess false views; but these hypothe-
ses ought not do anything to impugn the rationality of the maintenance of
those views.

(i1t) The Problem of Other Attitudes
Some people may be inclined to object that weak agnosticism is unlivable.
Could one really carry on the projects of a normal life if one were not pre-
pared to rule out, for example, the hypothesis that the world is the product
of a malevolent deity? Wouldn’t doubts about the value and meaning of life
cripple one’s ordinary conduct?

I don’t see why. Earlier, I had my strong agnostic claim that the only
reasonable thing to do in the face of such worries is to forget about them.
This seems right. Itis a psychological question — a matter of temperament —
that decides whether one could be a weak agnostic. Why shouldn’t one
think that value is there to be created or pursued regardless of the truth of
cosmological hypotheses? Perhaps there will be a nice or nasty surprise later
on; and perhaps not. Perhaps there is much more to the universe than meets
the non-metaphysical, non-theological eye; but, then again, perhaps not.
What good could possibly be served by worrying about these possibilities
now?

Perhaps this response is unconvincing. Certainly, I concede that more
should be said. Perhaps, when that more is said, I shall have been forced
to allow that weak agnostics must shift their ground to a fallibilist atheism —
that is, to a position that treats the alternative cosmological hypotheses as
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definitely ruled out, but that leaves room for a higher-order concession of
the possibility of epistemic error — compare the “paradox of the preface”.
However, for now, it certainly seems to me that weak agnosticism remains a
livable option. In any case, I turn now to consider the suggestion that the
case for strong agnosticism can be adopted to make a compelling argument
for the rejection of theism, quite apart from the question of the positive
doxastic stance that is mandated by that rejection.

1.4. PARALLEL CASES FOR ‘ALTERNATIVE’ DEITIES

One family of challenges to theistic belief derives from considerations con-
cerning the claim that there is an omnipotent, omniscient, eternal, perfectly
free, perfectly evil sole creator of the universe ex nihilo.'9 These challenges
begin with the claim that a case can be made for the existence of this being —
call it god* — that “parallels” the case that can be made for the existence of
an of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. (Perhaps one might think
that it would be more accurate to say that the claim is that the case for the
existence of god* is just as good or bad as the case for the existence of an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, and that part of the case for god*
is contrived simply by mimicking or paralleling the case for an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god. For, prima facie at least, it seems that there are
extra wrinkles that are needed in the case of god* to construct arguments
from scripture, or revelation, or religious experience, or religious authority,
and so on. However, proponents of the challenges to theism that are under
consideration ought to reply that the kinds of ‘evidence’ adverted to here
are equally well explained on the hypothesis that an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god exists —where the explanation goes via an orthodoxly con-
ceived monotheistic god’s good intentions to help us — and on the hypoth-
esis that god* exists — where the explanation goes via god*’s evil intentions
to harm us. I shall suppose that we should allow this generous construal of
the notion of a ‘parallel’ case, and that no harm will follow from this
concession.)

One kind of response to this family of challenges on behalf of theis-
tic belief would be to deny that the mimicking arguments are genuinely
parallel, for example, to claim that the ontological or cosmological or tele-
ological or some such ... argument for an orthodoxly conceived monothe-
istic god is stronger than the corresponding argument for god*, or that
the problem of evil is a weaker argument against an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god than the problem of good is against god*. It seems to

9 See, e.g., Madden and Hare (1968), Cahn (1976), Stein (1990), New (1993), Daniels
(1997). Also, cf. discussions of ‘the Perverse God’ in the literature on Pascal’s wager (for
references, see Jordan (1994b)), and discussions of a-being-than-which-none-worse-can-be-
conceived in the literature on ontological arguments (for references, see Oppy (1995c)).
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me that the kind of response looks prima facie rather unpromising; in any
case, I propose to proceed under the pro tem assumption that this kind of
response won’t work. (Those who disagree with my judgement here should
for now take me to conducting a ‘conditional’ investigation: what can be said
in response to these kinds of challenges to theistic belief if one concedes
that the mimicking arguments for god* do genuinely parallel the traditional
arguments for an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god?) Instead, I shall
focus attention on a line of response that aims to establish that there are
reasons for thinking that the concept of god* is incoherent in a way in which
the concept of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is not. In partic-
ular, I shall consider the suggestion that the notion of an omniscient and
perfectly evil being can be shown to be incoherent in ways that tend not at
all to establish that the notion of an omniscient and perfectly good being
is incoherent. If this suggestion is correct, then — other things being equal
(as the proponents of the objection hold that they are!) — it seems that the
hypothesis that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists is clearly
to be preferred to the hypothesis that god™ exists.

I propose to argue that, even if these counterarguments do establish
that the hypothesis that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists is
clearly to be preferred to the hypothesis that god* exists, this is not enough
to show that theists are home free — for there are many other alternative
gods for whom ‘parallel’ cases could be constructed, and for which this
particular counterargument is ineffective. I shall then go on to consider
the consequences of this claim for the status of the debate between theists
and their opponents. (I shall also argue that there are serious questions to
be raised about the counterarguments against god*. However, I shall not
place too much emphasis on these questions in this section.) To get to these
considerations, some preliminary scene setting is required.

1.4.1. Preliminary Remarks

For the purposes of this section, I shall suppose that theists are those who are
committed to the claim that there is an omnipotent, omniscient, eternal,
perfectly free, perfectly good, sole creator of the universe ex nihilo. More-
over, I shall suppose that an equivalent statement of this first supposition
is that theists are those who are committed to the claim that an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god exists.”” Some people who choose to call them-
selves ‘theists’ may wish to vary the defining description thatI have used here;
however, provided that we agree that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic

2 This assumption is pretty clearly false. However, it is true that very many of those who
suppose that there is an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god do suppose that there is
an omnipotent, omniscient, eternal, perfectly free, perfectly good, sole creator of the world
ex nihilo.
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god is at least omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly good — and that no
other being has any of these properties — this disagreement will not affect
any of the subsequent discussion.

Ata first stab, we might suggest that to believe a proposition is to assign it
a probability strictly greater than 5o percent; that to disbelieve a proposition
is to assign it a probability strictly less than 5o percent; and that to suspend
judgement on a proposition is to assign it a probability of exactly o percent.
However, it is unrealistic to suppose that we always assign perfectly precise
numerical probabilities to propositions. Suppose instead that the probabil-
ity that one assigns to a proposition is vague over an interval ( p, ¢).*' Then a
second stab would be this: to believe a proposition is to take pstrictly greater
than ro percent; to disbelieve a proposition is to take ¢ strictly less than 5o
percent; and to suspend judgement on a proposition is to take pless than or
equal to ro percent, and g greater than or equal 50 percent. No doubt there
is room for further refinement.”* However, supposing that this second stab
will be adequate for our purposes, we shall have: a theist assigns a probability
to the claim that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists that is
vague over an interval that is bounded below by 50 percent; an atheist assigns
a probability to the claim that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
exists that is vague over an interval that is bounded above by 50 percent; and
an agnostic assigns a probability to the claim that an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god exists that is vague over an interval that includes ro per-
cent. (Clearly, there is at least one other category, namely, those who assign
no probability to the claim that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
exists. For want of a better term, I shall call such persons innocents.)

Following the discussion earlier in this chapter, I shall assume that the
primary purpose of arguments is to change minds. That is, I shall suppose
that the primary purpose of theistic arguments is to convert atheists, agnos-
tics, and innocents to theism. (Likewise, the primary purpose of atheistic
arguments is to convert theists, agnostics, and innocents to atheism; and
the primary purpose of agnostic arguments is to convert theists, atheists,
and innocents to agnosticism. I take it that there can be no innocent argu-
ments. I shall henceforth concentrate on the theistic case — but the same

2! No doubt we do sometimes assign precise probabilities to propositions. We can represent
these precise assignments by degenerate intervals (7, r).

Note that the view outlined in the main text has the resources to accommodate intuitions
about ‘leanings’ — e.g., the interval (10, 51) represents agnosticism leaning towards athe-
ism. Note, too, that it isn’t obvious why one should want to say that (47, 49) represents
agnosticism — it seems at least equally plausible to claim that it represents tentative atheism.
Finally, note that the fact that adoption of the view outlined in the main text entails that
belief is not closed under conjunction is arguably a welcome consequence (in view of prob-
lems such as the lottery paradox and the paradox of the preface). Despite all this, the view
is still subject to difficulties — particularly with respect to questions about the logical closure
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of belief — but not ones that will have an impact on the current discussion.
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considerations will apply, mutatis mutandis, to agnosticism and atheism.)
A really successful theistic argument would be one that required anyone,
on pain of irrationality, to become a theist. However, any argument that
required some reasonable people to revise up the bounds of probability
that they assign to the proposition that an orthodoxly conceived monothe-
istic god exists would count as having some degree of success. (An argument
that forces a revision up of the bounds of probability is one that forces a revi-
sion from vagueness over the interval (p, ¢) to vagueness over the interval
(¢, ¢'), where either p’ is greater than p, or ¢ is greater than ¢, or both.)*3

In our assessment of arguments, we suppose that the targets of the argu-
ments are rational belief-revisers, that is, we suppose that the targets of the
arguments are disposed to revise or update their beliefs in accordance with
the canons of rational belief revision. Of course, exactly what these canons
are is a matter of considerable dispute. (For example, Bayesians hold that
updating must proceed by way of conditionalisation.) And an even more
controversial question is whether there are further constraints to be placed
upon reasonable sets of belief. (For example, some Bayesians hold that rea-
sonable sets of beliefs are regular, that is, do not assign probabilities vague
over the degenerate intervals (o, o) and (1, 1) to anything other than «a
priori, necessary, analytic falsehoods and a priori, necessary, analytic truths,
respectively. However, Bayesians are characteristically loath to add much
in the way of constraints on prior probabilities.) For my purposes, I shall
suppose that we do not need to worry about further constraints on sets of
beliefs: if a person who is disposed to revise or update his or her beliefs in
accordance with the canons of belief revision has an unreasonable set of
beliefs, then there are considerations that can be presented to him or her
that will force a revision or update of beliefs (in ways that remove the unrea-
sonableness). Of course, there is bound to be some idealisation here: actual
people are reasonable to a greater or lesser extent at different times, and
reasonableness is perhaps only one amongst several desiderata that actual
belief sets aim to satisfy. So we idealise the targets of the arguments in some
ways: we demand that they care about the reasonableness of their beliefs
(at least with respect to the questions at issue), and so on. However, we are

23 Of course, there are further distinctions that could be drawn here. The strongest successful
argument would require everyone to assign probability (1, 1) to the claim that there is an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. (Some proponents of ontological arguments have
thought that their arguments did this.) Perhaps the weakest successful argument would be
one that required some reasonable persons to revise up ever so slightly one of the bounds on
the interval that represents their doxastic attitude towards the probability that an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god exists. (Of course, being a weakly successful argument in this
sense might not be much of a recommendation of an argument — particularly if we don’t
insist on much in the way of constraints on reasonable prior probabilities.) And there is a
wide range of possibilities in between. It is beyond our current concerns to pursue this kind
of taxonomy here.
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also bound to use the actual judgements of what we take to be reasonable
people —including, no doubt, ourselves — as a guide to the responses of our
‘ideal’ reasonable agents (for what else could we use?).

Various potential pitfalls loom. Sometimes when you disagree with me,
I take this as evidence that you are subject to failings of rationality. Other
times, when you disagree with me, I just say that this is one of those things
about which reasonable people can differ. It is hard to say how we draw the
line between these kinds of cases. I am inclined to think that, at least pro
tem, it should be conceded that there can be reasonable atheists, agnostics,
theists, and innocents (even under certain kinds of idealisations). Certainly,
my own experience suggests to me that clever, thoughtful, and insightful
reasonable people can belong to any of these categories. At any rate, I shall
begin by supposing that one should think that the dialectical situation is
something like this: reasonable theists present arguments for the existence
of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god to reasonable non-theists,
who then offer the parallel arguments involving god* in reply. All parties to
the debate are presumed to be dispositionally rational, that is, disposed to
revise their beliefs in accordance with the canons of belief revision. We shall
perhaps need to rethink this conception of the dialectical situation later on.
But for now, we can turn our attention to the details of the arguments given
by the participants in the debate.

1.4.2. What the ‘Parallel Cases’ Might Show

Various recent authors have contended that there are difficulties for the-
ism that arise from consideration of the claim that god* — an omnipotent,
omniscient, eternal, perfectly free, perfectly evil sole creator of the universe
ex nihilo — exists. These alleged difficulties are of at least two quite different
kinds that need to be carefully distinguished.

One suggestion is that there is an argument against belief in an ortho-
doxly conceived monotheistic god — that is, an argument against theism —
that can be based upon consideration of god*. Roughly, this argument goes
as follows: There is no more reason to believe in an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god than there is to believe in god*. (Every consideration
that can be adduced in favour of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god counts equally in favour of god*; and every consideration that can be
adduced against an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god counts equally
against god*.) But in circumstances in which there is no more nor less rea-
son to believe in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god than there is
to believe in god*, it would be positively irrational to believe in an ortho-
doxly conceived monotheistic god. So it is wrong to believe in an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god — there ought to be no theists.

Another suggestion is that there is a reply to theistic arguments for belief
in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god that can be based upon
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consideration of god*. Roughly, this reply goes as follows: Every argument for
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god can be paralleled by an equally
compelling argument for god*. So no one who is not already a theist has
any more reason to believe in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
then they do to believe in god*. But, in these circumstances, it would be
irrational to come to believe in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
on the basis of theistic arguments. So no non-theists should be persuaded
by theistic arguments to change their minds and come to believe in an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.

Since god* is typically invoked by non-theists in discussions in which they
are replying to theistic arguments, there is often uncertainty about just what
the arguments involving god* are intended to establish. After all, one very
good way to reply to your argument for the conclusion that p is to provide
a compelling argument that not p. So, even though it would suffice for the
purposes of replying to theistic arguments to show that non-theists ought
not to be persuaded by theistic arguments to change their minds and come
to believe in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, it would also be
(more than) enough for these purposes to show that there ought not to be
any theists. In any case, even if actual debates sometimes involve confusion
about these issues, the theoretical points are clear enough: there are two
quite different contexts in which arguments involving god* appear — and
different considerations must be appealed to in the assessment of these
arguments in these different contexts.

Having noted these two different uses to which non-theists might put
arguments involving god*, I shall now put this distinction aside. (It would
only needlessly complicate the discussion to try to take itinto account here.)
However, we shall return to it later.

1.4.3. The Importance of Moral Knowledge

In the face of the challenges raised by god*, one might be tempted to argue
in something like the following way. Suppose we grant that there is such a
thing as moral knowledge (and hence that there is such a thing as moral
belief, properly so-called). Suppose we grant further that there is a neces-
sary connection between moral belief and motivation — moral beliefs are
necessarily motivating in such a way that one can believe that an action is
good or right only if one is inclined to do or to approve that action, other
things being equal. Then it seems that we have the basis for an argument that
there can be no such being as god*. On the one hand, god* is supposed to
be omniscient. Hence, in particular, if there is moral knowledge, then god*
knows — and hence believes — every moral truth. But then, if moral beliefs
are necessarily connected to motivation, it follows that god* is motivated to
pursue the good and the right — and that is inconsistent with the claim that
god* is perfectly evil.
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An argument that bears some resemblance to the one just given is pro-
vided by Daniels (1997). Daniels argues in the following way: It is a concep-
tual truth that everyone most wants what is good — and hence it is also a
conceptual truth that everyone most shuns what is bad. But it follows from
this that no one can knowingly do what is bad — and from this it follows that
god* cannot exist.

Daniels’s argument is subject to some immediate difficulties. In particu-
lar, it seems that there are many different ways of understanding the claim
that everyone most wants what is good; but it is far from clear that there are
ways of understanding this claim on which itis both true and yet also entails
that god™ cannot exist. First, there are questions about how to understand
‘most wants’ — does the claim concern the strength of first-order desires, or
the content of all-things-considered desires, or the content of interests objec-
tively conceived (so that one can be completely oblivious to what it is that
one ‘most wants’)? Second, there are questions about how to understand
‘good’ — does the claim concern what is good by one’s own lights (‘what
seems to one to be good’, ‘what seems to one to be good now’), or what is
good by some more objective standard (‘whatis good from the standpoint of
eternity’)? Putting together these claims in different ways yields statements
of quite different standing, ranging all the way from ostensible tautolo-
gies — ‘what one wants most now all things considered is what one wants
most now all things considered’ — to obvious falsehoods — ‘what one most
strongly desires is (and must always be) what is good from the standpoint of
eternity’.

To get an objection to the existence of god*, it seems that what Daniels
needs is the claim that ‘what one desires, all things considered, is (and
must always be) what is good from the standpoint of eternity’. After all, if
the requirement of perfect goodness is to have any bite, it must require
conformity to some kind of objective standard (I am not perfectly good just
because I always do whatis good by my lights!). But mundane considerations
about weakness of will and our moral failings show immediately that it is not
true that what we desire, all things considered, is (and must always be)
what is good from the standpoint of eternity. Perhaps there is some further
difficulty with the idea that there might be a being that always desired, all
things considered, that which is worst from the standpoint of eternity — but
itis not at all obvious what this difficulty is (and there seems to be no way of
repairing Daniels’ argument in order to demonstrate it). Henceforth, then,
I'shall concentrate on the argument from moral cognitivism that I outlined
above.

1.4.4. Objections to Moral Knowledge

The argument against god* presented at the beginning of the previous
section has some controversial premises. Not everyone agrees that there is
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moral knowledge, moral truth, and moral belief. (Some philosophers have
held that knowledge does not entail belief. Given this implausible claim,
and the further implausible claim that it is only moral belief, and not moral
knowledge, that is essentially motivating, one could claim that the argument
is invalid — god* might be omniscient and yet have no moral beliefs! Other
philosophers have held — on independent grounds whose nature need not
concern us here — that god™ has no beliefs at all. Again, one might try to use
this view to undermine the argument against god* while not disputing the
truth of the premises of the argument. However, it seems to me that, if one is
disposed to think that moral beliefs are essentially motivating, then one
ought also to think that moral knowledge is essentially motivating, even if
one holds that knowledge does not entail belief. At any rate, it seems to me
that the prospects for this kind of reply to the argument against god* are
not very bright.)

Famously, Humeans deny that there can be essentially motivating
beliefs — it is desires that are essentially motivating states, but beliefs and
desires are distinct existences — and hence they either deny that moral
beliefs are essentially motivating, or else they deny that there is any such
thing as moral belief (properly so-called). If one accepts that moral beliefs
are not essentially motivating, then the argument against god* collapses —
why shouldn’t god* prefer the destruction of the world to the scratching
of his little finger, even though he knows perfectly well that this is wrong?
And if one accepts that there is no such thing as moral belief (properly
so-called), then of course there is no such thing as moral knowledge (prop-
erly so-called) — and hence there is no reason why there should not be an
omniscient yet completely immoral being.

There are other routes to the claim that there is no (such thing as) moral
knowledge. It is a commonplace that many philosophers have been error-
theorists or non-cognitivists about moral discourse. If there are no moral
propositions or properties — or if there are moral properties and proposi-
tions, but the properties are necessarily uninstantiated and the propositions
are necessarily false — then there can be no question of moral knowledge.
If what we take to be expression of moral knowledge is merely the expres-
sion or projection of our emotions or desires or preferences, then there is
no truth-apt content to ground talk of moral truth and moral knowledge.
From a number of currently occupied and often-defended standpoints in
meta-ethics, the argument against god* is plainly mistaken.

Of course, these meta-ethical questions are enormously controversial. If
the point of the arguments involving god* is to persuade theists to change
their minds, then that argument can be sustained only if these controversial
views can also be defended. (It seems plausible to me to think that theists
are unlikely to be error-theorists or non-cognitivists about ethics. Perhaps,
indeed, we have here an argument that they ought not to be error-theorists
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or non-cognitivists about ethics.) On the other hand, if the point of these
arguments is simply to respond to theistic arguments for the existence of
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, then the controversial status of
these views is less pressing. (If one is firmly persuaded of the correctness
of an error-theoretical or non-cognitivist treatment of ethics, why shouldn’t
one rely on this persuasion in replying to arguments for the existence of
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god?) Perhaps it would be nice to
have a response that relied on less controversial assumptions, but it seems
perfectly satisfactory nonetheless.

1.4.5. Other Alternatives

The argument involving god™* is only one of a family of arguments (or chal-
lenges) that can be made to theism. Suppose we accept — on the basis of
the argument given above, together with our allegiance to moral cogni-
tivism — that there can be no such being as god*. There are still other
beings that raise problems for theism. Consider, for example, god’. God’
is a being who is as much like an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god as
can be, except that god’ is perfectly evil. Given the concessions just made,
god’ is neither omniscient nor omnipotent — there is moral knowledge that
god’ does not possess, and moral actions that god’ is unable to perform.
(Perhaps there are moral questions that god’ is unable to answer. Whether
or not this is so depends on tricky questions about the supervenience of
the moral on the non-moral that I shall not consider here.) Nonetheless,
god’ is very powerful and very knowledgeable — and so the question arises
whether there is a substantially stronger case to be made for the existence of
god’ than there is to be made for the existence of an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god.

It seems to me to be plausible to suggest that the case for god’ that par-
allels the traditional case for an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is
about as good as the corresponding parallel case for god*. Given the conces-
sions that we have made concerning moral cognitivism, it seems plausible
to claim that god’ is a perfectly evil being (a being than which none more
evil can be consistently conceived). Consequently, it seems clear that we
can develop parallels to familiar ontological, cosmological, and teleologi-
cal arguments for an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. In the case
of other familiar theistic arguments — moral arguments, arguments from
religious experience, arguments from scripture, arguments from testimony
to religious miracles, and so on — the arguments are not so much ‘parallel’
arguments as they are competing arguments of comparable cogency. (So,
for example, if there really is religious experience as of a perfectly good and
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, this is just the kind of deception in
which you would expect a perfectly evil being to engage.) There are many
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details to be argued over here — just as in the case of the arguments for
god® — but I shall proceed under the assumption that the case for god’ is
pretty much as good as the case for god*.

Perhaps there is some ‘flaw’ in the case for god’ that resembles the dif-
ficulty that moral cognitivism raises for god*. It seems doubtful that non-
theists who wish to run the kind of line that is being pursued here ought
to be very concerned about this possibility. After all — as Hume observed
in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion — there are clearly many, many
alternative hypotheses that one could formulate about the attributes of a
sole creator of the universe (especially if we allow that a ‘sole creator’ can be
a committee, or a body corporate, or the like). For many of these concep-
tions, one can construct a case that parallels — or at least robustly competes
with — the traditional case for an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.
So, even if the case for god’ fails, there are plenty of standbys waiting in the
wings. (Perhaps you might think that it is obvious that the case for these
standbys cannot be as strong as the case for god* or god'. However, we
haven’t yet seen what kind of objection might be made to the case for god’;
as things stand — contrary to what one might have initially expected — the
case for god’ might be stronger than the case for god*. Perhaps there are
other gods out there for which the case is stronger still.) And in any case,
we have yet to see whether there is any comparable objection to the case
for god'.

1.4.6. An Alternative Line of Defence

Once god’ and his ilk appear on the horizon, one might wonder whether
it was such a good idea to pursue the moral cognitivism objection to god*.
If there is to be a defence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
against the proliferating alternatives, it seems likely that it will not proceed
piecemeal. (Of course, there might be a mixed strategy — knock out virtually
all of the alternatives with a general argument, and then mop up the very
small number of recalcitrant cases that remain. However, I shall start from
the optimistic standpoint that supposes that there is a pure general strategy
that can succeed.)

What kind of general defence might there be? I suspect that the best bet
at this pointis to invoke some kinds of considerations concerning simplicity,
or opposition to scepticism, or insistence on believability, or the like. The
hypothesis that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists is simpler
than the hypothesis that any of the alternative gods exists, and thisis a reason
to prefer it to them, other things being equal (as they apparently are!).
The hypothesis that one of the alternative gods exists is a kind of sceptical
hypothesis that is doxastically parasitic on the hypothesis that an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god exists. (Whenever one has an explanation or
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theory, one can cook up alternative explanations or theories that ‘work’
equally well. Consequently, one can avoid scepticism only if one is prepared
to accept that these cooked-up theories and explanations can be set aside.)
The hypothesis that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god existsis a live
and believable hypothesis, unlike the hypotheses concerning the alternative
gods; since no one could take these alternatives seriously, we are warranted
in setting them aside. And so on.

Of course, the above list of considerations is rather heterogeneous: it may
be that god* is not ruled out by the simplicity test even though it is ruled out
by the others. Moreover, none of the considerations has been developed
in any detail. (There are notoriously difficult questions about criteria for
simplicity, criteria for determining when explanations and theories have
been gerrymandered, reasons for thinking that unbelievability is a good
ground for ruling out hypotheses, and so on.) However, I shall suppose that
we have enough to be going on with.

1.4.7. Why Theists Suppose That the ‘Cases’ Diverge

At this point, I think that we need to recall the two different uses to which
non-theists might put arguments involving god*, god’, and their ilk. Sup-
pose, first, that non-theists are interested only in defending themselves
against theistic arguments, that is, they have no (immediate) interest in per-
suading theists to give up their belief in an orthodoxly conceived monothe-
istic god. In this case, it seems to me, it is clear that the invocation of god*,
god’ and so on, does make prosecution of the theistic case much more dif-
ficult. On the one hand, a much more substantial burden is incurred if one
undertakes to persuade non-theists to give up on ethical non-cognitivism
(and other ostensibly acceptable philosophical views that must be advanced
in order to construct arguments to defeat particular alternative gods). And,
on the other hand, the claims about simplicity, gerrymandering, and so on,
seem unlikely to have much force since, in an important sense, simplic-
ity and the appearance of gerrymandering are very much in the eye of the
beholder. (More exactly, judgements about simplicity, gerrymandering, and
so on, are sensitive to what else it is that one believes.) It seems to me, at
any rate, that the claims about an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god,
god”*, god’, and many other gods besides, are pretty much on a par as far
as simplicity, absence of gerrymander, and believability are concerned —
and it also seems to me that most reasonable non-theists are likely to
agree.

(Perhaps a useful point of comparison here is with what I shall call ‘tools
for prognostication’. It seems to me that hypotheses about the possibility
of predicting the future using tea leaves, crystal balls, sheep entrails, the
constellations of the heavens, the writings of prophets, the utterances of
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trees, and so on are pretty much on a par as far as simplicity, absence of
gerrymander, and believability are concerned. Adverting to these various
different tools for prognostication is one good move to make in defending
oneself against the arguments of someone who wishes to argue that one —
but only one - of these tools yields reliable information about the future. Of
course, one might well point out that this move is parasitic on the further
assumption that there is no good evidence for — nor plausible mechanism
that could be used to explain how one comes by — knowledge of the future
(via the listed mechanisms). But exactly the same point can be made by
non-theists against theists: by the lights of non-theists, there is no good
evidence for — nor plausible mechanism that could be used to explain how
one comes by — knowledge of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.
It seems entirely natural to think that one who is disposed to claim that
there is no good evidence for the existence of an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god will also be disposed to say that one might as well believe
in god*, or god’, or some other unorthodoxly conceived nonotheistic god,
given the available evidence. While these two claims are distinct, there is a
clear sense in which they fit naturally together.)

Suppose, on the other hand, that proponents of the arguments involving
god”*, god’ and their ilk are interested in attacking theists, that is, in trying
to persuade theists to give up their theism. Then it is much less clear that
the invocation of god*, god’, and their ilk adds substantially to the attack.
After all, reasonable belief in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god will
fit into a network of beliefs that are very likely to conspire to produce the
judgement that the hypothesis that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god exists is simpler, less gerrymandered, and more believable than the
hypotheses about the existence of alternative gods. At any rate, it seems to
me that I have more reason to trust the verdicts of those theists whom I deem
to be reasonable — that is, more reason to suppose that the fact that these
people make those judgements shows that those judgements can reasonably
be made by reasonable people — than I have to insist that reasonable theists
take on myjudgements about the simplicity, and so on, of various hypotheses.
(Moreover, I can note that those who are disposed to believe in an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god given the available evidence will naturally judge
that it is much more plausible to suppose that an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god exists given the available evidence than it is to suppose
that god*, or god’, or some other unorthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
exists given the available evidence.)

By this point, readers are bound to have noticed that I have now com-
mitted myself to the claim that theists will not (and indeed ought not to)
concede that the case for an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god can
be paralleled by the case for god*, or god’, or..., if what is meant by this
is that they have no more reason to believe in an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god than there is reason to believe in alternative gods given
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the available evidence. By the lights of theists, ‘the case for an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god’ must seem much superior to the case for alter-
native gods — else, they would not be theists. So the prima facie appearances
to which I alluded at the beginning of this section are deceptive — there is a
clear sense in which reasonable theists can and must deny that the case for
god*, god’, and so on, is as good as the case for an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god.

1.4.8. A Final Comment

There are many problems here. The main one that we are now confronting
is how to think about the epistemological and dialectical context in which
the arguments under consideration are to be located. It is perhaps natural
to think in the following way. A representative reasonable theist presents
the case for believing in an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god to a
representative reasonable non-theist. The non-theist responds by provid-
ing a parallel to the case just provided but which supports the existence
of some alternative deity: god*, or god’, or....The theist then is faced
with the challenge of finding some difference between the case for an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god and the cases for the alternative
gods.

I'suggest that one ought to be very suspicious about this talk of ‘the case for
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god’. In the case of many things that
we believe, the grounds that we have for those beliefs far outrun our abilities
to articulate those grounds. (For example, it seems that it is no requirement
of rationality that one ought to be able to recall the grounds for any belief
that one has come to hold.**) Moreover, even in cases in which this is not so,
it is often the case that the process of articulation could be extended indef-
initely (there is always more that could be said). Consequently, talk about
‘the case for an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god’ too readily leads to
confusion of epistemological and dialectical (‘dialogical’?) questions that
ought to be kept distinct.

I conclude — albeit tentatively (and without in any way supposing that
the forgoing constitutes either an adequate discussion or defence) — that
it may well be the case that theism and non-theism are both reasonable
responses to the evidence that people have, and yet that any case that theists
put forward for the existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
can be ‘paralleled’ by cases for the existence of other gods about which:
(i) theists reasonably judge that the cases are not genuinely parallel (but
often for reasons that they have not yet, and perhaps that they shall never
have, successfully articulated); and (ii) non-theists reasonably judge that

24 See, e.g., Harman (1986) for further discussion of this kind of consideration.
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the cases are genuinely parallel (where this judgement is typically a natural
expression of — or companion to — their view that there is insufficient evi-
dence for belief in the existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic

god).*>

5 Two points in particular that need further work: (1) I do not think that my line of argument
could be adapted to defend the reasonableness of beliefin any hypothesis (e.g., I do not think
that reasonable and suitably informed persons can believe in astrology). My judgement, that
there are reasonable theists whose belief in God is reasonable, is crucial to my argument. (2)
There is a distinction between descriptive and normative conceptions of ‘reasonableness’
that might have important consequences for my argument. (Why suppose that my intuitions
about the reasonableness of my friends have any normative significance?) I hope to consider
these issues elsewhere.
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In Oppy (1995¢), I divided the ontological arguments that I examined into
six classes: (i) definitional arguments, (ii) conceptual arguments, (iii) modal
arguments, (iv) ‘Meinongian’ arguments, (v) experiential arguments, and
(vi) ‘Hegelian’ arguments. While I claimed neither that this taxonomy is
mutually exclusive nor thatitis exhaustive, I did note thatI knew of no purely
a prioriargument for the existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god that did not belong to at least one of these categories. For each of
these categories of argument, I exhibited arguments from that class and
gave a detailed account of what I took to be shortcomings of the exhibited
arguments. Moreover, I gave a fairly carefully qualified argument for the
conclusion that there could not be a successful ontological argument that
belonged to any of the six classes that I had identified. Finally, among other
things, I provided an account of the use of parodies in the discussion of
ontological arguments.

Since I wrote that earlier book, I have come to have some further mis-
givings about the general objection to ontological arguments, that is, the
‘carefully qualified’” argument for the conclusion that there could not be a
successful ontological argument that belonged to any of the six classes of
ontological arguments that I had identified. Furthermore, I have come to
think that there are various ways in which the discussion in that earlier book
is seriously incomplete. First, there is a class of ontological arguments — the
mereological ontological arguments —whose existence is acknowledged only
in passing (see the discussion at p. 262) and which deserves more exten-
sive discussion. Second, the discussion of Godel’s ontological argument (at
pPp- 224-5) is very compressed and admits of profitable expansion. Finally,
my discussion of parodies of ontological arguments has been criticised — by
Chambers (2000) —in a way that invites response. The aim of the present
chapter is to carry out these tasks, beginning with the reconsideration of
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the ‘general objection’ to ontological arguments that I presented in Oppy

(1995¢)."

2.1. MY ‘GENERAL OBJECTION’ RECONSIDERED

AsInoted above, I have come to have doubts about the ‘general objection’ to
ontological arguments presented in Oppy (1995c¢). Since Langtry (1999)
provides a critical discussion of this general objection, it will be useful to
begin by considering what he has to say against it. While I am no longer sure
that that general objection is correctly expressed in my book — and, indeed,
while I am no longer confident that there is such a general objection to
be given — I also think that Langtry’s criticisms of that objection are not
quite right. Consequently, what I propose to do here is the following: first,
to rehearse briefly the general objection to ontological arguments given in
my book; second, to briefly recapitulate Langtry’s criticisms of this general

! Among the comments of those who reviewed Oppy (1995c), the most puzzling to me are
the claims in Gale (1998) that the argument of that book commits me to some kind of
‘Wittgensteinian fideism’. I take it that ‘Wittgensteinian fideism’ is something like the view
that claims are always made from within ‘language games’, that whether or not a claim can
be correctly asserted depends upon the ‘language game’ within which it is asserted, and
that there is no ‘external’ standpoint from which it is possible to criticise the assertions
that belong to a particular ‘language game’. A ‘Wittgensteinian fideist’ in philosophy of
religion will claim that the assertion that a given monotheistic god exists is ‘internal’ to the
‘language game’ to which talk of that monotheistic god belongs, and hence that it is beyond
criticism or defence by philosophical argumentation. I think that it is obvious that there
is no commitment to any claims that even remotely resemble ‘Wittgensteinian fideism’ in
Oppy (1995¢). While it is true that my primary aim is to establish the conclusion — with
which I hope that all philosophers of religion might be persuaded to agree — that there are
no dialectically effective ontological arguments, i.e., arguments of such a kind that those who
do not already accept the conclusions of those arguments ought to be brought to accept
those conclusions when they are presented with the arguments, on pain of conviction of
some kind of irrationality or other cognitive failing, there is no obvious connection between
‘Wittgensteinian fideism’ and this kind of concern with the dialectical efficacy of arguments.
As I explained in chapter 1 of the present work, I am inclined to a kind of pluralism about
reasonable belief: there are various reasons why it seems right to me to suppose that not
all agreement can be traced back to irrationality or other dramatic cognitive failings of that
kind. However, that kind of pluralism about reasonable belief is not inconsistent with hostility
towards ‘Wittgensteinian fideism’, for which I certainly carry no brief: just because there can
be ‘reasonable disagreement’ about some propositions, it does not follow that there can
be ‘reasonable disagreement’ about all; and neither does it follow that the claims of any
given ‘language game’ are immune to ‘external’ scrutiny. Moreover — and perhaps more
important — there is no reason to suppose that pluralism about reasonable belief is somehow
inconsistent with a robust metaphysical realism: it is perfectly possible for someone to have
a ‘reasonable belief” that is nonetheless false. I hold that it is simply true that there are no
monotheistic gods, nor, indeed, supernatural entities of any kind. However, I do not see why —
as Gale seems to suppose — I cannot also hold that not all of those who disagree with me on
this matter are thereby convicted of some kind of irrationality, or other dramatic cognitive
failing of that ilk.
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objection; third, to explain why I think that Langtry’s criticisms are ineffec-
tive; and fourth, to air some doubts of my own about the argument that I
originally defended.

2.1.1. The General Objection Rehearsed

Consider a putative ontological argument P,,..., P, .". C. The conclusion
of this argument contains some vocabulary whose use — in the way in which
it is used in the conclusion of the argument — brings with it ontological
commitment to an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. Perhaps, for
example, the name ‘God’ has an ontologically committing occurrence —
as in the sentence ‘God exists’. Or, perhaps, the definite description ‘the
greatest conceivable being’ has an ontologically committing occurrence —
as in the sentence ‘The greatest conceivable being exists’. Or, perhaps, the
indefinite description ‘a being than which none greater can be conceived’
has an ontologically committing occurrence — as in the sentence ‘A being
than which none greater can be conceived exists’. Or, perhaps, there is a
quantifier expression whose domain is required to include an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god in its range, as in the sentence ‘There is an
omnipotent, omniscient, omnibenevolent sole creator of the universe’. And
so forth: there are many different kinds of expressions that can be used to
incur ontological commitment; some such expression must be used in an
ontologically committing way in the conclusion of our argument.

But now consider the premises of the argument. Clearly, the conjunction
of the premises must incur an ontological commitment to an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god (or else the argumentwill not even be valid). Yet
if the premises involve expressions — names, definite descriptions, quantified
noun phrases, and the like — whose use incurs an ontological commitment
to an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, then it seems that opponents
of the argument will be able to object to the argument on the grounds
that it begs the question. Suppose, for example, that the argument goes
like this: ‘God is the creator of the universe. Therefore God exists’. An
even moderately alert opponent of the argument will point out that, on
any construal on which this is a valid argument, the first premise clearly
presupposes what the argument sets out to prove.

Perhaps one might think to reply to this argument that it could be the
case that there are occurrences of expressions inside the scope of protective
operators that prevent the incurring of the ontological commitments of the
kind in question, but without harming the validity of the argument. Sup-
pose, for example, that we amend the argument that we gave previously, so
thatit reads: ‘According to my definition, God is the creator of the universe.
Therefore God exists’. Unfortunately, in this case, it is clear that the inclu-
sion of the protective operator —while it does, indeed, undo the problematic
ontological commitment — undermines the validity of the argument. And
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this point seems to be perfectly general: no matter which protective oper-
ators are used, if they really are able to cancel the problematic ontological
commitments, then it will no longer be the case that the argument is valid.

So the proponent of any given ontological argument is faced with a
dilemma: how can one hope to formulate the argument in a way that is
valid but not question-begging? Use any vocabulary that brings with it an
ontological commitment to an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god in
the premises, and the argument is question-begging; clothe ontologically
committing uses of this kind of vocabulary with protective operators, and
the argument ceases to be valid.

2.1.2. Langtry’s Response to My General Objection

Langtry claims that there is a strategy that is open to proponents of ontologi-
cal arguments, but that the general objection fails to recognise. Suppose, for
example, that the following is a non-redundant premise in an ontological
argument: ‘It is impossible that anything prevents the existence of God’. If
we were to replace this premise with the claim that ‘According to such-and-
such definition, itis impossible that anything prevents the existence of God’,
then the validity of the argument will be disrupted: all that we will be able to
conclude is that, according to the given definition, an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god exists. But, says Langtry, this is not the only option open
to the proponent of the argument: why not instead replace the premise with
the claim that ‘If God exists, then it is impossible that anything prevents the
existence of God’? (Strictly, Langtry suggests replacement with the claim ‘If
the description “God” is satisfied by an existing individual, then it is impos-
sible that anything prevents the existence of God’. However, the semantic
ascent here is either inadequate or unnecessary: either an orthodoxly con-
ceived monotheistic god’s existence is just a matter of the name ‘God’ being
satisfied by an existing individual — in which case we might as well stick with
the shorter conditional — or else there could be something other than an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god that satisfies the name (justas there
can be, and are, many people in South America who are called ‘Jesus’) —
in which case only the shorter conditional gives the claim that is required.)
Isn’t this an alternative suggestion that evades the twin forks of the general
objection?

2.1.3. Discussion of Langtry’s Response to My General Objection

Well, no. ‘If God exists, then ...’ is just another kind of protective opera-
tor that can be used to disown ontological commitment — or, at any rate,
so the most plausible reading of this suggestion would conclude. And, as
Langtry himself concedes, it would have just the same kind of disastrous
consequence: all that we will be able to conclude, given the new premise, is



2.1. My ‘General Objection’ Reconsidered 59

thatif an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists, then an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god exists — and that it is hardly the startling result
that we set out to prove. Langtry seems to suppose — on the basis of the
discussion of particular kinds of ontological arguments in earlier chapters
of the book — that the general objection supposes that protective operators
are bound to be of the ‘according to such-and-such theory. ..’ kind. And,
from the standpoint of that supposition, his objection makes good sense.
But a careful reading of p. 115 of Oppy (1995c) shows that operators of
the ‘according to such-and-such theory ...’ kind are merely examples drawn
from a much wider category of intensional operators. Given that condition-
als of the form ‘If God exists, then . ..’ incur no ontological commitment to
God, then the use of these conditionals fits the general characterisation of
‘intensional operators’, as that characterisation is intended in the general
objection.

Perhaps it might be replied that the above suggestion relies upon a rather
implausible conception of conditionals. Suppose, for example, that we treat
claims of the form ‘If God exists, then ...’ as material conditionals, that is,
as equivalent to disjunctions of the form ‘Either God does not exist, or...".
Since claims of this form can be true if there is no orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god, we don’t want to say that they involve an ontological com-
mitment to an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. But, on the other
hand, it is hard to see what contribution a claim of this form could make
to an argument for the existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god in which there are no other uses of the name ‘God’ that are ontolog-
ically committing. As we noted before, the conjunction of the premises in
the argument must incur an ontological commitment to an orthodoxly con-
ceived monotheistic god if the argument is to be valid; since this premise
does not incur such a commitment, there are only two options: either there
are some other premises that alone or together incur the commitment — in
which case we can simply forget about the conditional premise and focus
on those other premises — or there are some other premises that do not
alone incur the commitment but that, in conjunction with the conditional
premise, do incur the commitment. But how could premises that together
incur no ontological commitment to an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god — which do not entail that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
exists — be made to incur that commitment by the additional conjunction
of a premise of the form ‘Either God does not exist or... ? If {P,,..., Py}
does not entail G, then neither does {P,, ..., Py, ~ G Vv D}.

In his discussion, Langtry writes: “Suppose that [the claim that if God
exists, then it is impossible that anything prevent the existence of God]
follows from some metaphysical theory 7, and is acceptable only to people
who hold 7. People advancing the...argument hope that some atheists
and agnostics hold 7. There is no general reason why atheists and agnostics
should not hold 7, since the content of [the claim that if God exists, then itis
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impossible that anything prevent the existence of God] does not commit one
to the existence of God. If the agnostics and atheists also hold [some other
claim], and are brought to agree that [these two claims] jointly entail that
God exists, then the . .. argument will be dialectically effective. The atheists
and agnostics will not be able to avoid theism by saying that their agreement
to [these claims] committed them only to the conclusion ‘According to 7,
God exists’”’(149). But, on the one hand, as we have just seen, if the two
claims jointly entail that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists,
then so does the other claim alone — and it is hard to see what reason there
is for supposing that reasonable atheists and agnostics will be committed to
any such claim. On the other hand, if the two claims do not in fact entail
that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists — even though some
atheists and agnostics mistakenly think that it does — then it is simply not
the case that what we have here is a ‘dialectically effective argument’ (in
the sense in which this expression is used in my book). So, in fact, there
is no problem of the kind that Langtry finds for the general objection to
ontological arguments that I proposed.

2.1.4. Other Worries about My General Objection

Even if you agree with me that Langtry’s response to the general objection
to ontological arguments is unsuccessful, you may still be inclined to object
that the general objection proves too much. I shall consider four separate
lines of thought, each of which is intended to establish a conclusion of this
kind.

1. First, it might be thought that the general objection could be run
against any deductive argument, no matter what conclusion it has. If
the conclusion of the argument P,, ..., P, ... C is controversial, then
objectors to the argument will claim that the argument is invalid, or
that one of the premises is unacceptable, or that the conclusion of the
argument should actually be understood in such a way that it turns
out to be benign and acceptable to all, and yet this is just the burden
of the general objection. Surely, we don’t want to say that there is a
general objection to the use of deductive arguments in controversial
areas of philosophy!

2. Second, it might be thought that the general objection could be run
against any deductive argument that has an existential conclusion.
If the existence claim that is the conclusion of the argument P,, ...,
P, . C is controversial, then objectors to the argument will claim that
the argumentis invalid, or that one of the premises is unacceptable, or
that the conclusion of the argument should actually be understood
in such a way that it turns out to be benign and acceptable to all,
and yet this is the burden of the general objection. Surely, we don’t
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want to say that there is a general objection to the use of deductive
arguments for existential conclusions in areas of philosophy in which
there is disagreement about ontology!

8. Third, it might be thought that there are straightforward cases of argu-
ments that show that the general objection is mistaken even in the case
of classical propositional logic. Consider, for example, the following
argument: “Either it is raining, or God exists. Either it is not raining,
or God exists. Hence, God exists”. In this argument, neither of the
occurrences of the name ‘God’ in the premises is ontologically com-
mitting; in each case, the premise could be true in circumstances in
which no orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists. Nonetheless,
it seems clear that no one should think that an argument that fits this
pattern is any good; if the general objection does not work in this case,
then it seems clear that it fails as a general objection to ontological
arguments.

4. Fourth, it might be thought that there are clearly kinds of arguments
that avoid the strategy of the general objection, even if that strategy
escapes the first three objections that I have considered. Suppose, for
example, that one were to argue in the following way: ‘According to
such-and-such a story, God exists. What the storysays is true. Therefore
God exists’. More formally, we might represent this argument in the
following way: ‘According to such-and-such a story, God exists. For
any proposition that p, if according to the story it is the case that p,
then it is the case that p. Therefore God exists’. Of course, no one
is likely to think that an argument that fits this pattern is any good —
but the question is whether the general objection provides a good
reason for rejecting arguments of this kind. Plausibly, the answer is
‘No!’” In this argument, there doesn’t seem to be any particular bit
of referential apparatus in the premises that incurs the commitment
to an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god: in the first premise,
the occurrence of ‘God’ lies within the scope of protective operators;
and, in the second premise, the only obvious commitment is to the
propositions that lie in the domain of the propositional quantifier.

I think that some of these objections can be met. The strategy of the gen-
eral objection is to focus on the referential apparatus that is used in the
premises of ontological arguments. Deductive arguments can be used in
cases in which there is no disagreement about ontology, that is, no disagree-
ment about what kinds of things there are, what kinds of properties are
instantiated, and so forth. In those cases, the general objection gives no rea-
son at all to be suspicious of those uses of deductive arguments: it’s only in
cases where there is dispute about ontology that the considerations of the
general objection are supposed to get a grip (cf. 118n7). So the first of the
above objections fails: there is no general objection to the use of deductive
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arguments in philosophy that can be generated from the kinds of consider-
ations that are appealed to in the formulation of the general objection to
ontological arguments.

The suggestion that the general objection might extend to other areas
in which there is ontological dispute seems to me to be not obviously unac-
ceptable. Remember that the objection is supposed to work only in the
case of ontological arguments, that is, in the case of arguments all of whose
premises are — reasonably alleged to be? — knowable a priori. Where there is
sufficient disagreement about ontology, it seems not implausible to suppose
that this disagreement will not be susceptible of resolution on purely a priori
grounds. Suppose, for example, that I am a fictionalist about numbers. It
would be absurd to think that I ought to be persuaded to give up my fiction-
alism by the observation that there are prime numbers between 10 and 20 —
and for just the reason that is suggested by the general objection in the case
of ontological arguments: all that a fictionalist will accept is that, according
to the mathematical fiction, there are prime numbers between 10 and 20.
However, even if the above suggestion is not implausible, it is not clear to me
that it is correct. In particular, I suspect that the mereological ontological
argument described in Oppy (1997b) — and below — does not fall to the
general objection; and, if that’s right, then the general objection does not
succeed in ruling out all a priori arguments for ontological conclusions.

The claim that arguments with disjunctive premises can make problems
for the general objection seems to me to be reasonably easy to meet, provided
that one is prepared to adopt fairly liberal standards for the identification
of arguments. Suppose that one were given the following argument: ‘God
exists; either it is raining or it is not raining; therefore, God exists’. Clearly,
the general objection will apply in this case: the word ‘God’ appears with
an ontologically committing use in the first premise. But this argument is a
fairly trivial reformulation of the argument that was supposed to be making
trouble. So the suggestion would be to allow for ‘trivial reformulation’ of
arguments in considering the question of whether the general objection
applies to a given argument. Of course, that leaves the question of what
exactly should be allowed to count as ‘trivial reformulation’: given that the
premises entail that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists, it will
always be possible to ‘reformulate’ the premises so that this claim is num-
bered among them. Perhaps there is some way of taking this idea further;
however, since I have already indicated that I don’t think that the general
objection works, I do not propose to try to do this.

The final worry seems to me to be impossible to surmount. Even if there
were no other worries that confronted the general objection, it now seems
to me that there are going to be forms of arguments that escape worries
about the use of ‘referential apparatus’ of the kinds that were originally
considered. Perhaps it might be said that there can be no plausible a priori
arguments of the type in question; but it seems to me to be clearly an open
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question whether there are other forms of argument that escape the wor-
ries that take centre stage in the general objection, and yet that can have
as their conclusion the claim that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god exists. Moreover, as I noted above, it seems plausible to think that my
mereological ontological argument is a case in point (though it is clearly
a contentious matter whether one should think that the proper conclu-
sion of the argument is that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
exists).

Having said all this, it is perhaps worth pointing out that the statement
of the general argument in Oppy (1995c) is heavily qualified. It was some-
thing of an afterthought — an attempt to generalise a pattern that seemed
to emerge from the particular criticisms of the different kinds of arguments
that I had characterised and investigated — and I did not intend to rest
much weight upon it. That I now have even more reasons to be suspicious
of it seems to me not to undermine the value of the rest of the material
in the book. What seems right to me is this: that no ontological argument
that has been thus far produced evades a three-pronged criticism: either it
has plainly question-begging premises; or it is invalid; or it establishes the
existence of something uncontroversial (that can reasonably be taken to
have no religious significance, e.g., the physical universe). But much the
same thing seems to me to be true about other deductive arguments for the
existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, for example, cos-
mological arguments and teleological arguments: either they are invalid; or
they have plainly question-begging premises; or they establish the existence
of something that can reasonably be taken to have no religious significance.
Perhaps there is a question about the extent to which the premises in the
other arguments are merely false and not also plainly question-begging; but,
given the kind of account of begging the question that I favoured in Oppy
(1995c) —and that I am still inclined to defend — it is not clear to me that I
could take this line.

In sum: even if the general objection is right, it is not well motivated by
the observations that led me to formulate it. More importantly, I no longer
think that the general objection is right: there is no way I can see of patching
the general objection to make it watertight. It still seems to me to be more
or less inconceivable — on the basis of the currently available arguments at
least — that there is a successful ontological argument. But the only evidence
that I can point to in support of this contention is the clear failure of all of
the kinds of ontological arguments that have hitherto been produced.

2.1.5. One Last Comment

Langtry is puzzled by my suggestion that one might want to consider the
interpretation of ontological arguments in which implicit protective oper-
ators are inserted, particularly given the fact that these inserted operators
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upset the validity of the arguments. “Why would the theist in this context
think it worth discussing a definition or theory that the theist realises that
atheists and agnostics all reject?” However, it is important to recall that there
is an independent motivation behind the suggestion that ontological argu-
ments typically admit of several different readings, which derives from the
classic discussion of Proslogion Ilin Lewis (1970). If itis plausible to suppose
that there are typically several different readings of ontological arguments
between which it is easy to slide, then we have an explanation of why it is
that theists have occasionally been attracted by the thought that ontological
arguments are successful proofs of the existence of an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god. On Lewis’s — admittedly controversial — interpretation of
Proslogion II, there are two different readings of the argument, one of which
is invalid, the other of which has a question-begging premise, and between
which it is not implausible that one might fail to distinguish. In my book, I
suggested that Lewis’s strategy can be extended to apply to a great variety of
ontological arguments, and that it does give a plausible explanation of the
attractiveness of those arguments.

Even if this response to Langtry is deemed unsuccessful, there is an even
more important — and, in my view, more substantial — reason for objecting
to the general objection on the grounds that it provides an unsatisfactory
understanding of what the theist is doing when she advances an ontolog-
ical argument with a premise that contains vocabulary whose use requires
an ontological commitment to an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.
Whatever the theist may be thinking, the crucial point is that a satisfactory
ontological argument cannot contain any referential apparatus whose use
in the premises brings with it an ontological commitment to an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god. If the theist advances an argument that does
contain such referential apparatus, then it is clear that atheists and agnos-
tics will reject those premises; at best, they will accept them only under the
scope of protective operators that ward off the problematic commitment
(but that also serve to disrupt the validity of the arguments). If the theist
wishes to replace the problematic premise with something else that does not
incur the problematic commitment, then the theist is free to do so; but the
effect of this is to produce a new argument, and until the new argument is
actually given, there is no reason at all to think that there is a successful argu-
ment to be had. Moreover —as we pointed out in the previous paragraph — it
won’tdo to acknowledge the problem half-heartedly, for example, by adding
‘def.” as an annotation to the argument, while actually sliding backwards and
forwards between the initial question-begging interpretation on which the
argument is valid, and the amended non-question-begging interpretation
on which the argument is simply invalid. Where a theist advances a premise
that contains referential vocabulary whose use brings with it an ontological
commitment to an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, the non-theist
will accept the premise only if it is prefixed with an operator that cancels
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that commitment — and, in all actual cases, the addition of the operator is
sufficient to disrupt the validity of the original argument (assuming that it
was, indeed, valid).

2.2. MEREOLOGICAL ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS

Mereological ontological arguments are —as the name suggests —ontological
arguments that draw on the resources of mereology, that is, the theory of
the part-whole relation. In the following discussion, I begin by presenting
a paradigmatic mereological ontological argument. Next, I present what
I take to be a ‘minimal’ reason for supposing that this argument is not
successful.

2.2.1. A Mereological Ontological Argument

I'shall suppose that the following is a paradigmatic instance of a mereological
ontological argument:

I exist. (Premise, contingent a priori)

2. (Hence) Some — that is, least one — thing exists. (From 1)

3. Whenever some things exist, there is some thing of which they are all
parts. (Premise, from mereology)

4. (Hence) There is exactly one thing of which every thing is a part.
(From 2, )

5. The unique thing of which every thing is a part is God. (Definition)

6. (Hence) God exists. (From 4, 5)

The status of premise 1 is controversial: friends of two-dimensional modal
logic (and others) will be reluctant to grant that the proposition that I exist
is both contingent and knowable a priori (even by me). Instead, they will
insist that all that I know a prioriis that the sentence “I exist” expresses some
true proposition or other when I token it. But, of course, even that will
suffice for the purposes of the argument. Provided that I know a priori that
the sentence “I exist” expresses some true singular proposition or other —
that is, some proposition or other that contains an individual — then I have
an a priori guarantee that there are some individuals, and so I am entitled to
assert 2. Of course, it will remain true that there are some people who refuse
to accept 2: consider, for example, those ontological nihilists who think that
the proper logical form of every sentence can be given in a feature-placing
language.” However, many people will be prepared to grant that we can

? See, e.g., O’Leary-Hawthorne and Cortens (1995).
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know a priori that there are at least some individuals — and that is enough to
sustain interest in our argument to this point.3

The status of premise g is also controversial: there are various reasons why
one might be inclined to reject it. However, it is important to be clear about
exactly what the premise says. Note, in particular, that it does not say that,
whenever some things exist, there is some thing thatis the mereological sum
of those things. Rather, what it says is that, whenever some things exist, there
is some thing of which all of those things are parts — that is, the thing com-
pletely overlaps each of the parts, but the parts together need not completely
overlap the thing. Of course, given the mereological claim about sums, the
weaker claim follows, so friends of unrestricted mereological composition
will certainly be happy with g. But one could subscribe to g on independent
grounds: one might think, for example, that it is just impossible for there to
be two things that are not both parts of a single, more inclusive thing. Again,
there will be people who are not prepared to accept §. But, for now, it seems
reasonable to suppose that there will be lots of people who are quite happy
with it. (We shall have more to say about g later.)

The inference of 4 from g looks distinctly suspicious. Indeed, it seems to
have the form of the quantifier-exchange fallacy that moves from V3 to 3V.
However, we can patch this. What we need to suppose is that we can talk
unrestrictedly about every thing. Now, consider «ll things. If premise g is
correct, then it does indeed follow that there is some thing of which every
thing is a part. (By ‘part’, I mean ‘proper or improper part’, of course.)
Moreover, it is then extremely plausible to suggest that there can be only
one such thing: in order to deny this, one would need to deny the unique-
ness of composition (a course that is possible but, at least prima facie, quite
unattractive). Of course, some people will not be happy with the claim that
we can talk unrestrictedly about every thing. Among the reasons that might
be given for this unhappiness, perhaps the most important is the suggestion
that unrestricted quantification leads to paradox. However, itis important to
bear in mind that we are talking about quantification over individuals here.
Whether one supposes that there are finitely many, or countably many, or
continuum many, or Beth-2 many, or even proper class many individuals, it is
hard to see how any contradiction can arise from this assumption. Of course,
there are other objections that one might make to the totality assumption.
However, it again seems reasonable to suppose that there will be lots of
people who are quite happy with it. (Once more, we shall return to this
assumption later.)

3 Also, it might be possible to develop a related argument within the framework of ontological
nihilism. For, presumably, the sentence ‘I exist’ will translate into a sentence that is contingent
a priori and that entails the translation of the sentence ‘Some things exist’. Of course,
mereological pantheism would also need to be reconceived — as, indeed, would mereology.
I leave all of this as an exercise for ontological nihilists (if such there be).
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On the basis of the above considerations, it seems reasonable to suggest
that there will be lots of people — including lots of people who do not count
themselves as having any kinds of religious beliefs — who will be happy with
the argument to 4. Or, perhaps better, there will be lots of people —including
lots of people who do not count themselves as having any kinds of religious
beliefs — who will be prepared to accept the following argument at least as
far as 5:

I exist. (Premise, contingent a priori)

2. Some things — that is, at least one — exist. (From 1)

3. If some things exist, then there are some things that are all of the
things that exist. (Premise, from the meaning of ‘all’.)

4. Whenever some things exist, there is some thing of which they are all
parts. (Premise, from mereology)

5. There is exactly one thing of which every thing is a part. (From? g, 4)

6. The unique thing of which every thing is a part is God. (Definition)

7. Hence God exists. (From 5, 6)

In other words, there will be lots of people who are happy to allow — on more
or less a priori grounds — that there is exactly one thing of which every thing
is a part. So, for these people, the important question will be whether the
thing of which every thing is a part deserves to be called ‘God’. If this thing
does deserve the name, then a certain kind of monotheism is vindicated,;
if this thing does not deserve the name, then — presumably — this kind of
monotheism is simply a mistake.?

2.2.2. Is the Sum of All Things Properly Called ‘God’?

Before we can decide whether the thing of which every thing is a part
deserves to be called ‘God’, we need to know more about the attributes
of this thing. Even if our mereological ontological argument is successful, it
doesn’t give us much information about the thing of which every thing is a
part (nor about its parts). Moreover, it is clear that opinion here will divide
widely according to prior metaphysical conviction.

4 Strictly speaking, the axiom of uniqueness of composition is also required to get to 5 from g
and 4. Cf. the discussion in section 2.2.5 below.

5 One should distinguish between distributive pantheism— the view that each thing is divine —and
collective pantheism — the view that the thing of which all things are parts is divine. Moreover,
when considering collective pantheism, one should distinguish between mereological collective
pantheism— the view that the thing of which all things are parts is just the mereological sum of
all its proper parts — and non-mereological collective pantheism— the view that the thing of which
all things are parts is something over and above the mereological sum of all its proper parts.
Throughout this section, the topic of discussion is collective pantheism — and, in particular,
mereological collective pantheism.
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Consider physicalists, that is, those who suppose that there is exactly
one physical universe, which has none but physical parts. These people will
suppose that the thing of which every thing is a part is the physical universe.
(I assume, of course, that these physicalists suppose that there are no non-
physical individuals.)

Consider modal realists, that is, those who suppose that there are many
possible worlds.” These people will suppose that the thing of which every
thing is a part is the mereological sum of the possible worlds. (I assume, of
course, that these modal realists suppose that there are no individuals that
are not overlapped completely by the sum of possible worlds.)

Consider Platonists, that is, those who suppose that, amongst the things
that there are, there are non-spatio-temporal individuals laid up in Plato’s
heaven. These people will suppose that all of these individuals number
among the parts of the thing of which every thing is a part.

And so on.” Some of these views seem to lead to better candidates for
the name ‘God’ than others. However, in order to make progress on this
question, we need to think some more about what a decent deserver of that
name should be like.

In some respects, the result is bound to be heterodox. However we pro-
ceed, we are not going to arrive at a personal creator. But that is as it should
be: monotheists of the kind under consideration here typically do not sup-
pose that there is a personal creator. Moreover, there are ways of recovering
many other parts of religious orthodoxy. Consider the modal realist view
mentioned above. Everything that can be done is done by some part of the
thing of which every thing is a part — so there is a sense in which this being
is omnipotent. Everything that can be known is known by some part of the
thing of which every thing is a part — so there is a sense in which this being
is omniscient. Every possible virtue is possessed by some part of the thing
of which every thing is a part — so there is a sense in which this being is
omnibenevolent. (Not quite the traditional sense, of course. After all, every
possible vice is also possessed by some part of the thing of which every-
thing is a part - so, in the same kind of sense, this being is omnimalevolent.
Moreover, this remains true even if lots of apparently possible evil worlds are
deemed impossible.) Every thing is located in the thing of which every thing
is a part — so there is a sense in which this being is omnipresent. Provided
that one is prepared to allow temporal parts into one’s ontology, one can
also get a sense in which the thing of which every thing is a part is omnitem-
poral. And so on. (Perhaps you could even make a case for the claim that the
sum of possible worlds is a being than which no greater can be conceived;
after all, on this view, there is no greater being to have conceptions of!)

6 For more about modal realism, see Lewis (1986).

7 Another view that deserves mention in this connection is that kind of physicalism that is
committed to the many-worlds interpretation of quantum mechanics. On this view, the thing
of which all things are parts is (of course) the mereological sum of all of the many worlds.
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Perhaps it is worth noting that similar points can be made about the
physicalist view mentioned above. Everything that is done is done by some
part of the thing of which every thing is a part — so there is a sense in which
this being is omnipotent. Everything that is known is known by some part
of the thing of which every thing is a part — so there is a sense in which this
being is omniscient. Every virtue that is possesses is possessed by some part
of the thing of which every thing is a part — so there is a sense in which this
being is omnibenevolent. (Not quite the traditional sense, of course. After
all, every vice that is possessed is also possessed by some part of the thing
of which everything is a part — so, in the same kind of sense, this being is
omnimalevolent.) Every thing is located in the thing of which every thing
is a part — so there is a sense in which this being is omnipresent. And so on.
(Perhaps you could even make a case for the claim that the physical world
is a being than which no greater can be conceived; after all, on this view,
there is no greater being to have conceptions of!)®

These kinds of considerations about the attributes of the thing of which
every thing is a part do not speak to the most important issue. Somehow
or other, the appropriateness of the application of the name ‘God’ to an
object depends upon (i) whether or not it is appropriate to take up typical
religious attitudes towards that object; and perhaps also on (ii) whether or
not that object could properly be seen as the focus of one of the well-known
organised religions. Of course, it isn’t easy to say what the typical religious
attitudes are; but, amongst them, there should surely be some kind of awe
and also some kind of dependence and gratitude. Awe is easy: it is natural
to think that our physicalists would be in awe of the physical thing of which
all other things are parts. (Such awe may not be mandatory; however, it
would surely be widespread.) But if that’s all we are talking about — some-
thing on the order of an aesthetic response to a spectacular landscape —
then it just seems wrong to say that there is anything of religious signif-
icance here. To deserve the appellation ‘religious’ there must be more:
feelings of dependence and gratitude (or other responses on which the
machinations of organised religion can get a grip). But there is no reason
to think that these responses will be appropriate for the kinds of things
of which all other things are parts mentioned above. Indeed, it would just
be a mistake to respond to the physical universe — or the sum of possible
worlds — with responses that are appropriately directed only towards per-
sons. (There are, of course, senses in which one might have feelings of
dependence upon, and gratitude towards, the thing of which every thing

8 1t will be natural to object that omniscience, omnipotence, etc. should not be given the
radically extensional understanding that our physicalists provide. This is a fair point; however,
it is also worth noting that omniscience, omnipotence, and so on, are sometimes understood
in the non-modal way that we have indicated: most powerful (or, at least, than which there is
none more powerful), most knowing (or, at least, than which there is none more knowing),
and so on.
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is a part. First, dependence. clearly, your continued existence depends upon
its continued existence — if it goes out of existence, then so do you. Second,
gratitude: given the first point, there is clearly some sense in which you should
be grateful that the thing of which every thing is a part has not gone out of
existence. Of course, the important point to make is that these are not the
‘religious’ responses to which reference was made above. Even though it is
hard to articulate precisely, there is clearly a good sense in which the kinds
of dependence and gratitude that it would be appropriate to have are not
religious.)

No doubt, the conclusion of this discussion was obvious from the begin-
ning. Even if we are as concessive as we can be about the claim that there
is one thing of which every thing is a part, our mereological ontological
argument is bound to lack probative force. You can call my physicalists
‘monotheists’ if you like — after all, the word can be yours to do with as you
please — but it won’t follow that these people have religious beliefs (in any
ordinary sense of the word ‘religious belief’). Likewise for our modal realists
and Platonists. Of course, it remains at least a doxastic possibility that the
thing of which every thing is a part is a being with religious significance —
that all depends on what the thing of which every thing is a part turns out
to be. But we aren’t going to learn anything about this from our ontological
argument (or from any other ontological argument, either). If our physi-
calists and modal realists and Platonists are wrong about the nature of the
thing of which every thing is a part, then it could turn out that their beliefs
about this thing ought to be religious — but, as things stand, there is no
reason to think that itis in fact the case that beliefs about the thing of which
every thing is a part ought to be religious (in the sense gestured at above).

2.2.9. Revising the Taxonomy of Oppy (1995c)

The objection of the previous section might be thought of as a minimal
objection to our mereological ontological argument. As we noted, it is cer-
tainly possible to contest some of the metaphysical assumptions that the
argument requires. However, the argument can be firmly resisted even if all
of these assumptions are allowed to stand. Consequently, the sensible thing
to do is to adopt this line of resistance, since it costs so little in terms of
theoretical commitments.

This approach is consistent with the general approach to ontological
arguments that I advocated in Oppy (1995c). However, as I noted — at least
inter alia — above, the main line of argument in that work suggests that the
best known and most often defended ontological arguments are vulnerable
to the following minimal criticism: these arguments have one reading on
which they are invalid, and another reading on which they are question-
begging, that is, require assumptions that non-theists can reasonably reject,
at least for all that the ontological arguments in question show.
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The identification of mereological ontological arguments — given only the
briefest of treatments in my book? — suggests that this general criticism is
not quite right. For, in many cases, the best known and most often defended
ontological arguments may also have a third reading on which they are nei-
ther question-begging nor invalid, but on which the entity whose existence
they establish is a being of no religious significance. Consider, for example,
the following argument:

1. I conceive of a being than which no greater can be conceived.
(Premise)

2. (Hence) A being than which no greater can be conceived exists.
(From 1, by a familiar argument that I shan’t reproduce here.)

3. (Hence) God exists.

The question to ask about this argument is how to construe expressions of
the form “I conceive of X”. Clearly, there is a “relational” sense in which
a sentence of this form can only be true if X exists; and there is another
“non-relational” sense in which a sentence of this form can be true whether
or not X exists. If “I conceive of X” is meant to be construed in the latter
“non-relational” way, then an opponent of the above ontological argument
should insist that the argument is invalid. (I omit further details, since they
are not relevant to the point I wish to make here.) On the other hand, if
“I conceive of X” is meant to be construed in the former, “relational” way,
then the opponent of the argument has a choice: either deny that X exists —
which is tantamount to claiming that the argument is question-begging — or
else accept that X exists, but deny that X is a being that has any religious
significance. (As noted above, in the case in question, our modal realist
could claim that the being than which no greater can be conceived is just
the mereological sum of all possible worlds, a being that is in no sense a
good deserver of the name ‘God’.) '’

2.2.4. A Remark about the Interpretation of Anselm’s Proslogion

One way of restating the conclusion of our minimal criticism of mereological
ontological arguments in section I is that they do not provide an interesting
or informative mode of presentation of the being whose existence they
purport to establish. There are many metaphysical perspectives from which
one can accept the claim that there is a thing that has every thing as a part —
but many of these seem to have nothing at all to do with religious belief.

9 See p. 262.

1% If I were revising my book, I would certainly add mereological ontological arguments to my
taxonomy, and devote a chapter to their discussion. However, this addition would not make
any substantive difference to the criticisms of ontological arguments that I develop there.
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A similar point can be made concerning a debate about the interpreta-
tion of St. Anselm’s Proslogion. Some people hold that the existence of an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is established by the end of Part II;
others hold that the existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
is not established until the end of Part III; and yet others hold that the exis-
tence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is not established until
the end of the entire work, or at any rate the end of Part XXIII. However,
all agree that the existence of a being than which no greater can be con-
ceived is established by the end of Part II — and they also all agree that the
being than which no greater can be conceived is an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god. So the point of disagreementis justabout whether amode
of presentation has been found that makes it clear that the being whose
existence has been established is an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god.

Our discussion of mereological ontological arguments suggests that there
may be some point to this debate — compare the dismissive remarks in my
book.'" For — to use the same example again — it might be that our modal
realists can agree that there is a unique being than which no greater can be
conceived; and, if thatis right, then there is reason to think that the existence
of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god has not been established by
the end of Part II. (Of course, theists should agree that the being whose
existence is established by the end of Part II is an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god; but they should not think that the argument will persuade
non-theists of the truth of the claim that the sentence ‘God exists’ expresses
a truth.) Naturally, there are reasons why one might be sceptical about the
claim that I have just made: one might doubt that ‘greater than’ should be
cashed out in mereological terms; one might doubt that our modal realists
are really entitled to analyse conceivability in terms of possibility; and so on.
However, the point I want to make is just this: there will be some people
who will (apparently) reasonably think that the argument of Proslogion II is
sound, but that the being whose existence it establishes is not a being of any
religious significance.

(It is also worth thinking a little more about the expression ‘being than
which no greater can be conceived’. It is at least possible to take this expres-
sion to exhibit the same ‘relational’ / ‘non-relational’ ambiguity that was
discussed above in connection with the expression ‘I conceive of X’. In
one sense, the greatest being — if there is such — is the being than which
no greater can be conceived. For our modal realists, and under plausible
assumptions about the mereological nature of greatness, this being is just
the sum of possible worlds. So, on the ‘relational’ reading, the being than
which no greater can be conceived just is the sum of possible worlds. Since
some traditional theistic conceptions talk about ‘the sum of all possibilities’,

! See pp. 208-9.



2.2. Mereological Ontological Arguments 67

it is not obvious that we should think that these considerations are entirely
irrelevant to traditional theistic argumentation.)

2.2.5. Other Premises Reconsidered

Many people will feel that the minimal criticism of mereological ontolog-
ical arguments for which I have argued can be supplemented with much
stronger criticisms. In particular, there will be many people who will think
that premises g and 4 of the revised version of the argument will not stand
up to scrutiny. So perhaps it will be a good idea to close with a slightly closer
look at these premises.

Premise g says thatif some things exist, then there are some things thatare
all of the things that exist. Why might one be disposed to reject this claim?
Apart from the worries about ‘total’ entities mentioned in the introduction,
the most likely suggestion is that considerations from ordinary language
suggest that quantification is always restricted quantification: there is no
sense to be made of the suggestion that there can be unrestricted quan-
tification. In my view, one only has to state this claim in order to see how
implausible it is. Consider the claim that everything is self-identical. Surely,
the most natural way to understand the quantifier here is to take it to be
unrestricted: absolutely every single thing without exception is identical to
itself. But when we quantify unrestrictedly, we quantify over absolutely all the
things there are; and, if we can quantify over all the things there are, then
there are some things such that they are all the things there are. (Perhaps
my counterargument is question-begging. Too bad. The claim that, if there
are some things, then there are some things that are all the things there are
strikes me as a very good candidate for a claim that is both analytic and «
priori. It is often hard to find good arguments for primitive claims of this
sort.)

I suppose that some people will hold that ‘exists’ is ambiguous: it has
different senses in different discourses. On this view, to say that chairs and
numbers exist will be, strictly speaking, nonsensical. For while according to
number discourse, it is analytic that there are numbers, and according to
chair discourse, it is analytic that there are chairs, there is no discourse in
which one can say that there are both chairs and numbers (and hence in
which one can ask whether there are chairs, and whether there are num-
bers).'* However, against this kind of Carnapian position, I want to side with
Quine: ‘exists’ is univocal, and there is a single language in which all claims
about existence can be assessed.'? Of course, I'm not offering an argument
here; rather, I have identified one class of people who will not be disposed to

2 The locus classicus for this view is Carnap (1956). See also Price (1992).
'3 See Quine (1953) for Quine’s arguments.
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accept Premise g. As I have already hinted, I think that this view is extreme;
moreover, I expect that only something equally extreme will suffice for the
rejection of Premise 3.

Premise 4 is — at least prima facie — much more problematic. Premise 4
says that whenever some things exist, there is some thing of which they are
all parts. But there seem to be lots of views on which this claim is mistaken.
Suppose, for example, that you think that there are non-spatio-temporal
individuals (such as numbers). Suppose further that you are not a friend
of unrestricted mereological composition. Then it might well seem natural
to you to claim that there are lots of pairs of things that are not both parts
of some more inclusive thing, for example, my heart and the number 2. Of
course, if you are a friend of unrestricted mereological composition, then
you get Premise 4 for free: but, otherwise, it seems that the acceptability
of Premise 4 will depend upon prior metaphysical conviction about what
there is.'*

Curiously, the kind of thought that typically motivates opposition to unre-
stricted mereological composition — namely, that deservers of the appella-
tion ‘thing’ must have some kind of ‘inner unity’ that is not bequeathed
by mere mereological composition — is an intuition that is shared by many
monotheists. One of the key religious intuitions is that there is — or, indeed,
that there must be — some kind of ‘inner unity’ to things. Consequently,
there is some reason to think that Premise 4 of our mereological ontolog-
ical argument cannot properly be motivated by an appeal to unrestricted
mereological composition: the principle of unrestricted mereological com-
position doesn’t capture — and, indeed, is plausibly at odds with — one of the
principle intuitions of many monotheists.

Even amongst those who are prepared to accept unrestricted mereologi-
cal composition, there may be some who are prepared to deny (the standard
mereological axiom of) uniqueness of composition. For instance, there are
those who think that there is a relation of constitution that is not mere-
ological in nature: the statue and the lump of clay from which the statue
is constituted are distinct, even though they have the same clay-ey parts.
However, this example isn’t enough to motivate rejection of uniqueness of
composition; for, in this example, the relation of constitution is not sym-
metrical — the clay constitutes the statue, but the statue does not constitute
the clay. Consequently, the statue has parts — for example, the left-hand part
of the statue and the right-hand part of the statue — that the clay does not
(remember that we are supposing that the statue is distinct from the clay
from which it is constituted). To deny uniqueness of composition on these
kinds of grounds, one needs to find a case in which the relation of consti-
tution is symmetrical: for then one could hold that there are two distinct

4 For some other arguments that might plausibly be taken as objections to the idea that there
is one thing of which all other things are parts, see van Fraassen (1995).
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entities that have exactly the same parts. It is not easy to think of a plausible
example of this, however.

In sum, then: there are various views that will lead one to reject the
mereological ontological argument for the existence of the thing of which
all things are parts. I doubt that there are arguments that will persuade
people who hold these views to change their minds. However, there are also
many people who will accept the argument for the existence of the thing of
which all things are parts. Some of these people will be monotheists — but if
they are, it will be for reasons that the mereological ontological argument
does not make apparent.

2.2.6. Dessert

Many formulations of mereology include the null part, thatis, the thing that
is part of every thing. (The inclusion of the null part bestows a nice symmetry
on the resulting theory.) This fact provides the means to include a discussion
of ‘the devil’ in our theory — provided, of course, that we are prepared to
identify ‘the devil’ with the null part. Of course, this suggestion doesn’t
make much sense from the standpoint of orthodox theism — the devil is not
merely the contrary or opposite of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god — but it is important to remember that pantheism already stands at a
considerable remove from orthodoxy.'> Moreover, we can see that ‘the devil’
will have lots of interesting properties once the identification with the null
part is made. (For instance, since ‘the devil’ is part of every thing, there
is a good sense in which ‘the devil’ is omnipresent. Moreover — as noted
above — ‘the devil’ turns out to be the exact opposite — the dual — of the
thing of which every thing is a part. Given the attitudes that our monotheist
supposes are appropriate for the thing of which every thing is a part, it seems
natural to think that our monotheist will suppose that contrary attitudes are
appropriate for ‘the devil’. And so on.)

As I mentioned above, not all mereologists accept the existence of the
null part. Those who do not, and who provide reasons for rejecting the null
part, can be taken to be providing reasons for rejecting ‘the devil’ (under
the proposed identification). However, I shan’t bother to labour this point
here.'

'5 Similar points can be made about discussions of the being than which no lesser can be
conceived, the being than which no worse can be conceived, etc. Even if these beings
have nothing to do with the devil — as traditionally conceived — they are of interest in
their own right in the discussion of parodies of ontological arguments. Cf. Oppy (1995c:
182).

16 T am indebted to Daniel Nolan for discussion of the material presented in this section. In
particular, the idea that one might identify the null part with ‘the devil’ is his. (Perhaps he
will produce a more elaborate discussion of this idea elsewhere.)
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2.9. GODEL’S ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT

There is a small, but steadily growing, literature on the ontological argu-
ments that Godel developed in his notebooks, but that did not appear
in print until well after his death. These arguments have been discussed,
annotated, and amended by various leading logicians; the upshot is a fam-
ily of arguments with impeccable logical credentials. (Interested readers
are referred to Sobel (1987, 2004), Anderson (199o), Adams (1995), and
Hazen (1999) for the history of these arguments and for the scholarly anno-
tations and emendations.) Here, I shall give a brief presentation of the ver-
sion of the argument that is developed by Anderson, and then make some
comments on that version. This discussion follows the presentation and dis-
cussion in Oppy (1995¢, 2000C).

Definition 1: x is God-like iff x has as essential properties those and only
those properties that are positive.

Definition 2: Ais an essence of x iff for every property B, x has Bnecessarily
iff A entails B.

Definition 3: x necessarily exists iff every essence of x is necessarily exempli-
fied.

Axiom 1: If a property is positive, then its negation is not positive.

Axiom 2: Any property entailed by — that is, strictly implied by — a positive
property is positive.

Axiom 3: The property of being God-like is positive.

Axiom 4: If a property is positive, then it is necessarily positive.

Axiom 5: Necessary existence is positive.

Axiom 6: For any property P, if P is positive, then being necessarily P is
positive.

Theorem 1: If a property is positive, then it is consistent, that is, possibly
exemplified.

Corollary 1: The property of being God-like is consistent.

Theorem 2: If something is God-like, then the property of being God-like
is an essence of that thing.

Theorem 3: Necessarily, the property of being God-like is exemplified.

Given a sufficiently generous conception of properties, and granted the
acceptability of the underlying modal logic, the listed theorems do follow
from the axioms. (This point was argued in detail by Dana Scott, in unpub-
lished lecture notes that circulated for many years. It is also made by Sobel,
Anderson, and Adams.) So, criticisms of the argument are bound to focus
on the axioms, or on the other assumptions that are required in order to
construct the proof.

Some philosophers have denied the acceptability of the underlying
modal logic. And some philosophers have rejected generous conceptions
of properties in favour of sparse conceptions according to which only some
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predicates express properties. But suppose that we adopt neither of these
avenues of potential criticism of the proof. What else might we say against it?

One important point to note is that no definition of the notion of “positive
property” is supplied with the proof. At most, the various axioms that involve
this concept can be taken to provide a partial implicit definition. If we
suppose that the “positive properties” form a set, then the axioms provide us
with the following information about this set:

1. If a property belongs to the set, then its negation does not belong to
the set.

2. The setis closed under entailment.

3. The property of having as essential properties just those properties
that are in the set is itself a member of the set.

4. The set has exactly the same members in all possible worlds.

5. The property of necessary existence is in the set.

6. If a property is in the set, then the property of having that property
necessarily is also in the set.

On Godel’s theoretical assumptions, we can show that any set that conforms
to (1)—(6) issuch that the property of having as essential properties just those
properties that are in that set is exemplified. Godel wants us to conclude
that there is just one intuitive, theologically interesting set of properties that
is such that the property of having as essential properties just the properties
in that set is exemplified. But, on the one hand, what reason do we have to
think that there is any theologically interesting set of properties that con-
forms to the Godelian specification? And, on the other hand, what reason
do we have to deny that, if there is one set of theologically interesting set
of properties that conforms to the Godelian specification, then there are
many theologically threatening sets of properties that also conform to that
specification?

In particular, there is some reason to think that the Godelian ontolog-
ical argument goes through just as well — or just as badly — with respect
to other sets of properties (and in ways that are damaging to the original
argument). Suppose that there is some set of independent properties {Z,
G,, G, ...} that can be used to generate the set of positive properties by
closure under entailment and “necessitation”. (“Independence” means: no
one of the properties in the set is entailed by all the rest. “Necessitation”
means: if Pis in the set, then so is necessarily having P. /is the property of
having as essential properties just those properties that are in the set. G,,
G,, . ..are further properties, of which we require at least two.) Consider
any proper subset of the set {G,, G,,...} —{H,, H,,...}, say, and define a
new generating set {I*, H,, H,,...}, in which I* is the property of having
as essential properties just those properties that are in the newly generated
set. A “proof” parallel to that offered by Godel “establishes” that there is a
being that has as essential properties just those properties in this new set. If
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there are as few as seven independent properties in the original generating
set, then we shall be able to establish the existence of 720 distinct ‘God-like’
creatures by the kind of argument that Godel offers. (The creatures are
distinct because each has a different set of essential properties.)

Even if the above considerations are sufficient to cast doubt on the cre-
dentials of Godel’s ‘proof’, they do not pinpoint where the ‘proof’ goes
wrong. If we accept that the role of Axioms 1, 2, 4, and 6 is really just to con-
strain the notion of ‘positive Property’ in the right way — or, in other words,
if we suppose that Axioms 1, 2, 4, and 6 are “analytic truths” about ‘positive
properties’ — then there is good reason for opponents of the “proof” to be
sceptical about Axioms g and 5. Kant would not have been happy with Axiom
5; and there is at least some reason to think that whether the property of
being God-like is “positive” ought to depend upon whether or not there is
a God-like being.

2.4. ON THAT THAN WHICH NO WORSE CAN BE CONCEIVED

Timothy Chambers (2000) claims that I am mistaken in holding that a cer-
tain parody of St. Anselm’s Proslogion argument is “innocuous” (and he also
claims that Philip Devine is mistaken in holding that a different parody
of that argument is “redundant”).'” In this section, I propose to examine
Chambers’s claims to critical scrutiny, beginning with a fairly careful presen-
tation of the arguments that he gives on behalf of his opinions.

2.4.1. St. Anselm’s Argument and Parodies Thereof

Chambers discusses the following arguments.'®

Anselm’s Argument

1. There is, in the understanding at least, a being than which no greater
being can be thought.

'7 Chambers cites Devine (1975: 257-8) as the location of Devine’s endorsement of the
“Redundancy Thesis”, and Oppy (1995c: 183) as the location of my endorsement of the “In-
nocuity Thesis”. I think that a careful reading shows that I did not actually endorse the
“Innocuity Thesis” in that earlier book; all I claimed is that it is not clear that the parody
in question poses a serious challenge to St. Anselm. Whether Devine actually endorses the
“Redundancy Thesis” in his article depends upon what, exactly, the “Redundancy Thesis” is
taken to be: the interpretation upon which I eventually settle is not one that Devine (1975)
explicitly endorses. (“Innocuity Thesis” is barbarous; however, I shall stick with it, since it is
the expression that Chambers introduces.)

I have made some minor emendations to Chambers’s formulation of some of these argu-
ments; however, nothing turns on these emendations. I have also chosen to use “worse”
throughout as the converse of “greater”; Chambers sometimes uses “lesser” instead. It is, I
think, easier to understand what is intended in the various parodies than it is to find words
in natural language that give precise expression to that intention.
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If it is even in the understanding alone, it can be thought to be in
reality as well.

Which would be greater.

(Therefore) There exists, both in the understanding and in reality, a
being than which no greater being can be thought.

Gaunilo’s Parody

1.

There is, in the understanding atleast, an island than which no greater
island can be thought.

2. If it is even in the understanding alone, it can be thought to be in
reality as well.

3. Which would be greater.

4. (Therefore) There exists, both in the understanding and in reality,
an island than which no greater island can be thought.

The Devil Corollary

1. There is, in the understanding at least, a being than which no worse
being can be thought.

2. Ifit is even in the understanding alone, it can be thought to be in
reality also.

3. Which would be still worse.

4. (Therefore) There exists, both in the understanding and in reality, a
being than which no worse being can be thought.

The No-Devil Corollary

1. There is, in the understanding at least, a being than which no worse
being can be thought.

2. If it exists in the understanding and in reality, it can be thought to
exist in the understanding alone.

3. Which would be still worse.

4. (Therefore) There does not exist in reality a being than which no

worse being can be thought.

The Extreme No-Devil Corollary

1.

Suppose there is, in the understanding at least, a being than which
no worse being can be thought.

If it exists in the understanding, then it is possible that it not exist in
the understanding.

Which would be still worse.

(Therefore) There does not exist in the understanding a being than
which no worse being can be thought.

Chambers argues: (1) that the Devil Corollary is a more powerful challenge
to Anselm’s Argument than is Gaunilo’s Parody, because the Devil Corollary
“proves resilient in the face of objections which dispose of Gaunilo’s
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Parody”;'9 and (2) that the No-Devil Corollary is far from an innocuous
challenge to Anselm’s Argument because it “underwrites” the Extreme No-
Devil Corollary, and the Extreme No-Devil Corollary “threatens Anselm’s
Argument at its very foundations”.

At least initially, it might seem puzzling that Chambers defends both of
these claims, thatis, both (1) and (2). After all, the Devil Corollary requires
the assumption that it is worse if a being than which no worse being can
be thought exists in both reality and the understanding rather than in the
understanding alone; whereas the No-Devil Corollary requires the assump-
tion that it is worse if a being than which no worse being can be thought
exists in the understanding alone rather than in both reality and the under-
standing. Consequently, there is at least prima facie reason to suppose that
one cannot claim that both the Devil Corollary and the No-Devil Corollary
are successful parodies of Anselm’s Argument. However, I take it that this
initial puzzlement is resolved by the recognition that Chambers does not
suppose that the Devil Corollary is a successful parody of Anselm’s Argu-
ment: while it is more successful than Gaunilo’s Parody, it ultimately fails to
establish that Anselm’s Argument is unsound. On the other hand, it does
seem that he supposes that the No-Devil Argument gives rise to a strong
challenge to Anselm’s Argument that may indeed succeed in establishing
that Anselm’s argument is unsound.*°

2.4.2. Assumptions upon Which St. Anselm Allegedly Relies

Chambers identifies numerous assumptions upon which, he claims, the var-
ious arguments presented above rely.' I shall list these assumptions here for
future reference; I shall also comment on some of them and suggest minor
amendments to others. First, there is an initial round of assumptions that
Chambers claims are required if Anselm’s Argument is to have any chance
of succeeding:

1. DOMAIN AUGMENTATION: The domain over which our quantifiers
range is not limited merely to objects that ‘really exist’; specifically, we

'9 Chambers also says that the “Redundancy Thesis” that is rejected in (1) holds that an apt
reply to Gaunilo should likewise dispose of the Devil Corollary, and entails that the Devil
Corollary is sound only if Gaunilo’s Parody is likewise sound.

An alternative resolution of the initial puzzlement would be given by the claim that “worse”
is to be interpreted differently in the two arguments. While I take this suggestion sufficiently
seriously to allow that there might be only prima facie reason to suppose that one cannot
claim that both the Devil Corollary and the No-Devil Corollary are successful parodies of
Anselm’s Argument, I do not think that it is the view that Chambers adopts.

The status of these assumptions is interesting. Given that we are examining parodies of
arguments, it is a nice question whether these assumptions should be explicitly built into
the arguments under consideration (at least in those cases where it is not plausible to claim
that they are already implicitly present).
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augment the domain to include intentional entities, or, in Anselm’s
(translated) words, ‘objects existing in the understanding’.**

2. DOMAIN RESTRICTION: Unlike some domains that countenance
‘objects of thought’ (e.g., Meinong’s), the present domain does not
contain any element bearing contradictory properties.*3

3. EXISTENCE PREDICATION: We treat expressions of the form ‘x exists
in agent A’s understanding’ and ‘x exists in reality’ as predicates
(denoted by ‘Ux” and ‘Rx’, respectively).*!

4. Locic oF EXISTENCE PREDICATES: The predicates ‘Uyx” and ‘Rx’
receive like logical treatment as other predicates in our deductive
system. These predicates are also mutually consistent — it is possible,
that is, for an element of the domain to instantiate both predicates.

5. CONTINGENCY OF GREATNESS: The greatness of an object might have
been different from what it, in fact, is.

6. GREATNESS AND EXISTENCE: Some items’ greatness is, in part, a func-
tion of whether they exist merely in the understanding or whether
they also exist in reality. In particular, a being than which no greater
being can be thought is greater if it exists both in reality and in the
understanding than if it exists merely in the understanding.”>

This assumption, in its original formulation, is naturally taken to entail that each item in
the domain is either a “really existent object” or an “intentional entity”, or both. However,
understood this way, the Domain Assumption immediately rules out the Extreme No-Devil
Corollary. Moreover, Chambers’s gloss on Anselm’s Argument seems to involve commit-
ments to merely possible objects and merely possible worlds — yet it is not clear that these
belong to either of the mentioned categories. (Part of the difficulty is that it isn’t clear
whether the relevant domain of intentional entities includes just those entities that are
thought of by the Fool, or just those entities that are thought of by some really existing
thing, or just those entities that are thought of by some possible being in some possible
world, or some other collection of entities.)

In this assumption, we really need some explanation of what it is for properties to be “con-
tradictory”. A natural thought is that properties are “contradictory” if it is not possible for
them to be co-instantiated. However, it is not clear how well this thought fits in with the rest
of Anselm’s theoretical framework. (Consider, e.g., the properties ‘__is a pool of water’ and
‘_is a pool of XYZ’. There is a widely accepted view according to which these properties
cannot be co-instantiated; nonetheless, it does not seem obviously right to say that these
properties are contradictory: at the very least, there is no reason why rational beings must be
able to tell a priori that these properties cannot be co-instantiated. I shall not try to pursue
these kinds of considerations here.)

Chambers says that the first two assumptions concern the objects of discourse, whereas the next
few assumptions concern the predicates and relations of discourse. However, the only predicates
and relations that Chambers takes up are existence and greatness: there is no discussion of
other predicates and relations that are possessed by the objects of discourse. In the last
section of this chapter, I shall suggest that this is a serious shortcoming in Chambers’s
presentation.

5 I have made some slight alterations to Chambers’s formulation of this assumption; nothing

of substance turns on these alterations. I have made similarly slight alterations to Chambers’s
formulations of the next two assumptions as well.
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7. HYPOSTASIS OF MEANING: If a person understands an expression
‘M’ —where ‘M’ has the syntax of a referring expression, for example,
a proper name, a definite description, and so on — then there exists in
that person’s understanding a thing that answers to the understood
expression.°

8. INTERPRETATION OF ‘GREATEST POSSIBLE BEING’: The sentence
‘There is a being than which no greater being can be thought’ has
the canonical formulation: there is a being, x, in the understanding
thatis such that the greatness of xis m, and it is not possible that there
is a being y that is such that the greatness of yis nand n > m.*7

Second, there is a pair of assumptions, either of which — according to
Chambers — constitutes a plausible reason for rejecting Gaunilo’s Parody*®:

9. SPECIALISED GREATNESS: For any sortal predicate § — distinct from
the catch-all predicate ‘_is a being’ — there exists a distinct function
for any item «x’s greatness as an S, g(x, S). Moreover, for a pair of S’s, y
and z, it is possible that yis a greater being than z - g(y) >g(z) — even
though zis at least as great an S as y — g(z, S) > g(y, S). Finally, for a
great many predicates S, the value of g(x, S) does not vary with the
existence in reality, or non-existence in reality, of x.

10. RIDER TO HYPOSTASIS OF MEANING: The application of the assump-
tion that to every understood referring expression there corresponds
an object from the domain is to be restricted to referring expressions
that are meant to be understood to “contain” only properties that
belong necessarily to their common subject.

Third, there is a round of assumptions that — according to Chambers —
are required if the Devil Corollary is to be a genuine parallel to Anselm’s
Argument®9:

26 A full dress presentation of this assumption would be complicated. Note that, if a person
understands an indefinite description — ‘an M’, say — or an instantiable predicate — ‘_is
an M’, say — then I take it that Anselm will want to say that there are M’s in that person’s
understanding. So ‘referring expression’ needs to be given a fairly charitable interpretation.

27 Chambers’s formulation of this assumption seems to me to be unfortunate: why should we
suppose that the greatness of beings must be finite? However, nothing important turns on
the correction of this blemish (at least, not for the purposes of the present section).
Actually, as we shall see, Chambers equivocates on the status of these assumptions. Initially,
he claims that they are merely “prima facie apt for disposing of Gaunilo’s Parody”. But, by
the conclusion, they are “objections that dispose of Gaunilo’s Lost Island”.
It would be neater, I think, to generalise the assumption of Contingency of Greatness and
the assumption about Greatness and Existence in Anselm’s Argument: we could say, for
instance, that the Value of an object is contingent, and that that Value depends upon the
domains to which the object belongs. Then there would be no further assumptions to make
when we turn to the Devil’s Corollary. However, I have followed Chambers’s exposition
because nothing much hangs on the adoption of this suggestion.
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11. CONTINGENCY OF ‘ EVILNESS’: The ‘evilness’ of an object might have
been different from what it in fact is.

12. ‘EVILNESS’ AND EXISTENCE: Some items’ ‘evilness’ is, in part, a func-
tion of whether they exist in the understanding or whether they also
exist in reality. In particular, a being than which no worse being can
be thoughtis worse if it exists both in reality and in the understanding
than if it exists merely in the understanding.

13. INTERPRETATION OF ‘WORST POSSIBLE BEING’: The sentence ‘“There
is a being than which no worse being can be thought’ has the canon-
ical formulation: there is a being, x, in the understanding, which is
such that the ‘evilness’ of xis m, and it is not possible that there is a
being y that is such that the ‘evilness’ of yis n, where n > m.

Finally, there is a pair of assumptions — ‘augmentations’ of the Greatness and
Existence Assumption — either of which, according to Chambers, constitutes
a plausible reason for rejecting the Devil Corollary:

14. AXIOLOGICAL GREATNESS OF EXISTENCE: A being than which no
greater being can be thought that exists both in reality and in the
understanding is a greater being than a being than which no greater
can be thought that exists only in the understanding because for x to
be a greater being than yis just for x to be more morally perfect than
9y, and existence is a perfection, that is, good in itself.

15. ONTOLOGICAL GREATNESS OF EXISTENCE: A being than which no
greater being can be thought that exists both in reality and in the
understanding is a greater being than a being than which no greater
being can be thought that exists only in the understanding becausefor
x to be a greater being than y is just for x to be “more real” than j,
and any item that exists both in reality and in the understanding is
“more real” than if the item exists in the understanding alone.

2.4.3. Chambers against the “Redundancy” Thesis

Chambers’s argument against the “Redundancy Thesis” goes as follows:
There is a pair of canonical strategies, either of which is apt — or perhaps
merely prima facie apt — for disposing of Gaunilo’s Parody, but neither of
which is apt — or even prima facie apt — for disposing of the Devil Corollary.
Hence, since the “Redundancy Thesis” holds that an apt reply to Gaunilo
should dispose of the Devil Corollary, it follows that the “Redundancy
Thesis” is mistaken.

There are several reasons for caution in accepting this argument. An
obvious starting point is the slippage between “being prima facie apt” and
“being apt” for disposing of Gaunilo’s Parody. Which is it to be? If we take
the more cautious view that the canonical strategies may be no more than
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prima facie apt for disposing of Gaunilo’s Strategy, then it seems doubtful
that we are entitled to reject the claim that the Devil Corollary is redundant.
For suppose that the canonical strategies are no more than prima facie apt for
disposing of Gaunilo’s strategy, that is, that neither of them turns out to
be a sustainable objection to Gaunilo’s Argument. Then, clearly enough,
Chambers has given us no reason at all to think that the Devil Corollary is
not redundant. At best, on this cautious approach, the most that Chambers
is entitled to conclude is that the Devil Corollary may not be redundant:
there are reasons for thinking that the “Redundancy Thesis” may not be
correct.

The obvious alternative would be to take the less cautious approach, that
is, to insist that the canonical strategies do, in fact, succeed in disposing of
Gaunilo’s strategy, even though they do notsucceed in disposing of the Devil
Corollary. However, as we have already noted, Chambers himself is wary of
taking this approach. Moreover, I think that there is good reason for this
caution.

On the one hand, it seems to me that the assumption of Specialised
Greatness does not obviously have the consequences that Chambers takes
it to have. Suppose that he is right about the predicate “___ is an island”.
Nonetheless, we can manufacture a predicate “_ is an island-being”, and
insist thatisland-beings are greater if they exist than if they do not. Existence
may make no difference to the existence of islands qua islands; but, by
stipulation, it does make a difference to the existence of island-beings qua
island-beings. Of course, we don’t need to assume at the outset that any
actual islands are island-beings; until we run through Gaunilo’s Parody, we
might even suppose that there are no island-beings, that is, things that are
just like islands except that existence is a great-making property for them.
If the assumption of Specialised Greatness is apt for disposing of Gaunilo’s
Parody, a very small adjustment returns a very similar parody that is not apt
for disposal in the same way.3”

On the other hand, the second strategy that Chambers offers seems to
me to be hardly in any better shape. True enough, one might contest the
idea that there is a greatest conceivable island: for any island, no matter
how great, we can conceive one still greater. But exactly the same point
can be made about beings in general: for any being, no matter how great,
one can conceive one still greater. Chambers argues that, whereas the great-
ness of an island must vary directly with some quantity that is necessarily
finite, but not necessarily bounded above — the number of coconut trees,
say — the greatness of beings in general is not subject to the same kind of

3% Perhaps it is worth noting here that many people have contested the idea that existence is
a great-making property for beings qua beings and yet not a great-making property for, say,
islands qua islands. Why should the Fool think that the Specialised Greatness assumption is
true?
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constraint. But, on the one hand, it is not obvious that the claim about
islands is correct: after all, the greatest conceivable island will be neither
too large, nor too densely populated with coconut trees! And, on the other
hand, we need to be given reasons why the same kind of point does not
apply in the case of beings in general: why should we think that the greatness
of beings qua beings is relevantly different from the greatness of islands qua
islands?

For the above reasons, it seems to me that the less cautious approach is
not defensible, or, at any rate, has not yet been given a satisfactory defence.
It is controversial whether there are telling objections to Gaunilo’s Parody
that are not also telling objections to the Devil Corollary. So — again — the
most that we conclude is that the “Redundancy Thesis” is controversial.
(Perhaps it is worth noting here that Chambers also fails to address the
question of whether there are telling objections to the Devil Corollary that
are not also telling objections to Gaunilo’s Parody. If, for example, there is
good reason to think thatit is worse if that being than which no worse being
can be thought exists only in the understanding alone, then there is a good
objection to the Devil Corollary that is not a good objection to Gaunilo’s
Parody. Of course, even if this point were correct, it would not necessarily
count in favour of the “Redundancy Thesis”, but it would suggest a note
of caution about the way in which Chambers presents his argument: if the
Devil Corollary is knocked over sufficiently easily by other considerations,
then it is not clear that we should think of it as a non-redundant alternative
to Gaunilo’s Parody.)

Even if I am right that Chambers’s argument against the “Redundancy
Thesis” is not entirely compelling, I should stress that I have not claimed
that the “Redundancy Thesis” is correct. Indeed, there is a sense in which
some versions of “Redundancy Thesis” are surely mistaken. Recall that the
key expression in Anselm’s Argument is “that being than which no greater
being can be thought”. A partial analysis of this expression yields the schema:
“that I than which no G’er F' can be thought”. One family of parodies of the
argument—of which Gaunilo’s Parodyis an instance —works with the schema:
“that F than which no greater F can be thought”. But another family of par-
odies of the argument — of which the No Devil Argument is an instance —
works with the schema: “that being than which no Ger being can be
thought”. Since it is plausible to think that quite different issues can arise in
connection with these two rather different schemas, it is plausible to think
that there is a sense in which the No-Devil Argument may not be redundant:
it may raise issues that are raised by no instance of the family of parodies to
which Gaunilo’s Parody belongs. At the very least, there is nothing in the
considerations raised above that serves to show that no further issues arise
in connection with parodies that work with the schema: “that being than
which no G'er being can be thought” than arise with parodies that work
with the schema: “that F than which no greater F can be thought”.
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On the other hand, even if the point raised in the previous paragraph is
conceded, it remains the case that it could be that the family of parodies to
which Gaunilo’s Parody belongs raises more pressing worries for the propo-
nent of Anselm’s Argument than does the family of parodies to which the
Devil objection belongs. To determine which is the more pressing objection,
we need to make a complete survey of all of the considerations that are raised
by each, and then to find some way of weighting the relative strengths of
these considerations. Until the task is done, there is no way of determining
whether there are any telling objections that arise only in connection with
the Devil objection.

2.4.4. Chambers against the “Innocuity” Thesis

Chambers’s argument against the “Innocuity Thesis” goes as follows: The
core contention of the “Innocuity Thesis” is that the following claim is no
cause for Anselmian alarm:

1. If Anselm’s Argument is sound, then so is the No-Devil Corollary.
But the following assumptions are all assumptions that the Anselmian
ought to accept:

2. If we understand the expression ‘that being than which no greater
being can be thought’, then we also understand the expression ‘that
being than which no worse being can be thought’.

3. If the No-Devil Corollary is sound, then the Extreme No-Devil Corol-
lary is also sound.

4. 1If the Extreme No-Devil Corollary is sound, then there does not exist
in the understanding that being than which no worse being can be
thought.

5. If we understand the expression ‘that being than which no worse
being can be thought’, then there does exist in the understanding
that being than which no worse being can be thought.

Moreover, (1)—(5) together entail:

C* If Anselm’s Argument is sound, then we do not understand the
expression ‘that being than which no greater being can be thought’.

And yet the Anselmian is committed to:

6. If Anselm’s argumentis sound, then we do understand the expression
‘that being than which no greater being can be thought’

So, finally, since (C*) and (6) together entail that Anselm’s argument is not
sound, the position of the Anselmian has been reduced to absurdity.
Chambers claims that the above argument — which involves only the
“innocent-seeming” assumptions (2)—(5) — establishes that the “Innocuity
Thesis” is mistaken: “The No Devil Corollary, if accepted as a valid corollary
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of Anselm’s turn of thought, turns out to underwrite a further argument
which threatens Anselm’s Argument at its very foundation: the intelligibil-
ity of the notion of ‘a being than which no greater being can be thought’.
So much for the Innocuity Thesis!” However, Chambers also notes that it
is open to the Anselmian to try to pinpoint a “faulty assumption” among
(1)—(6); thatis, he does not conclude that what he has given is a definitive
proof that Anselm’s Argument is unsound.

In fact, I think that the Anselmian does not have to look very far to find
a contestable premise here: there are various reasons why (g) — that is, the
claim that, if the No-Devil Corollary is sound, then the Extreme No-Devil
Corollary is also sound — ought not to be accepted by defenders of Anselm’s
Argument.

The first and most obvious point is that, if one accepts that the No-Devil
Corollary is sound, then, a fortiori, one accepts that the conclusion of the
Extreme No-Devil Corollary is not true, and hence one accepts that the
Extreme No-Devil Corollary is not sound. (The first premise of the No-
Devil Corollary is the negation of the conclusion of the Extreme No-Devil
Corollary.) Since this establishes beyond all doubt that (g) is false, no one —
not even an Anselmian — has any reason to think that Chambers’s argument
provides so much as a prime faciereason for holding that Anselm’s Argument
is unsound.

A second point that seems worth noting is that the Extreme No-Devil
Corollary does not share the same form as Anselm’s Argument (and all of
the other parodies under consideration). On the one hand, the Extreme
No-Devil Corollary is a reductio ad absurdum, in which the first premise is
merely assumed for the sake of the reductio; on the other hand, Anselm’s
Argument is a categorical derivation of the conclusion from the stated
premises (so that the allegedly parallel first premise is asserted to be true
in Anselm’s Argument). Furthermore, the second premise in the Extreme
No-Devil Corollary replaces talk in the consequent — of the second premise
in Anselm’s Argument and all of the other parodies under consideration —
about what “can be thought” with talk about what “is possible”. For both
of these reasons, the Extreme No-Devil Corollary is not a parody of
Anselm’s Argument in the strict sense: it is not an argument that can
be obtained from Anselm’s Argument merely by the uniform substitution
of “non-logical” vocabulary. Given the difficulties in determining the pre-
cise logical form of Anselm’s Argument, there are serious questions to be
asked about purported “parodies” that do not conform to this very strict
requirement.

A third reason for an Anselmian to be suspicious of the Extreme No-Devil
Corollary is that it seems to flout the assumption about Domain Augmenta-
tion that Chambers claims is required if Anselm’s argument is to have any
chance of succeeding. Of course, Anselm’s Argument would go through
just as well if there are things that belong to some further domain, that is,
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they exist, but neither in the understanding nor in reality. But an Anselmian
should not be happy with the idea that a thing of this kind might be greater
than that being than which no greater being can be thought — and yet it is
hard to see how this claim can be ruled out if we allow that there is a further
domain of the kind in question. (True enough, in Proslogion 15, Anselm goes
on to say that God is something greater than can be thought; but, however
this further claim is to be understood, it must be in a way that is compatible
with the claim that that being than which no greater being can be thought
exists in the understanding of the Fool.?")

Even if I am right that Chambers’s argument against the “Innocuity The-
sis” is mistaken, it remains open that the conclusion of his argument is true:
there may be an argument that goes by way of something other than the
Extreme No-Devil Corollary that shows that the No-Devil Corollary is not
the harmless corollary of Anselm’s Argument that some people have taken
it to be. However, at the very least, there remains work to be done to estab-
lish that this is the case. (From the symmetry of the case, it seems to me to
be natural to think that someone who accepts Anselm’s Argument will also
accept the No-Devil Corollary. That Anselm himself accepts the No-Devil
Corollary is perhaps evidence for the naturalness of this thought. However,
itis clear that — for all that we have good reason to believe — this prima facie
case could easily be overturned.)

2.4.5. What Is the Point of These Parodies?

The discussion of the previous two sections is not entirely satisfactory. The
problem is that we have made no attempt to tie Chambers’s talk about
“redundancy” and “innocuity” to a serious account of exactly what it is that
Gaunilo’s Parody is supposed to achieve.

I take it that the aim of the Anselmian is to construct an argument that, by
the lights of the Fool, gives the Fool all-things-considered reason to believe
that a being than which no greater being can be thought exists (in reality).
Consequently, I take it that what Gaunilo’s Parody is intended to be used
to show is that, by the lights of the Fool, Anselm’s Argument does not pro-
vide the Fool with all-things-considered reason to believe that a being than
which no greater being can be thought exists (in reality). If this is right,
then it is no part of the intended aim of Gaunilo’s Parody that it should
be used to show that, by the lights of the Fool, the Fool does not have
all-things-considered reason to believe that a being than which no greater
being can be thought exists (in reality). Nor, if what I said above is right,
is it part of the intended aim of Gaunilo’s Parody that it can be used to
show that, either by the lights of the Fool, or by the lights of the Anselmian,

3! The considerations about properties that are raised in the last part of the present section
may be relevant here.
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or by the lights of both: (1) the Fool has all-things-considered reason to
believe that no being than which no greater being can be thought exists
(in reality); or (2) the Anselmian does not have all-things-considered rea-
son to believe that a being than which no greater being can be thought
exists (in reality); or (g) the Anselmian has all-things-considered reason to
believe that no being than which no greater being can be thought exists (in
reality).3*

Given what I take to be the intended aim of Gaunilo’s Parody, I think
that it is plausible to claim that Gaunilo’s Parody succeeds in its intended
aim iff the following conditions are met: (1) Gaunilo’s Parody has the very
same “logical” form as Anselm’s Argument (so that the one argument is
logically valid just in case the other argument is also logically valid);3? (2)
by the lights of the Fool, the premises of Gaunilo’s Parody have the same
degree of acceptability as the premises of Anselm’s Argument; (g) there
is no difference in the suppressed premises, and so on — if any — that are
required by the two arguments; and (4) Gaunilo’s Parody has a conclusion
that, by the lights of the Fool, the Fool does not have all-things-considered
reason to accept.’? Of course, the wider aim of Gaunilo’s Parody — that is,
showing that, by the lights of the Fool, Anselm’s Argument does not provide
the Fool with all-things-considered reason to believe thata being than which
no greater being can be thought exists (in reality) — could be served by any
argument that meets the conditions: (1) that, by the lights of the Fool, the
argument in question is sound iff Anselm’s Argument is sound; and (2)
that it has a conclusion that, by the lights of the Fool, the Fool does not
have all-things-considered reason to accept. However, it may not be easy to

32 There are, of course, other aims that might be attributed to the Anselmian: perhaps, for
example, the Anselmian wants to exhibit some of the “justificatory structure” of the beliefs of
those who hold that there is, in reality, a being than which no greater being can be thought.
In this particular case, I do not think that the claim is plausible: not even Anselm believed
that his argument was an important plank in the foundations upon which his belief in the
existence (in reality) of a being than which no greater being can be thought rested. (And
nor did Anselm believe that it would perform this function in the case of more nearly ideal
cognitive agents than we.) Moreover — though I cannot try to argue for this here — I do not
believe that there is any other intended function that it is plausible to attribute to Anselm’s
Argument.

33 Given the lack of precision in its formulation, this condition requires sympathetic interpre-
tation. Any argument instantiates many “logical forms” — but there is just one “logical form”
that is the right one for the purposes of the intended analysis.
Given (g), (1) is guaranteed if the two arguments have the same “syntactic” form, i.e., if
either can be obtained from the other by uniform substitution of nothing but “non-logical”
vocabulary. Of course, it is a nice question what we should mean here by “non-logical
vocabulary”. If “being” counts as a “logical” expression, then Gaunilo’s Parody fails to meet
the stated requirement; if “greater” counts as a “logical” expression, then the Devil Corollary
and the No-Devil Corollary fail to meet the stated requirement. I take it that there is a good
intuitive sense in which neither “being” nor “greater” is a “logical” expression.

3
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establish that, by the lights of the Fool, a given argument is sound iff Anselm’s
Argument is sound unless one adopts the strategy of Gaunilo’s Parody.

Since the No-Devil Corollary does not meet the very strictest standards
that can be set for Gaunilo’s Parody — it cannot be obtained from Anselm’s
Argument by uniform substitution of “non-logical” vocabulary — there is
prima facie reason for preferring Gaunilo’s Parody to it. But, of course,
this consideration is nowhere near strong enough to establish that
Gaunilo’s Parody does everything that any parody could do. And yet this
is surely what the “Redundancy Thesis” amounts to: that if any parody can be
used to show that, by the lights of the Fool, Anselm’s Argument does not provide the FFool
with all-things-considered reason to believe that a being than which no greater being
can be thought exists (in reality), then Gaunilo’s Parody does this.?5 Similarly, the
“Innocuity Thesis” amounts to the following claim: that the No-Devil Corollary
cannot be used to show that, by the lights of the Fool, Anselm’s Argument does not
provide the Fool with all-things-considered reason to believe that a being than which
no greater being can be thought exists (in reality).

Since it seems to me to be reasonable to suppose that anyone who does
not accept that there is a being than which no greater being can be thought
will also fail to accept that there is a being than which no worse being can
be thought, it seems to me to be reasonable to suppose that the “Innocuity
Thesis” is correct. By the lights of the Fool, it isn’t true that the No-Devil
Corollary has a conclusion that the Fool does not have all-things-considered
reason to accept; consequently, the conditions for successful parody are
not satisfied by this argument. (Remember that we have already rejected
the claim that the No-Devil Corollary is sound iff the Extreme No-Devil
Corollary is sound. So there is no hope of resurrection of the “Innocuity
Thesis” by that back-door route.)3°

AsThave already indicated in several places, itis harder to know what to say
about the “Redundancy Thesis”. If we suppose that Anselm’s Argumentrelies
upon the Specialised Greatness assumption, then there may be some reason
to hold that Gaunilo’s Parody does, but the Devil Corollary does not, fall foul
of this assumption. However, on the other hand, it seems plausible to claim
that Gaunilo’s Parody does better than the Devil Corollary in other respects:

35 In note 17, I said that Devine does not defend what I take to be the (more or less) canonical
formulation of the “Redundancy Thesis”. I can now say why. What Devine is concerned to
argue is that, by the lights of the Anselmian: (1) there is just the same reason to reject at least
one of the premises of the Devil Corollary as there is to reject at least one of the premises
of Gaunilo’s Parody; yet (2) while there is reason to reject at least one of the premises in
the parodies, there is good reason to accept all of the premises in Anselm’s Argument. Even
when properly generalised, this is a quite different claim from the claim that is expressed
in the “Redundancy Thesis”.

If the argument in the present part of this book is acceptable, then the cautious expression
in Oppy (1995¢) seems well justified: it certainly is not clear that the No-Devil Corollary
should give concern to proponents of Anselm’s Argument.

36
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in particular, by the lights of the Fool, unless existence is interpreted as an
inlensifier—which makes great things greater and “mean” things even worse —
the Fool need not have reason to suppose that the third premise of the Devil
Corollaryis no less acceptable than the third premise of Anselm’s Argument.
In other words: Gaunilo’s Parody plainly does better than the Devil Corollary
with respect to the “third round” assumptions that Chambers introduces
when he begins to argue against the “Innocuity Thesis”.

Suppose that we put together all of the key assumptions that Chambers
ends up claiming are needed for Anselm’s Argument:

1. Existence (in reality) is a great-maker for beings, but not for islands,
and so on.

2. Existence (in reality) is not an intensifier; rather, it is always an
increaser of value in beings.

3. Non-existence (in reality) is a worse-maker for beings, but not for
islands, and so on.

4. Non-existence (in reality) is not an intensifier; rather, it is always a
decreaser of value for beings.

Given that these assumptions are built into Anselm’s Argument, both of
the potentially damaging parodies that Chambers considers are blocked.
However, if the argument that I gave earlier is correct, then Gaunilo’s Parody
can be repaired to avoid the blockage. (Why shouldn’t the Fool suppose
that he can understand the expression “island-being than which no greater
island-being can be thought” just as well (or ill) as he can understand the
expression “being than which no greater being can be thought”?) But it is
not at all clear how the Devil Corollary might be similarly rejigged in the
face of this difficulty. For this kind of reason, I am fentatively inclined to the
conclusion that the “Redundancy Thesis” is indeed correct; but I must stress
that I am not at all sure that this is right, and I must also admit that I have
not given anything remotely approaching a rigorous argument on behalf of
this conclusion.37

2.4.6. Chambers’s Representation of St. Anselm’s Argument

Before closing this section, I would like to make some comments about
the way in which Chambers translates Anselm’s Argument into canonical

37 It is tempting to suppose that the argument of Tooley (1981) — about a solvent than which
no greater solvent can be thought and an insoluble substance than which no greater insol-
uble substance can be thought — improves upon Gaunilo’s Parody, since it delivers up an
explicit contradiction rather than a mere absurdity. However, this supposition is entirely
consistent with the “Redundancy Thesis”: for, if Tooley’s argument does derive an explicit
contradiction, then Gaunilo’s Parody yields an absurdity — and an absurdity is all that the
Fool requires.
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notation. Following Adams (1971), Chambers claims that the argument has
the following “logical form™:

Ax{Upx & g(x) =m &~O[Iy(g(y) =n &n>m)]} (1)
Yl [Upx & g(x) = m &~0[3y(g(y) =n & n>m)]] — O Rx) (2)
Vx{[Upx & g(x) =m &~O [Ty (g(y) =n & n>m)]& ~ Rx]—O(Rx — (g(x)

—n&n>m))) (3)
oA Upx & g(x) =m &~O[Ay(g(y) = n & n> m)]& Rx} (4)

Read straight, these symbols translate back into English as something like
the following:

1. There is something that exists in the understanding and that is such
that its greatness cannot be exceeded.

2. Anything that exists in the understanding and that is such that its
greatness cannot be exceeded could exist in reality.

3. If something that exists in the understanding and that is such that
its greatness cannot be exceeded does not exist in reality, then it is
necessarily the case that if it exists in reality it is even greater.

4. (Therefore) There is something that exists both in the understanding
and in reality that is such that its greatness cannot be exceeded.

And, at least prima facie, this is quite different from Anselm’s Argument, that
is, from the argument that was displayed at the beginning of this section.
In particular, it should be noted that where Anselm’s Argument talks about
‘a being than which no greater being can be thought', this argument talks
about ‘a being than which no greater being can b¢’. The effect of this change
seems to be to reinterpret “conceivability” —what can be thought — in terms of
“possibility” —what can be. Yet Chambers himself notes that there are reasons
for refusing to interpret Anselm’s “conceivability” in terms of “logical possi-
bility”; indeed, Chambers seems to be prepared to defend the Extreme No-
Devil Corollary against certain objections by appealing to the need to keep
“conceivability” and “logical possibility” apart.>® Getting straight about these
matters requires us to go back to the assumptions that lie behind Anselm’s
proof.

Chambers tells us that Anselm assumes that the domain of objects can be
partitioned into two overlapping sub-domains: the objects that exist in real-
ity and the objects that exist in the understanding. However, Chambers tells
us nothing about the properties that are possessed by objects that belong
to both domains. Suppose, for example, that Anselm himself exists in the

38 In particular see notes 36 and 37.
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understanding of the Fool. What properties does Anselm have in the under-
standing of the Fool? Itis certain that Anselm has properties about which the
Foolisignorant;itis hardly anyless certain that the Fool takes Anselm to have
properties that Anselm does not in fact have. Given these facts, and given
that we are prepared to say that an object exists in the Fool’s understand-
ing when the Fool has an appropriate conception of that object, it seems
clear that we should also be prepared to say that an object possesses certain
properties in the Fool’s understanding when the Fool’s conception of that
objectis of an appropriate kind. That s, if we are prepared to say that objects
exist in the understanding of the Fool, we should also be prepared to say
that those objects ‘encode’ certain properties, namely, those properties that
the Fool takes those objects to have. And, of course, for those objects that
also exist in reality, we should be prepared to allow that the properties that
those objects ‘encode’ in the Fool’s understanding may well be different
from the properties that those objects have in reality.>?

When we now turn to the ‘logical form’ of Anselm’s Argument, we shall
need to be careful to invoke the appropriate mode of property possession
when we consider objects that exist in the understanding. Plausibly, the first
premise of the argument should be rendered as follows:

Ax{Upx &Encodey (x,1z(g(z) =m & ~ O[Ty(g(y) = n&n>m)]))}

This formulation captures the point thatitis part of the Fool’s conception that
the being in question is a being than which there can be no greater being.
The obvious alternative — which might be thought of as a distinct reading
of the ambiguous offering made by Chambers — would be:

Ax{Upx & Possess(x,Az(g(z) = m& ~ O[Iy(g(y) =n&n>m)]))}

This reading could be true even if the Fool thinks of the entity in question
as something that is utterly insignificant, even though the entity in question
happens to have the property of being that than which no greater being can
be thought. Plainly enough, this is not the premise that Anselm intends to
support with an argument by way of the Hypostasis of Meaning assumption.

Given that we adopt this suggestion about the correct rendition of the first
premise, there are various options that require scrutiny for the remaining

39 If we think, for example, about the case of fictional objects — objects that exist only in the
understanding but not in reality — such as Santa Claus or Sherlock Holmes, we might decide
that there is room for further refinement of the theory. In particular, we might decide that
even objects that only exist in the understanding can really have properties. For instance,
we might want to say that Santa Claus really does have the property of existing only in the
understanding, even though he encodes the property of existing in reality. I shall not try to
pursue these subtleties here; however, it is important to emphasise that itis no easy matter to
“grant” both the Domain Augmentation assumption and the Logic of Existence Predicates
assumption to Anselm.



88 Ontological Arguments

two premises. In the case of the second premise, we need to choose between
at least the following three options:

Va{[Upx&Encodey (x, Az(g(z) =m&~O[Iy(g(y)=n & n>m)]))]—O Rx}
Va{[Upx&Encodey (x, Az(g(z)=m& ~ O[Ty (g(y)=n&n> m)]))]

— Encodey (x, Az[O Rz])}
Va{[Upx&Encodey (x, Az(g(z) = m&~ O[Ty (g(y)=n&n> m)]))]

— QEncodep (x, AzRz)}

Similarly, in the case of the third premise, we need to choose between at
least the following two options (and no doubt others besides):

Vx{[Upx &Encoder (x, Az(g(z) = m & ~ O[Iy(g(y) = n&n> m)]))
& Encode(x, Az[~ Rz])] — Encodey (x, Az[[J( Rz
— (g(z) =n&n>m))l)}

Vax{[Upx & Encoderp(x, Az(g(z) = m & ~ Q[Ay(g(y) =n&n>m)))]
& Encodey(x, Az[~ Rz])] — UOEncodey (x,Az( Rz
— (g(z) =n&n>m)))}

Without many further assumptions governing the behaviour of ‘Encode;’,
we cannot decide between the alternatives on offer, and neither can we say
what might follow from any chosen set of premises. So, even if we grant
that Chambers has correctly identified some of the assumptions that lie
behind Anselm’s Argument, it seems very plausible to hold that it is much
harder to arrive at a clear conception of the “logical form” of Anselm’s
Argument than Chambers supposes. Moreover — particularly once we have
seen the complexities into which the discussion descends —we might well be
inclined to revisit the question of the choice of implicit assumptions upon
which Anselm’s Argument depends.*®

2.4.7. Some Further Reflections on the Validity of
St. Anselm’s Argument

There is an enormous literature on the material in Proslogion II-IIl. Some
commentators deny that St. Anselm tried to put forward any proofs of the
existence of God. Even among commentators who agree that St. Anselm

49 In particular, I think that we should be loath to grant both the Domain Augmentation
assumption and the Hypostasis of Meaning assumption to Anselm. Talk about “existence in
the understanding” should be mere translation of talk about “understanding of referring
expressions”. So we should insist that the Anselmian state his argument in these terms.
If he cannot do this, then we have very good prima facie reason for thinking that his talk
about “existence in the understanding” does not conservatively extend acceptable talk about
“understanding of referring expressions”. The many issues that arise here will need to be
deferred to some other occasion.
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intended to prove the existence of God, there is disagreement about where
the proof is located. Some commentators claim that the main proof is in
Proslogion I, and that the rest of the work draws out corollaries of that proof
(see, e.g., Charlesworth (1965)). Other commentators claim that the main
proof is in Proslogion III, and that the proof in Proslogion II is merely an
inferior first attempt (see, e.g., Malcolm (1960)). Yet other commentators
claim that there is a single proof that spans at least Proslogion II-III (see,
e.g., Campbell (1976)) and, perhaps, the entire work (see, e.g., La Croix
(1972)). I shall ignore this aspect of the controversy about the Proslogion.
Instead, I shall just focus on the question of the analysis of the material in
Proslogion II on the assumption that there is an independent argument for
the existence of God that is given therein.

Here is one translation of the crucial part of Proslogion II (due to William
Mann (1972: 260-1); alternative translations can be found in Charlesworth
(1965), Barnes (1972), Campbell (1976), and elsewhere):

Thus even the fool is convinced that something than which nothing greater can
be conceived is in the understanding, since when he hears this, he understands it;
and whatever is understood is in the understanding. And certainly that than which a
greater cannot be conceived cannot be in the understanding alone. For if itis even in
the understanding alone, it can be conceived to exist in reality also, which is greater.
Thus if that than which a greater cannot be conceived is in the understanding alone,
then that than which a greater cannot be conceived is itself that than which a greater
can be conceived. But surely this cannot be. Thus without doubt something than
which a greater cannot be conceived exists, both in the understanding and in reality.

There have been many ingenious attempts to find an argument that can
be expressed in modern logical formalism, which is logically valid, and
which might plausibly be claimed to be the argument that is expressed
in this passage. To take a few prime examples, apart from the case of
Adams (1971)/Chambers (2000), Barnes (1972) and Oppenheimer and
Zalta (1991) have also produced formally valid analyses of the argument in
this passage. We begin with a brief presentation of each of these analyses,
preceded by a presentation of the formulation of the argument given by
Plantinga (1967), and including a presentation of some of the formulations
of Lewis (1970).

Plantinga

1. God exists in the understanding but not in reality. (Assumption for
reductio)

2. Existence in reality is greater than existence in the understanding
alone. (Premise)

3. A being having all of God’s properties plus existence in reality can be
conceived. (Premise)
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4. A being having all of God’s properties plus existence in reality is
greater than God. (From (1) and (2))

5. A being greater than God can be conceived. (From (g) and (4))

6. It is false that a being greater than God can be conceived. (From
definition of “God”)

7. Hence, it is false that God exists in the understanding but not in
reality. (From (1), (5), (6))

8. God exists in the understanding. (Premise, to which even the Fool
agrees.)

9. Hence God exists in reality. (From (7), (8))

Barnes

1. The Fool understands the expression “the being than which no
greater can be conceived”. (Premise)

2. If a person understands an expression “b”, then b is in that person’s
understanding. (Premise)

3. Ifathingisin aperson’s understanding, then the person can conceive
of that thing’s existing in reality. (Premise)

4. Each thing that exists in reality is greater than any thing that exists
only in the understanding. (Premise)

5. If a person can conceive of something, and that thing entails some-
thing else, then the person can also conceive of that other thing.
(Premise)

6. If a person can conceive that a specified object has a given property,
then that person can conceive that something or other has that prop-
erty. (Premise)

7. Hence the being than which no greater can be conceived exists in
reality. (From (1)-(6), by a complex series of steps here omitted)

Adams (and Chambers)

1. There is a thing x, and a magnitude m, such that x exists in the under-
standing, m is the magnitude of x, and it is not possible that there is
a thing y and a magnitude 7 such that » is the magnitude of y and
n > m. (Premise)

2. For any thing x and magnitude m, if x exists in the understanding, m
is the magnitude of x, and it is not possible that there is a thing y and
magnitude » such that n is the magnitude of y and n > m, then it is
possible that x exists in reality. (Premise)

3. For any thing x and magnitude m, if m is the magnitude of x, and it
is not possible that there is a thing y and a magnitude »n such that
n is the magnitude of y and n >m, and x does not exist in real-
ity, then it is not possible that if x exists in reality, then there is a
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magnitude nsuch that nis greater than mand nis the magnitude of x.
(Premise)

(Hence) There is a thing x and a magnitude m such that x exists in
the understanding, and x exists in reality, and m is the magnitude of
x, and it is not possible that there is a thing y and a magnitude n such
that » is the magnitude of yand n > m. (From (1)-(3))

For any understandable being x, there is a world w such that x exists
in w. (Premise)

For any understandable being x, and for any worlds w and v, if x exists
in w, but x does not exist in v, then the greatness of xin w exceeds the
greatness of xin v. (Premise)

There is an understandable being x such that for no world w and
being y does the greatness of y in w exceed the greatness of x in the
actual world. (Premise)

(Hence) There is a being xexisting in the actual world such that for no
world wand being y does the greatness of yin w exceed the greatness
of xin the actual world. (From (1)-(g))

Lewis also suggests an alternative to (g) that yields a valid argument:

3. There is an understandable being x such that for no worlds v and w

and being y does the greatness of yin w exceed the greatness of xin v.

He also suggests two alternatives to (g) — not presented here — that yield
invalid arguments. (Of course, there further two alternatives are crucial to
Lewis’s overall analysis of the passage: essentially, Lewis suggests that Anselm
equivocates between an invalid argument with plausible premises and a valid
argument with question-begging premises. In this respect, Lewis’s analysis
is quite different from the other analyses currently under discussion.)

Oppenheimer and Zalta

1.

There is (in the understanding) something than which there is no
greater. (Premise)

(Hence) There is (in the understanding) a unique thing than which
there is no greater. (From (1), assuming that the “greater-than” rela-
tion is connected)

(Hence) There is (in the understanding) something that is the thing
than which there is no greater. (From (2), by a theorem about descrip-
tions)

(Hence) There is (in the understanding) nothing that is greater than
the thing than which there is no greater. (From (g), by another the-
orem about descriptions)
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5. If that thing than which there is no greater does not exist (in reality),
then there is (in the understanding) something that is greater than
that thing than which there is no greater. (Premise)

6. (Hence) That thing than which there is no greater exists (in reality).
(From (4) and (5))

7. (Hence) God exists. (From (6))

Considered as interpretations of the argument presented in the Proslogion,
these formulations are subject to various kinds of criticisms.

First, the modal interpretations of Lewis (1970) and Adams (1971) don’t
square very well with the rest of the Proslogion: the claim that “being than
which no greater can be conceived” should be read as “being than which
no greater is possible” would have us render the claim of Proslogion 15 to be
that God is a being greater than any which is possible. And that is surely a
bad result.

Second, the Meinongian interpretations of Adams (1971), Barnes
(1972), and Oppenheimer and Zalta (1991) produce arguments that, given
the principles involved, could easily be much simplified, and that are obvi-
ously vulnerable to Gaunilo-type objections.

Consider, for example, the case of Oppenheimer and Zalta. They have
Anselm committed to the claim that if anyone can understand the phrase
“that than which /7, then there is something in the understanding such that
F (see their footnote 25); and they also have him committed to the claim
that if there is something that is the F/~thing, then it — that is, the /~thing —
has the property I (see p. 7). Plainly, though, if Anselm is really committed
to these principles, then he could hardly fail to be committed to the more
general principles: (1) if anyone can understand the phrase “an /7, then
there is at least one F-thing in the understanding; and (2) if there are some
things that are the F-things, then they — that is, the F-things — must have the
property F. (It would surely be absurd to claim that Anselm is committed
only to the less general principles: what could possibly have justified the
restrictions to the special cases?)

But, then, mark the consequences. We all understand the expression “an
existent perfect being”. So, by the first claim, there is at least one existent
perfect being in the understanding. And, by the second claim, any existent
perfect being is existent. So, from these two claims combined, there is — in
reality — at least one existent perfect being.

This argument gives Anselm everything that he wants, and very much
more briefly. (The Proslogion goes on and on, trying to establish the prop-
erties of that than which no greater can be conceived. How much easier if
we can just explicitly build all of the properties that want to “derive” into
the initial description.) So, if Anselm really were committed to the princi-
ples that Oppenheimer and Zalta appear to attribute to him, it is hard to
understand why he didn’t give the simpler argument. And, of course, it is



2.4. On That Than Which No Worse Can Be Concetved 93

also hard to understand why he didn’t take Gaunilo’s criticism. After all,
when it is set out in this way, it is obvious that the argument proves far too
much.

Third, some of the arguments have Anselm committed to claims about
greatness that do not seem to correspond with what he actually says. The
natural reading of the text is that, if two beings are identical save that one
exists only in the understanding and the other exists in reality as well, then
the latter is greater than the former. But Barnes (1971), for example, has
Anselm committed to the much stronger claim that any existing thing is
greater than every non-existent thing.

Given these kinds of considerations, it is natural to wonder whether there
are better interpretations of Proslogion Il according to which the argument
in question turns out not to be logically valid. The following is a modest
attempt to provide such an analysis.

We start with the claim that the Fool understands the expression “being
than which no greater can be conceived”; thatis, even the Fool can entertain
the idea or possess the concept of a being than which no greater can be
conceived. Now, entertaining this idea or possessing this concept requires
the entertainer or possessor to recognise certain relationships that hold
between given properties and the idea or concept in question. For example,
given that you possess the concept of, or entertain the idea of, a smallest
really existent Martian, it follows that you must recognise some kind of
connection between the properties of being a Martian, really existing, and
being smaller than other really existing Martians, and the concept or idea
in question.

Following Anselm, we might say that, since you understand the expression
“smallest really existent Martian”, there is, in your understanding, at least
one smallest really existent Martian. (Or, apparently following Descartes,
one might say that real existence is “part of” — or “contained in” — the
idea of a smallest really existent Martian.) However, in saying this, it must
be understood that we are not actually predicating properties of anything:
we aren’t supposing that there is something that possesses the properties of
being a Martian, really existing, and being no larger than any other Martian.
(After all, we can safely suppose, we don’t think that any Martians really
exist.) In other words, we must be able to have the concept of, or enter-
tain the idea of, a smallest really existing Martian without believing that
there really are any smallest Martians. Indeed, more strongly, we must be
able to entertain the concept of a smallest really existent Martian — and to
recognise that the property of “really existing” is part of this concept — while
nonetheless maintaining that there are no smallest existent Martians.

It will be useful to introduce vocabulary to mark the point that is being
made here. We could, for instance, distinguish between the properties that
are encoded in an idea or concept and the properties that are attributed in
positive atomic beliefs that have that idea or concept as an ingredient. The
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idea “really existent Santa Claus” encodes the property of real existence;
but it is perfectly possible to entertain this idea without attributing real
existence to Santa Claus, that is, without believing that Santa Claus really
exists.

We can then apply this distinction to Anselm’s argument. On the one
hand, the idea “being than which no greater can be conceived” encodes the
property of real existence — this is what the reductio argument establishes
(if it establishes anything at all). On the other hand, it is perfectly possible
to entertain the idea of a being than which no greater can be conceived —
and to recognise that this idea encodes the property of real existence —
without attributing real existence to a being than which no greater can be
conceived, that is, without believing that a being than which no greater can
be conceived really exists.

Of course, the argument that Anselm actually presents pays no atten-
tion to this distinction between encoding and attributing — that is, between
entertaining an idea and holding a belief — and neither does it pay attention
to various other niceties. We begin from the point that the Fool entertains
the idea of that than which no greater can be conceived (because the Fool
understands the words “that than which no greater can be conceived”).
From this, we move quickly to the claim that even the Fool is “convinced” -
that is, believes — that that than which no greater can be conceived pos-
sesses the property of existing in the understanding. And then the reductio
argument is produced to establish that that than which no greater can be
conceived cannot exist only in the understanding but must also possess the
property of existing in reality as well (and all mention of the Fool, and what
itis that the Fool believes, disappears).

As it stands, this is deeply problematic. How are we supposed to regiment
the references to the Fool in the argument? Is the reductio argument sup-
posed to tell us something about what even the Fool believes, or ought to
believe? Are the earlier references to the Fool supposed to be inessential
and eliminable? How are we so much as to understand the claim that even
the Fool believes that that than which no greater can be conceived exists
in the understanding? And how do we get from the Fool’s understanding
the words “that than which no greater can be conceived” to his believing
that that than which no greater can be conceived possesses the property of
existing in the understanding?

Following the earlier line of thought, it seems that the argument might
go something like this:

1. (Even) the Fool has the concept of that than which no greater can be
conceived.

2. (Hence) (Even) the Fool believes that that than which no greater can
be conceived exists in the understanding.
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3. No one who believes that that than which no greater can be conceived
exists in the understanding can reasonably believe that that than
which no greater can be conceived exists only in the understanding.

4. (Hence) (Even) the Fool cannot reasonably deny that that than which
no greater can be conceived exists in reality.

5. (Hence) That than which no greater can be conceived exists in reality.

While this argument does not look very compelling, it is plausible to claim
that it would have seemed compelling to someone who failed to attend to
the distinction that we have drawn between entertaining ideas and holding
beliefs, and who was also a bit hazy on the distinction between the vehicles of
belief and their contents. When the Fool entertains the concept of that than
which no greater can be conceived, he recognises that he is entertaining this
concept (i.e., he believes that he is entertaining the concept of that than
which no greater can be conceived — or, as we might say, that the concept is
in his understanding). Conflating the concept with its object, this gives us
the belief that that than which no greater can be conceived possesses the
property of existing in the understanding. Now, suppose as hypothesis for
reductio that we can reasonably believe that that than which no greater can
be conceived possesses the property of existing only in the understanding.
Ignoring the distinction between entertaining ideas and holding beliefs,
this means that when we entertain the idea of that than which no greater
can be conceived, we entertain the idea of a being that exists only in the
understanding. But that is absurd: when we entertain the idea of that than
which no greater can be conceived, ouridea encodes the property of existing
in reality. So there is a contradiction, and we can conclude that, in order
to be reasonable, we must believe that that than which no greater can be
conceived exists in reality. But if any reasonable person must believe that
that than which no greater can be conceived exists in reality, then surely it
is the case that that than which no greater can be conceived exists in reality.
And so we are done.

No doubt this suggestion about the interpretation of Anselm’s argument
is deficient in various ways. However, the point of including it is illustrative
rather than dogmatic. In the literature, there has been greatresistance to the
idea that the argument that Anselm gives is one that modern logicians would
not hesitate to pronounce invalid. But it is very hard to see why there should
be this resistance. (Certainly, it is not something for which there is much
argument in the literature.) The text of the Proslogion is so rough, and so
much in need of polishing, that we should not be too quick to dismiss the
suggestion that Anselm’s argument is rather more like the argument most
recently sketched than it is like the logically valid demonstrations provided
by commentators such as Barnes, Adams, Chambers, and Oppenheimer and
Zalta.
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2.5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Having done my best to update the discussion of Oppy (199rc), I shall
close with a brief observation about the bearing of considerations about the
infinite on the analysis of ontological arguments.

Plainly enough, there is very little explicit appeal to principles that con-
cern the infinite in ontological arguments. (One exception is the possible
explicit appeal to unrestricted mereological composition in mereological
ontological arguments.) However, the best known —and perhaps most inter-
esting — historical ontological arguments involve descriptions in which — it
might plausibly be supposed — there is implicit appeal to considerations
involving the infinite. As we noted in earlier chapters, when one speaks of
‘that than which no greater can be conceived’, or ‘that which is absolutely
perfect’, or the like, it seems plausible to suppose that one incurs some kind
of commitment to the intelligibility of ‘completed’ infinities. Moreover — if
this is right — then it also seems plausible to claim that those who accept
arguments of this kind are thereby committed to the existence of at least
one ‘actual’ infinity.

The contention that I have just made is supported by some of the litera-
ture that discusses the ‘perfect island’ objection to St. Anselm’s ontological
argument(s). Some critics have supposed that ‘a being than which no greater
being can be conceived’ differs from ‘an island than which no greater island
can be conceived’ precisely because, while there can be no ‘infinite’ island,
there can be an ‘infinite’ being. Regardless of the view that one takes about
this objection, it seems clear that the making of this objection supports the
contention that considerations about the infinite lurk not too far below the
surface in the presentations of the familiar historical ontological arguments.
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Cosmological Arguments

As I pointed out in the Preface to Oppy (2006), a full discussion of cos-
mological arguments would need to be very extensive indeed. Even with
our focus restricted primarily to considerations about the role of the con-
cept of the infinite in cosmological arguments, we shall need to give a fairly
summary treatment of some of the relevant issues.

After some initial considerations about the classification of cosmologi-
cal arguments — and of the way in which one ought to distinguish between
cosmological arguments and teleological arguments — we shall begin with
a discussion of the first three of Aquinas’ Five Ways. Next, we shall consider
the cosmological arguments that Descartes defends in Meditation III and
that Leibniz advances in his essay “On the Ultimate Origination of Things”.
Then, we shall consider much more recent versions of cosmological argu-
ments involving causation and contingency due to Meyer (1987), Koons
(1997), and Gale and Pruss (1999). Finally, before turning to some con-
cluding observations, we consider the recent defence of kalam cosmological
arguments in the work of Craig (1979a), and the recent construction of an
atheological cosmological argument in the work of Smith (1988).

3.1. SOME INITIAL CONSIDERATIONS

There are many different kinds of a posteriori arguments for the existence
of God. Following Kant, we shall suppose that it is possible to sort many of
these arguments into two major classes: the cosmological arguments and the
teleological arguments. At least roughly, we might suppose that cosmological
arguments advert to very general structural features of the universe and/or
our ways of conceptualising the universe, whereas teleological arguments
advert to more particular functional features of the universe and/or our
ways of conceptualising the universe. Perhaps this rough characterisation is
hopelessly mistaken. No matter: since we shall treat each argument on its
merits — thatis, withoutregard to the general class to which itis assigned — the
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only important consideration is that we should not overlook any plausible «
posteriori arguments that will not be treated elsewhere.

Again, speaking very roughly, we might suppose that it is characteristic
of cosmological arguments that they involve a premise that claims that a
certain kind of infinite regress or infinite collection is impossible. While the
general structural features of the universe that are adverted to in cosmo-
logical arguments vary widely — femporal structure, modal structure, causal
structure, explanatory structure, intelligiblestructure, axiologicalstructure, and
so forth —it seems plausible to claim that all of these kinds of arguments typ-
ically involve appeal to the claim that there are ways in which these various
structures cannot be infinite.

A final characteristic of cosmological arguments is that they typically issue
in conclusions that — at least prima facie— are only very doubtfully of genuine
religious significance. Even if, for example, one can establish that there is
an efficient cause for the existence of the visible (physical) universe, it is not
at all clear why one should suppose that this efficient cause can be identified
with the creative activity of any of the gods whose existence is postulated in
extant world religions. At the very best, cosmological arguments are argu-
ments for a conclusion that might serve as an important premise in some
further argument for the existence of a religiously significant being.

3.2. AQUINAS’ FIRST THREE WAYS

As many authors have noted, there are interesting structural similarities
among the arguments in at least the first three of Aquinas’ Five Ways. Thus,
for example, Kenny (196¢) claims — roughly — that at the core of each of
these Ways, there is an argument with the following structure.

1. The two-place relational predicate ‘R’ is instantiated — that is, there
are aand b such that Rab.

2. Risirreflexive — that is, nothing can stand in this relation to itself.

R is transitive — that is, if Rab and Rbc, then Rac.

4. There cannot be a beginningless series of things that stand in the
relation R to one another — that is, there cannot be...e¢, f, g such
that. .. Ref, Rfg.

5. (Hence) There is a unique thing to which other things stand in the
relation R but which does not stand in the relation R to anything.

@@

In the First Way, the relation Rxy is the relation x is changed by y; in the
Second Way, the relation Rxy is the relation x is efficiently caused by y; and
in the Third Way, the relation Rxy is the relation x owes its necessity to y.'

! Strictly, Kenny claims that, in the Third Way, Rxyis the relation x can cease to exist by turning
into y. This seems to me to be a highly contentious rendering of the relation x owes its
necessity to y, i.e., of the relation that is explicitly mentioned in the standard translations.
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In fact, Kenny claims that the same structure can be discerned in the
Fourth Way — where Rxyis the relation xis less noble, less true, or less good
than y — and in the Fifth Way — where Rxy is the relation x is directed to a
goal by y, where yis higher than xin the scale of cognitive powers. However,
it seems to me that there is insufficient textual support for the claim that
this structure is present in the arguments of the Fourth Way and the Fifth
Way.” Moreover, for reasons that will emerge as we proceed, it also seems
to me that it is only roughly correct to claim that the precise structure that
Kenny describes is to be found in each of the first three Ways. Nonetheless,
itis true that there are many affinities among the arguments in each of the
first three Ways.

I'shall begin with a discussion of the Second Way, and then, after a briefer
discussion of the First Way, turn to a similarly extended discussion of the
Third Way. I shall leave discussion of the Fourth Way?® and the Fifth Way* to
some other occasion.

Second Way: The Second Way is plausibly construed as an argument about
efficient causation.> With very little alteration to standard translations, we
may represent this argument as follows:

Some things exist, and their existence is caused.

2. Whatever is caused to exist is caused to exist by another.

3. An infinite regress of causes resulting in the existence of a particular
thing is impossible.

4. (Hence) There is a (unique) first cause of existence that is not itself
caused to exist.

The most obvious difficulty with this argument is that it is invalid. The
strongest conclusion that could be drawn from the three premises is that
there are first causes, that is, that there are causes of existence that are not
themselves caused to exist. There is nothing in the premises that justifies
drawing the conclusion that there is exactly one first cause.

Even if the conclusion of this argument were merely that there are first
causes of existence, it is not clear that the conclusion would follow from the
premises. If we suppose that the causal relation in question is transitive — so

©

In particular, it is worth noting that there is no explicit argument against an infinite regress
in either the Fourth Way or the Fifth Way. For purposes of taxonomy, I see no obvious
reason why the Fourth Way and the Fifth Way should not be classified as teleological
arguments — though perhaps it could be contended that ‘the gradation observed in things’
and ‘the guidedness of nature’ are both (putative) very general structural features of the
universe.

For discussion of the Fourth Way, see, e.g.: Annice (1956), Sanford (1967), Kenny (1969),
Ross (1969), Brady (1974), and Urban (1984).

For discussion of the Fifth Way, see, e.g.: Faricy (1957), Harrison (1961), Kenny (1969), and
Ross (1969).

For other discussions of the Second Way, see, e.g.: Ross (1969) and Martin (199o).

©o
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that, if @ is a cause of b, and b is a cause of ¢, then ais a cause of ¢ — then,
by the irreflexivity of the causal relation that is vouchsafed by premise 2, it
will follow that there are no circles of causes. However, if we do not suppose
that the causal relation is transitive, then there is nothing in the premises
to rule out circles of causes, for example, a situation in which a causes b, b
causes ¢, and ¢ causes a.

The third premise in the argument is plainly stronger than necessary:
it would be sufficient to suppose that there is no infinite regress of causes
resulting in the existence of a particular thing. Of course, one might suppose
that the only reason that one could have for believing this claim is that there
is good reason to accept that there cannot be an infinite regress of causes
resulting in the existence of a particular thing. But, whatever view you take
about this modal claim, you could hardly suppose that it is more secure than
the claim that nothing can be the efficient cause of its own existence. So
there is a curious disparity in the modality of the second and third premises
in the argument as it is presented.

Taking all of these difficulties into account, we might suppose that the
argument is better reformulated as follows:

Some things are caused.

Things do not cause themselves.

There are no circles of causes.

There are no infinite regresses of causes.
(Hence) There are first causes.

There is no more than one first cause.
(Hence) There is exactly one first cause.

SQU 0 N
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While this argument is, I think, valid, there are still questions that can be
raised about most of the premises. Setting aside worries that one might have
about the lack of a satisfying analysis of efficient causation, it seems quite
uncontroversial to accept that some things have causes. But, beyond this
point, there are many hard questions to face.

Itseems to me to be relatively uncontroversial to suppose that nothing can
be a direct or unmediaied cause of itself. However, it is far more controversial to
suppose that there cannotbe a — perhaps very large — circle of causes, each of
whichis an efficient cause for the next. The large literatures on the possibility
of time travel and the possibility of circular time attest to the controversial
status of the claim that nothing can be an indirect or mediated cause of
itself (and/or the claim that there cannot be circles of causes). Perhaps we
can argue from the absence of evidence of time travel to the conclusion that
there areno circles of causes or things that are indirect or mediated causes
of themselves. However, at the very least, it should be recognised that the
second and third premises are in need of substantial further support.

AsTargue in Oppy (2000), itis very doubtful that there is a cogent argu-
ment for the conclusion that there cannot be an infinite regress of efficient
causes — or, at any rate, that there is an argument of this kind that is not
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question-begging in the current context. Plainly enough, for example, if
we suppose that God exists of (broadly) logical necessity, and that there is
no (broadly) logically possible world in which there is a physical universe
that is not brought into existence by God, then we shall be in a position
to conclude that there can be no infinite regress of efficient causes — but,
if this is our reason for holding that there cannot be an infinite regress of
efficient causes, then we shall not then be well placed to rely on the claim
that there can be no infinite regress of efficient causes when we come to
argue for the existence of God. However, once blatantly question-begging
considerations are set aside, it is very hard to see how one could construct
a cogent argument for the claim that there cannot be an infinite regress of
efficient causes. Perhaps one might hope to argue from Big Bang cosmology
to the claim that there s no infinite regress of efficient causation, but — as
we shall go on to argue in connection with the kalam syllogism — it seems to
be the case both that there can be infinite regresses of efficient causation
within Big Bang universes and that efficient causation can extend ‘through’
the initial singularity in Big Bang universes. If this is right, then it is hard to
see how one could hope to mount an empirical argument for the claim that
there is no infinite regress of efficient causation in our world.

Aquinas does offer an argument on behalf of the key ‘infinite regress’
premise in the Second Way, recapitulating a similar argument that is given
in the First Way. What he says is that, if there were no first cause in a series
of causes, then there would be no intermediate causes either, and hence
no effect. But this argument is powerless to establish the conclusion that
there cannot be an infinite regress of causes: for, if there were an infinite
regress of causes, then it would be true that there is no first cause, and yet
it could also be true that, if any of the earlier causes were ‘eliminated’, then
the effect would be eliminated as well. (Of course, it isn’t really true that
the ‘elimination’ of a cause guarantees the ‘elimination’ of the effect: it
could be, for example, that the cause pre-empts some other process that
would give rise to the effect were it not so pre-empted. But, having noted
this consideration, there is no harm in setting it aside: the objection to the
argument currently under consideration goes through even if causes are —
implausibly — supposed to be both necessary and sufficient conditions for
their effects.) As many other commentators have noted, there is nothing in
the considerations to which Aquinas here appeals that deserves to be treated
as a cogent reason for supposing that there cannot be an infinite regress of
efficient causes.’

6 Perhaps the discussion in the main text is a bit brief. Suppose you think that, if there is an
infinite regress of ‘causes’, then it is only ‘conditionally’ true that one event causes another.
Then, you might say, the assumption that one event ‘categorically’ — or ‘unconditionally’ —
causes another is, indeed, inconsistent with the assumption that there is an infinite regress of
causes (cf. Clark (1988: g73ff.)). Fair enough. However, if you do think this way, then trouble
strikes at another point — for what non-question-begging argument can you give for the
conclusion that there are categorical causes, in the sense of ‘categorical’ that is here at issue?
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Even if one is not persuaded by the criticisms that have been offered of
the other premises in our revised version of the second way, one should
surely think twice before supposing that the final premise is suitably uncon-
troversial to play the role thatis required in this argument. Since a first cause
is merely an efficient cause that itself has no efficient cause, one might think
that anyone who accepts a libertarian conception of freedom is bound to
allow that the physical universe is full of first causes: my free decision to
write this book is an efficient cause of the existence of this book, but that
free decision —according to libertarians about freedom — did not itself have
an efficient cause.” Moreover, even compatibilists about freedom should
demand evidence to support the claim that any pair of objects share a com-
mon efficient cause of their existence. In standard Big Bang models, there
are parts of the universe that are causally isolated from one another: there
are chains of efficient causation that trace back to independent “initial”
data. Given this fact, there is surely no empirical support for the claim that
all chains of efficient causation terminate in the same initial efficient cause.

In sum, there are many reasons for thinking that the Second Way is not
a persuasive or cogent argument for the conclusion that there is a unique
first cause of existence that is not itself caused to exist. Even when Aquinas’
argument is repaired so that the conclusion does follow from the provided
premises, we find that the premises are highly controversial and, in some
cases, entirely lacking in non-question-begging support.

First Way: The First Way is sometimes couched in terms of ‘change’ and
sometimes in terms of ‘motion’. I do not think that it matters for our pur-
poses how we choose to render the key term in our version of the argu-
ment.”

1. Some things are in a process of change.
2. Whatever is in a process of change is being changed by something
else.

If it is uncontroversial that some things cause other things, this is only in the sense the some
things are conditional causes of other things. The argument for an uncaused cause obtains
no increase in cogency if the notion of ‘cause’ is interpreted in the way here suggested.
There is some awkwardness in this alleged counterexample, due to the fact that the second
way is actually couched in terms of causes of the existence of things. If ‘things’ is interpreted
broadly — to include states of affairs and the like — then it is a straightforward matter to press
the objection in the text. But if ‘things’ is interpreted narrowly — so that it extends to cover
only ‘individual particulars’ — then one might worry that ‘decisions’ do not fall under the
scope of the intended interpretation. However, in this case, the point to note is that the
existence of a thing may be explained perfectly well in terms other than the existence of
some (other) thing: an efficient cause of the existence of some one thing need not be the
existence of some other thing, in this narrow sense of ‘thing’. But then there will be ever so
many ‘first causes’, i.e., efficient causes of the existence of some thing that are not themselves
the existence of (another) thing.

For other discussions of the First Way, see, e.g.: Owens (1952/3), Wallace (1956, 1975),
Salamucha (1958), Kenny (1969), and King-Farlow (1975).

<
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3. An infinite regress of changers, each changed by another, is impossi-
ble.

4. (Hence) There is a first cause of change, not itself in a process of
change.

This argument is subject to many of the same difficulties as the Second Way.

For starters, the argument seems to be plainly invalid: the most that could
follow from the premises is that there are first causes of change that are not
themselves in a process of change. There is nothing in the premises of this
argument that justifies drawing the conclusion that there is a unique first
cause of change that is not itself in a process of change. Moreover, as in
the case of the second way, there is a modal mismatch between the second
and third premises, perhaps most plausibly repaired by weakening the third
premise to a claim about the actual world alone.

The second premise — that anything in a process of change is being
changed by something else — seems highly controversial. If there are objec-
tively chancy processes, then there are processes of change that are not
‘brought about’ by anything else. Hence, in particular, if there are libertar-
ian free choices, then there are processes of change that are not ‘brought
about’ by anything else. (When minds are in a process of freely chang-
ing, then — a fortiori — by libertarian lights, there isn’t anything else that
is ‘bringing about’ these changes.) Acceptance of the second premise of
this argument not only requires rejection of the plausible claim that there
are objectively chancy processes, but also entails rejection of both free will
defences against logical arguments from evil and free will theodicies quite
generally.

The third premise —revised to be the claim that there is no infinite regress
of changers, each changed by another — is also extremely controversial,
for the same reasons that the corresponding premise in the second way is
extremely controversial. As we noted above, it is hard to see that there is
anything in Big Bang cosmology that rules out the existence of an infinite
regress of changers, each changed by another, even though it is true in Big
Bang cosmology that the physical universe has merely finite age. But, on the
other hand, as we also noted above, it is equally difficult to find a cogent a
priori objection to the existence of physically instantiated infinite regresses
that is not blatantly question-begging in the present context.

Third Way: The core of the Third Way appears to have much the same
kind of structure as the first two ways.? However, there is an interesting —
and much discussed — supporting argument for the claim that there are
necessarily existent beings that is not paralleled by supporting arguments

9 For other discussions of the Third Way, see, e.g.: Wright (1951), Owens (1952/3, 1971,
1974), O’Donoghue (1953, 1969), Connolly (1954), Finili (1954), Bobik (1968, 1972),
Edwards (1968, 1971, 1973), Durrant (1969), Kenny (1969), Mautner (1969), Ross (1969),
Mabey (1971), Prado (1971), Solon (1973), Knasas (1978, 1980), Quinn (1978), Kondoleon
(1980), Kelly (1981, 1982), Brown (1982), Mackie (1982), and Martin (199o).
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for the claim that there are things in a process of change, or things whose
existence has an efficient cause. According to standard translations, the
argument of the Third Way is something like this:

1. There are contingent things.
2. If an existent thing is contingent, then there was a time when it did
not exist.
3. (Therefore) If every existent thing is contingent, then there was a
time when nothing existed.
4. Something that does not exist can be brought into existence only by
something that already exists.
5. (Therefore) If there was a time when nothing existed, then nothing
exists now.
. Something exists now.
. (Therefore) Not every existent being is contingent.
. A necessary being may or may not owe its necessity to something else.
. The series of necessary beings that owe their necessity to something
else does not regress to infinity.
10. (Therefore) There is a necessary being that does not owe its necessity
to something else.

QO o3 O

The first difficulty in discussing this argument is to decide how the words
‘necessary’ and ‘contingent’ are to be understood. The gloss that Aquinas
himself provides is that a being is contingent iff either it is possible for
that being to come into existence or it is possible for that being to go out of
existence. I take it that what follows from this gloss is that a being is necessary
iff it exists at all times in all possible worlds in which it exists at any time,
but that it need not be the case that a necessary being exists in all possible
worlds. If a necessary being exists at any time in a given possible world, then
it exists at all times in that possible world.

Given this understanding of ‘contingency’, the first premise in the argu-
ment seems unproblematic: there are many beings that are ‘contingent’ in
this sense. However, on this understanding of ‘contingency’, it is very hard
to see why we should suppose that the second premise is true: just because
itis possible that a being came into existence does not entail that, as a matter
of fact, it has not always existed (and nor does it entail that, as a matter of
fact, the being will go out of existence).

Perhaps one might try arguing in the following way. If there is a possible
world in which a being comes into existence, then there is a world in which
that being is caused to come into existence. Butif there is one possible world
in which a being is caused to come into existence, then in every possible
world in which that being exists, itis caused to come into existence in exactly
the same way, because causal origin is an essential property of any being.
I think that the thesis of necessity of origin is too controversial to play the



3.2. Aquinas’ First Three Ways 105

role that would here be required of it; but it would require a very substantial
digression to provide a satisfactory treatment of this point.

In any case, there is a more pressing objection to the second premise.
On our account of contingency, a being is contingent just in case either
it is possible that it comes into existence or it is possible that it goes out
of existence. Consider, then, a contingent being that cannot come into
existence, though it can, of course, go out of existence: if such a being were
to exist now, then it could not have failed to exist at any earlier time. There
is nothing in our gloss on contingency that rules out the current existence
of contingent things that have existed at all prior times.

Even if we do suppose that the second premise is true, it seems that there
is good reason to contest the inference from the first two premises to the first
interim conclusion at §. Even if no contingent being exists atall earlier times
in our world — that is, no contingent being exists at all times in some initial
segment of the history of our world — it does not follow that, if every existent
being is contingent, then there was an earlier time at which nothing existed.
To obtain this interim conclusion, we would need to add a further premise
that rules out an infinite sequence of comings into existence and goings
out of existence. Else we can satisfy the demand that no contingent being
exists at all times in some initial segment of the history of a world — and
the further demand that any contingent being is brought into existence
by some change in some other being — in a world in which there are no
more than two contingent beings, A and B: just suppose that A’s going out
of existence brings B into existence, and B’s going out of existence brings
A into existence. Of course, we don’t need to suppose that past time is
infinite in order to make this story run: we could fit the infinite series of
alternations between A and B into a standard Big Bang structure, provided
that the intervals in which A and B exist become shorter and shorter as
one approaches the temporal origin. Moreover, even if you don’t think that
it is possible for there to be intermittent existence of this type, it is clear
that, at the very least, you will need to suppose that there have been only
finitely many contingently existent beings in order to reach the first interim
conclusion at g.

The next premise in the argument introduces a new round of difficul-
ties. Initially, it may seem plausible to suppose that, if something is to come
into existence at a time {, then it must be brought into existence by some-
thing that exists at times prior to ¢ But why should we suppose that it is
simply impossible for something to come into existence at a time ¢ without
being brought into existence by something that exists at times prior to ¢?
In particular, if we suppose that there can be a first instant of time, ¢,, then
how can we suppose that those things that come into existence at time ¢,
are brought into existence by things that exist at times prior to #,? We shall
return to a more detailed discussion of the claim that everything that begins
to exist has a cause of its beginning to exist when we turn to discuss the
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kalam cosmological arguments. For now, I shall merely content myself with
the observation that it is very hard to see how to provide this claim with a
convincing non-question-begging defence.

Given the discussion to this point, it seems to me that we are well entitled
to conclude that Aquinas fails to provide adequate argumentative support
for the claim that not every existent being is contingent. However, it may
nonetheless be that we can defend this claim — albeit in a way that very
probably does serious damage to the overall aim of the argument of the
Third Way. Suppose that the spatiotemporal manifold of the actual universe
is strongly inextendible. In that case, it is plainly true that the physical uni-
verse is itself a necessary existent: there is no possible world in which i exists
at some times and yet fails to exist at all times. If the physical universe counts
as a ‘being’, then it is very plausible to suppose that, on the account of ‘con-
tingency’ now in play, the physical universe is a necessarily existent being. If
the physical universe counts as a ‘being’, then not all beings are contingent,
on the account of ‘contingency’ now in play.

Given the assumption that the spatiotemporal manifold of the actual
world is strongly inextendible, the claim that a necessary being may owe
its necessity to something else clearly relies upon the assumption that how
things are in the temporal realm can depend upon how things are in some
non-temporal realm. If the existence of the physical universe depends upon
something else, then — at the very least — there are possible worlds in which
there is no physical universe because that something else is different in
some way. Moreover, if there is neither space nor time ‘beyond’ the physical
universe, then the ‘something else’ upon which the existence of the physical
universe depends can be neither spatial nor temporal.

But why should we suppose that the existence of the physical universe
does depend upon something else? If the existence of the physical universe
does not depend upon something else, then, in the sense of ‘necessity’ now
in play, it does seem to follow that there is a necessary being that does not
owe its necessity to anything else. Yet, in that case, the conclusion at which
we have arrived seems to be one that lacks any kind of religious significance:
even the most demanding atheist could agree that the physical universe is a
necessary being that does not owe its necessity to anything else, in the sense
of ‘necessity’ here at issue.

Of course, even if one rejects the conclusion for which I have just argued,
there are other reasons for finding fault with Aquinas’ argument from the
claim that not every existent being is contingent to the conclusion that there
isa (unique) necessary being that does not owe its necessity to anything else.
As in the first two ways, the argument seems plainly invalid: the most that
the argument could establish is that there are necessary beings that do not
owe their necessity to anything else. Moreover, the premise that rules out an
infinite regress of necessary beings, each of which owes its necessity to the
next, is plainly in need of further support.
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In sum, there are many reasons for thinking that the Third Way is not
a persuasive or cogent argument for the conclusion that there is a unique
first cause of existence that is not itself caused to exist. Even when Aquinas’
argument is repaired so that the conclusion does follow from the provided
premises, we find that the premises are highly controversial and, in some
cases, entirely lacking in non-question-begging support.

If the analyses that I have presented are well founded, then there is very
good reason to think that none of the first three of Aquinas’ Five Ways is a
persuasive or cogentargument for the conclusion that there isan unchanged
changer, or an uncaused caused, or a necessary being that owes its necessity
to nothing else. Still less, then, does any of these three arguments provide
areason for believing in the existence of the God of any familiar strand of
monotheistic religious thought. There are well-known — and widespread —
forms of monotheistic religious thought that do not accept that God is
unchanging, or that God is the one and only uncaused cause, or that God is
the one and only necessary being that does not owe its necessity to anything
else. On many of the conceptions of God that might be adopted, these argu-
ments would provide no support for the existence of God even if — contrary
to fact — they were compelling arguments for the existence of unchanged
changers, or uncaused causers, or necessary beings that do not owe their
necessity to anything else.

3.9. DESCARTES’ CAUSAL ARGUMENT

In Meditation I1I, Descartes offers a very curious causal proof of the existence
of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.'® The proof is curious not
merely because of the apparatus that it requires, but also because one of
the most damaging objections to the proof is noted by Descartes himself
in Meditation 1V, though he does not himself note explicitly that the point
for which he argues in Meditation IV undermines the proof in Meditation
1Il. Some interpreters have supposed that this shows that Descartes didn’t
seriously mean to endorse the alleged proof in Meditation III; 1 leave it to
historians of philosophy continue the debate about whether or not this is
really so. (Of course, scepticism about Descartes’ support for the Meditation
III proof extends to scepticism about Descartes’ support for many other
arguments in the Meditations.)

In the first two Meditations, Descartes takes it that he has shown that there
are propositions that are immune to sceptical doubt. In particular, he takes it
that certain first-person judgments — of one’s own existence, and about one’s

'© For other discussions of the Meditation IIlargument, see, e.g.: Stainsby (1967), Kenny (1968),
Norton (1968, 1974, 1978), Dilley (1970), Brewster (1974), Brecher (1976), Elliot and
Smith (1978), Stevens (1978), Williams (1978), O’Briant (1979), Armour (1980), Clatter-
baugh (1980), Delahunty (1980), Immerwahr (1982), and Flage and Bonnen (19389).
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current mental states — are immune to doubt. Moreover, he takes it that he
has shown that he is essentially a thinking being, and that minds are radically
different kinds of things from bodies. However, even if these conclusions are
correct, it does not follow that Descartes’ projected reconstruction of all of
our knowledge can be carried out. The main problem is that it seems most
unlikely that we will be able to deduce propositions about, for example, the
state of the external world, from propositions about what is going on in our
heads. That it seems to me to be hot now does not entail the conclusion
that it is hot now. So how can Descartes hope to reconstruct what we take to
be our ordinary knowledge of the world from the indubitable propositions
that he has discovered?

At the beginning of Meditation III, Descartes declares that ‘clear and dis-
tinct perception’ is a criterion of truth. Then, using this principle, he goes
on to argue that there exists an infinitely perfect being that therefore can-
not be a deceiver. From this, he concludes that he can rely upon his sense
perceptions to establish the nature and existence of a mind-independent
external world, provided that he takes care to distinguish what he perceives
clearly and distinctly to be true from those of his perceptions that are unclear
or indistinct.

Plainly enough, Descartes’ refutation of scepticism — and his defence
of science — relies crucially on the success of his proof of the existence of
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. However, if the proof of the
existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is to play the role
thatis assigned to itin the Meditations, then it must meet a very high standard
indeed. If Descartes is to object to scepticism by claiming — in outline — that
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists, an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god is wholly good, a wholly good being would not decetve his creatures, we are an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god’s creatures, hence our senses are reliable and
we do know all of the things that we ordinarily take ourselves to know, then any
propositions that Descartes uses as premises in his arguments will need to
be indubitable, and any argumentative moves that he makes will also need
to be beyond doubt. However, since it would be independently interesting
if Descartes managed to prove the existence of an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god from premises that are merely plausible or likely to be
true, we shall not be interested in holding him to the high standards that
he sets for himself.

3.9.1. A Rule about Clear and Distinct Perception

Descartes begins by claiming that the procedure by which he arrived at
the Cogito reveals that all of the things that we conceive very clearly and
distinctly are true. In his view, reflection on the process by which he became
convinced of the indubitability of his own existence shows that anything that
can be clearly and distinctly conceived must be true.
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You might worry that there is some circularity here. In the end, the guar-
antee that clear and distinct conception delivers truth must reside in the
existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. If there were a
Deceitful Demon, then it might well be that He could bring it about that
you clearly and distinctly conceive things that are not true. Yet it is also
true that the proof that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists
relies on the principle that what one clearly and distinctly conceives is true.
So Descartes’ argument is not going to be accepted by someone who thinks
that there might be a Deceitful Demon, and who also doubts that everything
that one clearly and distinctly conceives is true.

More importantly, it does not seem right to say that reflection on the
process by which Descartes became convinced of the indubitability of his own
existence shows that anything that can be clearly and distinctly conceived
must be true. For the Cogito is a very special kind of thought that arguably
owes its indubitability to the self-refuting nature of its denial. Most of the
things that we clearly and distinctly conceive — and, in particular, the claims
whose truth Descartes himself shall want to deduce from this principle — do
not have this character. It is not self-defeating to doubt ‘evident’ principles
of mathematics and metaphysics —atleast, notin the same sense in which itis
self-defeating to doubt that one exists; so the principle concerning the truth
of clear and distinct conceptions does not have the same epistemological
status as the Cogito. Nonetheless, it must be conceded that we could hardly
have an inquiry at all unless we supposed that clear and distinct conception
leads to truth or, at any rate, to reasonable belief. If I think that clear and
distinct conceptions are no more likely to be true — or deserving of belief —
than unclear and indistinct conceptions, then there seems to be no point
in my engaging in any sort of inquiry at all. But, in that case, how can I
understand what I am doing when I do engage in such inquiry? Surely I do
not suppose that I am just wasting my time?

Evenif the principle about the truth of clear and distinct conceptions does
not meet the requirements of the Meditations, it does seem to be a principle
that it would be self-defeating to deny. So it seems reasonable to accept
the principle, and to join Descartes in continuing his inquiry. Of course,
there is still a problem about the apparent vagueness of talk of ‘clarity and
distinctness’: perhaps the principle seems innocuous only because it has no
definite content. However, let us set that kind of sceptical thought aside.

3.9.2. The Origins of Ideas

To establish the background for his proof, Descartes announces a threefold
classification of the origins of ideas. By the word ‘idea’, Descartes means
a mental entity that is analogous to a picture of an object. That is not
to say that Descartes means that ideas are images; rather, it is to say that
Descartes thinks that ideas can play a role in thought that is similar to the
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role that pictures play in the representation of the world. In themselves,
ideas are neither true nor false; just as, in themselves, pictures are neither
accurate nor inaccurate. But when it is judged that a certain idea corre-
sponds to the way that the world is, then that judgment can be true or false;
just as, when a picture is held to be a representation of a particular object
or state of affairs or event, then that representation can be more or less
accurate.

Furthermore, Descartes holds that ideas are ingredients of all thoughts,
or states of consciousness. Perhaps some states of consciousness just involve
the occurrence of ideas before the mind, for example, in imagination. But,
in many cases, states of consciousness also involve an attitude towards the
idea — as in judging, or willing, or fearing, or denying, or approving. Of
course, it may be that there is nothing in reality that corresponds to certain
ideas, for example, in a case in which one is afraid of a fictional entity such
as the bogeyman; however, there will always be an idea — that is, a mental
entity — that constitutes the mental object of the fear.

Descartes suggests that there are three possible sources that ideas might
have: (i) they can be innate, in which case they will have existed in the
mind for as long as the mind has existed; or (ii) they can be advent-
tious, in which case they will have been produced in the mind by some
external agency; or (iii) they can be fictitious, in which case they will be
merely the product of the mind’s own inventiveness. It is not clear whether
Descartes thinks that this system of classification is exclusive and/or exhaus-
tive. However, it is important to note Descartes’ insistence that one cannot
tell straight off to which class particular ideas belong. In particular, that
an idea comes into consciousness involuntarily — apparently as the result
of the perception of an external object — is no guarantee that that idea
is adventitious; for it might be that there is some faculty in the mind that
gives rise to these involuntary ideas or ‘sensations’. And our natural inclina-
tion to suppose that ideas ‘resemble’ external objects is also open to suspi-
cion, especially in view of the various sensory illusions to which we may be
subject.

3.9.9. A Scholastic Principle

Descartes supposes that it is obvious that the possession of an idea is some-
thing that needs a cause. He then adds:

It is manifest by the natural light of reason that there must be at least as much reality
in the efficient and total cause as in its effect: for whence can the effect draw its
reality if not from its cause? And how could this cause communicate its reality to its
effect, if it did not have it in itself? And hence it follows, not only that nothingness
cannot produce anything, but also that the more perfect, that is to say that which
contains in itself more reality, cannot be a consequence and dependence of the less
perfect.
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Concerning this passage, Williams (1978: 185) notes:

It is one of the most striking indications of the historical gap that exists between
Descartes’ thought and our own, despite the modern reality of much else that he
writes, that he can unblinkingly accept this unintuitive and barely comprehensible
principle as self-evident in the light of reason.

It must be said that it is not easy to explain what the principle means, let
alone to suppose that we can see ‘clearly and distinctly’ that is must be true.

First of all, Descartes supposes that there are degrees of reality. Among
the basic metaphysical categories, there is a series of dependencies: modes —
non-basic properties —depend on accidents—basic properties; and accidents —
basic properties —depend on substances— particular things. Moreover, within
the category of substances, there is a further series of dependencies: created
substances are dependent upon an infinite and independent substance,
namely, an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. For the purposes of
Meditation I11, it is really only the second series of dependencies that matters;
moreover, it is relatively clear what Descartes means when he says that an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god has a higher degree of reality than
other substances: he means that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
isinfinite, independent, and uncreated, whereas other substances are finite,
dependent, and created.

Second, Descartes supposes that the notion of degrees of reality applies
also to ideas. Making use of pre-existing — and confusing — Scholastic ter-
minology, Descartes distinguishes between the formal reality and the objective
reality of ideas. The formal reality of an idea is the degree of reality of the
independently existing object that that idea is about or of, supposing that
there is such an independently existing object; the formal reality of fictitious
ideas is zero, since there is no independently existing object that they are
about or of. The objective reality of an idea is the degree of reality of the
object of an idea, where the object of an idea is here construed as a sort of
thing that might well not exist, for example, a fictitious entity. Roughly —
but only roughly — the objective reality of an idea is the degree of reality
that the object of that idea would have were it to exist. This is only roughly
correct since it seems plausible to suppose that there can be ideas of objects
that could not possibly exist, and yet that could be ranked in order of their
perfection. However, we shall not need to worry about ways in which the
Cartesian distinction might be modified or improved upon.

3.9.4. Constructing the Argument

Next, Descartes puts his Scholastic principle to work. From whence, he asks,
does an idea derive its objective reality? Answer: From the formal reality of
an independently existing object! Of course, the objective reality of one idea
may be derived from the objective reality of other ideas, when new ideas are
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formed by the combination of old ideas; but such a regress must come to
an end. And when the regress does come to an end, we must reach ideas
whose objective reality is derived from independently existing objects that
have at least as much formal reality.

Now, consider the ideas that I have, that is, the ideas of myself, of
other human beings, of animals, of inanimate objects, of angels, and of an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. Ideas that represent other human
beings, or animals, or angels, may be formed by combining ideas of myself,
of material or inanimate things, and of an orthodoxly conceived monothe-
istic god. Ideas of material or inanimate things combine ideas of substance,
number, duration, primary qualities — size, shape —and secondary qualities —
colour, sound, heat, and taste. Ideas of substance, duration, and number
derive from the idea of myself, since I am a thinking substance that persists
through time, and since I can count my own ideas. Ideas of secondary quali-
ties almost certainly arise from my own mind; and perhaps ideas of primary
qualities do so as well. So I can account for the objective reality of all my
ideas in terms of my own formal reality, provided that I can account for the
objective reality of the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.

But how are we to account for the objective reality of the idea of an ortho-
doxly conceived monotheistic god? I do not formally have the degree of real-
ity that objectively belongs to the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monothe-
istic god. For an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is a substance infi-
nite, independent, all-knowing, all-powerful, and by which I myself — and
any other thing that exists, if indeed there is any — have been created. Yet
I am finite, dependent, limited in knowledge and power. So the objective
reality of the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god could not
have arisen from my formal reality; rather, there must be an independently
existing object that has as much formal reality as the objective reality of my
idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. But that is just to say
that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god must exist, since no other
object can have as much formal reality as the objective reality of my idea of
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.

Roughly, we may schematise the argument as follows:

1. There must be at least as much reality in any efficient and total cause
as there is in the effect of that cause. (Scholastic Principle)

2. Nothing can exist (or happen) without a cause. (Further Scholastic
Principle)

3. The objective reality of my idea of an orthodoxly conceived monothe-
istic god has a cause, say, C,. (From 2)

4. C, hasasmuch reality as myidea of an orthodoxly conceived monothe-
istic god. (From 1)

5. C, either has as much objective reality or as much formal reality as the
objective reality of my idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god. (From definitions of objective and formal reality)
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6. If C, has as much objective reality as the objective reality of my idea
of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, then C, is my idea of
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. (From definition of the
idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.)

7. Nothing can be its own cause. (Yet Another Scholastic Principle)

8. C, cannot have as much objective reality as the idea of an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god.

9. C, has as much formal reality as the objective reality of my idea of an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. (From 5 and 8)

10. If C, has as much formal reality as the objective reality of my idea of an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, then C, is God. (From the
definition of the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.)

11. C, is an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. (From g and 10.)

3.9.5. Objections

I shall not address all of the objections that might be lodged against this
argument. However, I shall consider two of the objections that seem to be
particularly worrisome. (Our earlier discussion of perfection suggests ways
that one might question the assumption that the idea of an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god with which Descartes operates is so much as
coherent. But we shall not repeat that earlier discussion here.)

First, there are questions that can be asked about the further Scholastic
Principles that are appealed to in this argument. These questions are of two
types, namely, (i) questions about the justification that can be given for these
principles, and (ii) questions about the consistency of Descartes’ appeal to
these principles.

Aswe have already noted, there are various difficulties that arise concern-
ing the justification of the claim that nothing can exist— or happen —without
a cause. This claim cannot be defended by appeal to strong principles of suf-
ficient reason — for those strong principles are demonstrably inconsistent.
But without the backing of strong principles of sufficient reason, it is quite
unclear why we should accept any weak versions of that principle that would
suffice to underwrite the claim to which Descartes appeals. Furthermore,
despite the fact that we can find (efficient) causes for the existence — or
occurrence — of many of the things with which we are acquainted, there are
various classes of things for which any such claim is highly controversial. On
the one hand, quantum mechanics appears to serve up instances of events
that lack efficient causes. On the other hand, on libertarian conceptions
of freedom, it seems that free human choices do not have efficient causes.
Given these various kinds of objections, it is highly doubtful that Descartes is
entitled to the claim that his further Scholastic Principles are true, let alone
that they are known to be true by the natural light of reason.

Even setting aside these kinds of considerations, it is also doubtful
that Descartes — or any other monotheist — can consistently endorse the
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assumption that nothing can exist or happen without a cause. For monothe-
ists almost always suppose that their god exists uncaused. Perhaps it might
be said that there is really no inconsistency here, that what the monotheist
means is that nothing other than an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god exists without a cause. But what reason is there to believe this modified
principle? If we are prepared to allow that there can be things that exist
without a cause, then why shouldn’t we suppose that the physical universe is
an object that exists uncaused? As many non-theists have noted, arguments
for the existence of God thatinclude a premise to the effect that every object
and event requires a cause are bound to prove too much, because the causal
principle in question can be satisfied only by an infinite causal regress, or a
circle of causes, or the like.

Second, there is an obvious objection to Descartes’ argumentin the sugges-
tion that the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is a purely
negative idea that can be obtained from reflection upon one’s own limita-
tions. If this suggestion is correct, then it seems that we can give a perfectly
adequate account of the objective reality of the idea of an orthodoxly con-
ceived monotheistic god in terms of the formal reality of ourselves — for,
in that case, the objective reality of the idea of an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god differs only in degree but not in kind from the objective
reality of the idea of oneself.

To meet this objection, Descartes suggests that the idea of an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god cannot be a purely negative idea thatis obtained
by reflection upon one’s own limitations:

How would it be possible for me to know that I doubt and desire, that is to say, that
I lack something and am not all perfect, if I did not have in me any idea of a more
perfect being than myself, by comparison with which I know the deficiencies of my
nature?

Furthermore, Descartes notes (i) that infinity is not merely a negative con-
ception, since I have an idea of more reality in the infinite being than in
any finite one, and (ii) that the clearness and distinctness of the idea of an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god — by comparison with the unclarity
and indistinctness of, for example, the ideas of the secondary qualities — is
evidence that the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god did not
arise within me.

The latter two responses do not seem to be very convincing. Descartes
himself is forced to concede that we do not have an adequate idea of an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god as an infinitely perfect being; a
finite mind cannot have a positive apprehension of the infinite. He goes on
to say that, nonetheless, in thinking of an orthodoxly conceived monothe-
istic god as having in the highest degree whichever perfections I — however
inadequately — know about, as well as others of which I have no distinct con-
ception whatsoever, I have a clearer and more distinct idea of an orthodoxly
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conceived monotheistic god than I do of anything else. To me, this sounds
extremely dubious: for surely the fact that I cannot have a positive apprehen-
sion of the infinite is direct evidence that I do not have a clear and distinct
idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. At the very least, we need
to be told a lot more about what counts as a ‘clear and distinct’ idea: in the
absence of a fairly spectacular story, it seems very likely that Descartes’ claim
is simply unsupportable.

The first response is also unconvincing, in a way that does enormous
damage to Descartes’ view. Given that our ideas of perfection and infinity
are not adequate, it seems that what we have are merely relative grasps of
these notions. That is, we understand that some things are less perfect than
others, and that some things have fewer limitations, or limitations to a lesser
extent, than do other things — and then, by an act of imagination, we form
the merely relative conception of an entity thatis more perfect than all other
entities, and that is subject to fewer limitations than any other entity. It is
easy — though perhaps nonetheless incorrect — to suppose that an entity that
is more perfect than all other entities must be an entirely perfect entity, and
that an entity that is subject to fewer limitations than any other entity must
be an entity that is subject to no limitations. Consequently, it is easy to
see how one might arrive at the idea of an entirely perfect entity or an
entity that is subject to no limitations, beginning with the merely relative
conception of an entity that is more perfect than all other entities and
subject to fewer limitations than any other entity, and making a natural —
though admittedly not obviously correct — further assumption. But if we
can arrive at the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god in this
perfectly natural way from reflection on our own limitations, then, even
if the various Scholastic Principles to which Descartes appeals are correct,
there is still no adequate justification for the claim that the objective reality
of our idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god can be due only
to the formal reality of an entity that corresponds to that idea.

In sum: (a) Descartes’ view of the nature of our idea of an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god is inconsistent, since he needs to say both that
it is not entirely adequate and that it is not merely negative or relative, and
(b) there is a very plausible story that can be told about the acquisition or
invention of that kind of idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
that it seems most reasonable to suppose that we have, that needs to make no
assumption of the actual existence of an object that corresponds to thatidea.

3.9.6. A Related Argument

There is an argument, closely related to the one that we have just been
criticising, that occurs towards the end of Meditation III. There, Descartes
begins his discussion with the following question: whether I, who have this idea
of [an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god], could exist if there were no [orthodoxly
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conceived monotheistic god]? Descartes considers four positive replies that
might be made to this question: (i) that one might have created oneself;
(ii) that one might have always existed, and hence never have been cre-
ated by anything; (iii) that one might have been created by lesser beings
than an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god — for example, by one’s
parents — that were in turn created by lesser beings than an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god — that is, one’s grandparents — and so on, ad
infinitum; and (iv) that one might have been created by a committee of
beings, each of which possesses some of the attributes of an orthodoxly con-
ceived monotheistic god, but none of which possesses all of the attributes
of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god — and hence none of which
actually is an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. Descartes argues that
none of these replies can be sustained.

Against the first suggestion — that is, the suggestion that one might have
created oneself — Descartes claims that, if one had created oneself, then one
would surely have made oneself an entirely perfect entity, since itwould have
been easier for one to do this than to make oneself the imperfect entity that
one manifestly is. This seems to me to be a most peculiar response. If there
is anything that is manifest by the natural light of reason, it is surely that
nothing can create itself: no being can bring itself into existence. Rather
than speculate about the properties that one would have given oneself if
one had created oneself, it seems to me that Descartes would be on much
safer ground if he were simply to dismiss this suggestion out of hand.

Against the second suggestion — that is, the suggestion that one has always
existed — Descartes says:

It is quite clear and evident to all those who will attentively consider the nature of
time, that a substance, in order to be conserved in each moment of its duration,
needs the same power and action that would be necessary to produce and create it
afresh, if it did not yet exist. ... It is only necessary therefore for me to ask myself if
I possess any power or virtue capable of acting in such a way that I, who exist now,
shall exist in the future: for, since I am nothing but a thinking thing...if such a
power resided in me, indeed I should at the very least be conscious of it; but I am
conscious of no such power, and thereby, I know evidently that I depend on some
being different from myself.

This response suffers from various difficulties. First, the ‘clear and evident’
principle is surely not well described. Why shouldn’t one who ‘attentively
considers the nature of time’ suppose, instead, that anything that exists will
continue to exist unless it is acted upon by a destructive power of the same
magnitude as that required to produce and create it? One might suggest
that the various conservation principles of contemporary physics provide
some support for this alternative claim — but, even without any such further
argument, it seems clear that we have been given no good reason to accept
the principle upon which Descartes’ response relies. Second, it is doubtful
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that Descartes’ response would seem compelling to anyone who thinks that
a thinking thing can have unconscious parts, for example, of the kind sug-
gested in Freudian theories of the unconscious. If the ‘power and action’
that Descartes requires could emanate from such a source, then the causal
principle to which he appealsisinsufficient to establish that he hasnot always
existed.'' Third, even setting aside considerations about the unconscious, it
is far from obvious that every power possessed by a mind must be available
to direct inspection by that mind. Suppose that you set me a difficult math-
ematical problem, surely, there is no reason to assume that I can tell, just by
introspection, whether or not I have the power to solve the problem.

Nonetheless, it seems to me that one does have perfectly good reasons for
denying that one has always existed. It is — I think — true that, on solipsistic
or idealistic hypotheses, it is quite hard to see why one should not suppose
that one has always existed; after all, that assumption is perfectly consistent
with all of the evidence from experience that one possesses. Consequently,
itis only by setting aside the Cartesian contention that one is essentially only
a thinking thing that one is likely to get an adequate response to the claim
that one has always existed. But one should set this Cartesian contention —
and correlative solipsistic and idealistic hypotheses — aside.

Against the third suggestion — that is, the suggestion that one has been
created by lesser beings than an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god —
Descartes objects that any being that could have created you would also need
to have the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, and so would
stand no less in need of a further cause that explains why it has the idea of
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. Moreover, Descartes insists that
there could not be merely an infinite regress of such lesser beings, each of
which possesses the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, for,
even if there were such an infinite regress, there would still be something
in need of explanation, namely, why there is any being at all that possesses
the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. Since this suggestion
stands or falls with the more elaborate argument from the earlier part of
Meditation I1I, we need not give any further discussion of it here.

Against the fourth suggestion — that is, that one might have been created
by a committee of beings, each of which possesses some of the attributes of
an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, but none of which possesses all
of the attributes of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god — Descartes
objects that unity, simplicity, and inseparability are amongst the perfections

"' Following the lead of Norton (1968), there has been some discussion in the literature
of the question of whether Descartes’ admission that he might have ‘unknown faculties’
undermines the argument for the existence of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god
in Meditation IIl. Plainly enough, the same kinds of issues arise for the possibility that is
mentioned in the main text; it may be that, on Descartes’ own admission, he cannot rule
out the possibility that he has the power to conserve himself in existence.
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that are attributed to an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god by one’s
idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god. However, if we suppose
that we can form the idea of a being that possesses all perfections by putting
together our independent conceptions of the various individual concep-
tions, then it seems that creation by a committee of beings might well suffice
for the purpose at hand. After all, it is not at all plausible to suppose that
the ideas of unity, simplicity, and inseparability can be obtained only by way of
the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, indeed, these ideas
are plainly ones that can be derived by reflection on the knowledge that is
obtained in the first two Meditations. Unless there is a perfection that could
be possessed only by an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, and not
by anything else — whether member of a committee of creative beings or
not — then it seems that Descartes’ objection to this suggestion fails. At the
very least, some further argument is required to establish that the parts of
Descartes’ idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god do not trace
back to distinct sources in beings, each of which manifest some — but only
some — of the perfections that are combined together in the idea of an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.

Apart from the already noted difficulties that face this new Cartesian
argument for the claim that only an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
god could be the ultimate source of my idea of an orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic god, it is also worth noting that Descartes’ argument relies
upon the assumption that he has discussed all of the plausible alternatives
to the claim that his existence, given that he possesses the idea of an ortho-
doxly conceived monotheistic god, must be due to creation by an ortho-
doxly conceived monotheistic god. If, for example, we could suppose that
the existence of the physical universe has no explanation, even though my
possession of the idea of an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is per-
fectlyunderstandable given the existence of the physical universe, then there
would not be so much as prima facie reason to suppose that Descartes has a
compelling case. But — as we in effect noted in Oppy (2006) — the kind of
story told by Lavine (1994) makes it very plausible to suppose that one can
give a naturalistic account of the origins of the concept of infinity. Further-
more, once we have a naturalistic account of the origins of the concept of
the infinite, we can then easily construct a naturalistic account of the origins
of the concept of a being that is infinitely powerful, infinitely wise, infinitely
good, and so forth. Given these points, the prospects for rehabilitation of
this Cartesian cosmological argument are surely very, very slender indeed.

3.3.7. Concluding Remarks

The argument of Meditation III fails. From the point of view of the over-
all project of the Meditations, the argument fails simply because it requires
assumptions that are highly dubitable and not, in any sense, recognisable
as true by the unaided light of natural reason. However, even from a less



3.4. Leibniz’s Argument 119

demanding standpoint, the argument can be seen to be quite unconvinc-
ing: it is easy to explain how we come to have the idea of an orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic god without adverting to the actual existence of an
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god.

3.4. LEIBNIZ’S ARGUMENT

In his little essay “On the Ultimate Origination of Things” (1697), Leibniz
presents and defends a cosmological argument based on a strong version of
the principle of sufficient reason. There is at least some reason to suppose
that the argument that Leibniz defends takes something like the following
form:

1. There are contingent beings, that is, beings that do not provide a
sufficient reason for their own existence.

2. There is a sufficient reason for everything that exists or happens. In
particular, for each being, there is a (not necessarily distinct) being
that provides a sufficient reason for the existence of that being.

3. A being is necessary iff it is its own sufficient reason.

4. A circle of contingent beings, each of which provides a sufficient
reason for the next, requires a sufficient reason for its existence, that
is, a sufficient reason for the existence of that circle of contingent
beings.

5. A sufficient reason for a circle of contingent beings, each of which
provides a sufficient reason for the next, cannot be a member of that
circle.

6. An infinite series of contingent beings, each of which provides a suf-
ficient reason for the next, requires a sufficient reason, that is, a suf-
ficient reason for the existence of that infinite series of contingent
beings.

7. Asufficient reason for an infinite series of contingent beings, each of
which provides a sufficient reason for the next, cannot be a member
of that series.

8. (Hence) There is—and, indeed, must be — a necessary being that con-
stitutes the sufficient reason for the existence of contingent beings.

If something like this is the argument that Leibniz means to defend, then it
faces various kinds of severe difficulties.

Perhaps the most pressing difficulty is that, at least at first sight, the argu-
ment seems to be invalid. Suppose that we follow Leibniz in imagining that
the book on the Elements of Geometry is eternal, one copy always being made
from another. Then, given premises 7 and 8, we shall be obliged to conclude
that there is something that explains the eternity of this book: there is a suf-
ficient reason for the infinite series of copies of the Elements of Geometry. But
there is nothing in the example that demands that the explanation must
advert to a necessary being, that is, to something that is its own sufficient
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reason. Suppose, then, that an explanation can be found in a contingent
being. That being may in turn be part of a circle or infinite chain of beings,
each of which explains the next, but when we postulate a further being to
explain the existence of this circle or chain, we need be no closer to estab-
lishing that there is a necessary being. Unless we have some kind of principle
of mereological aggregation — for example, that any fusion of beings is itself
a being — we can easily describe a model in which all of the premises of
the Leibnizian argument are true, and yet in which the conclusion of this
argument is false."”

Apart from questions concerning the validity of the argument now under
discussion, there are obvious questions that arise about the acceptability of
some of the premises. As we noted in Oppy (2006), it seems to be incoherent
to suppose that there could be anything — being, fact, state of affairs, or what-
ever — that is its own sufficient reason. Consequently, while the definition
of ‘necessary being’ with which Leibniz works may be unexceptionable, it is
also trivial: there can be no necessary beings on Leibniz’ account of ‘neces-
sary being’. Moreover, as we also argue in Oppy (forthcoming), the principle
of sufficient reason that Leibniz enunciates is plainly unacceptably strong: it
cannot be the case that there is no brute contingency in the world, if there
is contingency at all.

Itis, perhaps, instructive to compare the argument that I have attributed
to Leibniz with the arguments that I attributed to Aquinas. Aquinas tries to
argue from the instantiation of certain explanatory relations — for example,
that a is an efficient cause of b — to the conclusion that there is exactly one
unexplained explainer, by way of a key assumption about the impossibility of
an infinite regress of explanations. These arguments fail for various reasons,
not least that there is no way that their premises can guarantee that there
is just one unexplained explainer. Leibniz tries to argue from the instanti-
ation of certain conditional explanatory relations — for example, that ais a
sufficient reason for 6 provided that there is a sufficient reason for a— to the
conclusion that there is exactly one self-explaining explainer, by way of a key
assumption about the universality of categorical explanatory relations. This
argument fails for various reasons, not least that the premises fail to guaran-
tee that there is just one self-explaining explainer. Aquinas’ arguments face
the difficulty of justifying the claim that there cannot be an infinite regress
of explanations; Leibniz’ argument faces the difficulty that the principle

2 Tt isn’t clear to me whether Leibniz simply assumes that the world — ‘the aggregate of the
chain of states or series of things’ — is a thing to which the principle of sufficient reason
applies, or whether he supposes that the kind of argument that I have attributed to him
in the main text establishes that this is so. If Leibniz does assume a strong principle of
mereological composition, then there is good reason to suppose that the argument in the
main text does not accurately capture the argument that he in fact gives. Nonetheless, some
of the further objections that we go on to make clearly apply to the claims that Leibniz
makes, quite apart from considerations about principles of mereological composition.
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that he appeals to in order to rule out an infinite regress of explanations is
too strong to be acceptable. It is an interesting question where one might
turn to look for a plausible set of premises that are strong enough to yield
the conclusion that there is a unique ‘first principle’, and yet that are not
so strong as to entail that there is no contingency in the world.

Since, as I have hinted at various places, it is controversial whether the
argument that I have been discussing ought to be attributed to Leibniz, it
will perhaps be useful to close with a discussion of a different argument
that has been thought to be contained in the writings bequeathed to us by
Leibniz. This argument runs as follows:

1. There is a sufficient reason why everything that is is so and not oth-
erwise. Wherever there is a plurality of logically possible alternatives,
there is a sufficient reason why the alternative realised is the one
realised.

2. Sufficient reasons are either causes or choices or both.

3. Of any cause, as distinguished from choice, one can always legiti-
mately ask what its cause is.

4. (Hence) Causes cannot be ultimately sufficient reasons. (From g)

. The actual universe is not the only (logically) possible universe.

. (Hence) The sufficient reason for the existence of the actual universe

is a choice. (From 1, 2, 4, and 5)

7. Choices are sufficient reasons only insofar as they are rational choices.

8. A choice is rational insofar as it is a choice of the best; and insofar
as limitations of power and knowledge are imposed on the chooser,
the choice is rational only relative to these limitations and therefore
requires further explanation.

9. (Hence) An absolutely rational choice, requiring no further expla-
nation, is a choice of the best, made by a being that is subject to no
limitations. (From 7 and 8)

10. (Hence) God exists. (From 6 and g)

[opRexs

Several features of this argument are of interest.

First, the principle of sufficient reason that is appealed to as the first
premise seems to me to be indefensible, for the reasons given in Oppy
(2006) I do not believe that any principle as strong as this one can be
reasonably accepted.

Second, if we accept that one can always ask for a further cause when one
is presented with a cause, then why should we not accept that one can always
ask for a further cause or choice when one is presented with a choice? If
agent A makes choice Cat time ¢ in circumstances S, there is at least prima
facie reason to think that there is always room to ask: why did A make that
choice at that time in those circumstances, rather than some other choice
that might have been made instead? Whatever reasons one might have for
supposing that choices are not causes, there seems to me to be no prospect of
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defending the claim that choices differ from causes in being more obviously
good candidates for endpoints of demands for explanation.

Third, it is quite unclear why we should suppose that only rational choices
are sufficient reasons. Given that we have already assumed that choices are
not causes, and that all sufficient reasons are either choices or causes, it
seems that this assumption will lead to the conclusion that there is no suffi-
cientreason for irrational choices, whence, the principle of sufficient reason
adverted to in the first premise is shown to be false. Perhaps one might try
insisting that irrational choices are causes, but that response seems both
implausible and entirely ad hoc. Given that causes are sufficient reasons, it
seems quite incredible to suppose that irrational choices are not sufficient
reasons.

Fourth, itis quite unclear why choices of the best should be held to require
no further explanation, while choices of less than the best do require further
explanation. It seems to me that, no matter what choice one makes, there
is a plausible candidate explanation of that choice in terms of one’s beliefs
and preferences. Whether or not one makes a good choice — for example,
a choice that has the best outcomes, or that conforms to objective moral
prescriptions, or that is the choice that one’s fully informed rational self
would want for one to choose — depends upon the preferences that one has,
and the information that one is able to bring to bear when one weighs up the
alternative courses of action that are open to one. Of course, this Humean
conception of choice might be contested; but, at the very least, it is worth
observing that the denial of this Humean conception of choice is extremely
controversial: there is little prospect for claiming that an argument that
relies on the denial of this Humean conception of choice is a successful
argument for the existence of God.

Fifth, it is quite unclear why we should suppose that a being that is subject
to no limitations can make absolutely rational choices, particularly if we
grant the assumption that a rational choice is always a choice of the best.
Suppose that there is a being, U, that is subject to no limitations. Consider
a world w and a time ¢ at which Uis to make a choice between possible
actions. For simplicity, suppose that there are just two possible actions A and
B between which U'is to choose. Given that A and B are possible actions,
there is a world @’ that shares the history of world w to ¢ and in which U
chooses to perform A; and there is a world w” that shares the history of
world w to ¢ and in which U chooses to perform B. Since the worlds w’
and w” share the history of world w to ¢, these are both worlds in which
U is subject to no limitations, and in which A and B have the same value
that they have in w. Since U chooses A in »’, it follows that A is the best
option in w, and, in particular, it follows that A is better than Bin w; since U
chooses Bin w”, it follows that Bis the best option in w, and, in particular,
it follows that Bis better than A in w. Contradiction. If there is a being that
is subject to no limitations, and if it always does the best, then it cannot be
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the case that it chooses to do the best, at least on a libertarian conception of
choice.

Sixth, as Voltaire famously insisted, it is prima facie most implausible to
suppose that this is the best of all possible worlds that a perfect and unlim-
ited being could choose to make, given that every feature of the world is
ultimately to be explained in terms of a choice that is made by this being.
On the assumptions that are made in the above argument, for any state
of the world, there is a series of why questions that leads ultimately to
the explanation that the world is in that state because the best possible
world is one in which the world is in that particular state. While — as we
shall see in our discussion of arguments from evil — it might not be utterly
implausible to claim that a monotheistic god could do no better than to
make the world that we inhabit, it does seem to be massively implausible
to suppose that the world that we inhabit is the very best of all possible
worlds.

Once again, I do not suppose thatanyone should think that the argument
that we have been considering is a successful argument for the existence of
a monotheistic god.

3.5. MEYER AND THE AXIOM OF CHOICE

Meyer (1987) sets outa cosmological argument that is explicitly intended to
update the argument of the Second Way in the light of more sophisticated
views about the nature of efficient causation. The argument runs as follows.

(1) There is a universal set V of all items.

(2) Vis partially ordered by the relation A of causal anteriority.

(3) Every chain § in the set V has a lower bound under A.

(4) If X is a partially ordered set under arelation R, and every chain S in
X has a lower bound under R, then X has a minimal element.

(5) (Hence) There are minimal elements in V under A, and every ele-
ment in V has a causally anterior minimal element.

(6) Vis a directed set under the relation A.

(7) If Dis a directed set under a partial order R, and every chain C in D
has alower bound under R, then D has exactly one minimal element.

(8) (Hence) There is exactly one minimal element G in V under A, and
G is causally anterior to every element in V.

Before we turn to an analysis of this argument, we need to explain some of
the key terms that are used in setting it forth.

Items are whatever it is that efficient causation relates: events, states of
affairs, objects, or what have you. While it is a controversial question what
exactly it is that efficient causation relates, we don’t need to decide this
question for the purposes of Meyer’s argument. The assumption that there
is a set of items might be thought to be controversial; however, as Meyer
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says, one could reformulate the argument using only the assumption that
items form a proper class. The assumption that items form a set is merely a
matter of convenience; nothing substantive hangs on it.

The relation A of causal anteriority is defined on pairs of items: Axy just
in case x is causally anterior to y. For the purposes of Meyer’s argument,
it is assumed that A is reflexive, transitive, and antisymmetric, so that it
constitutes a partial order. The assumption of antisymmetry rules out causal
loops. The assumption of reflexivity, while holding that each item is causally
anterior to itself, does not amount to the assumption that each item causes
itself: for only items to which there is nothing that is causally anterior are
so much as candidates for being self-caused. Thus, it seems to me that the
only thing that is controversial in the second premise is the assumption that
causal anteriority is anti-symmetric.

The idea behind the third premise is that, for every causal sequence C,
there is an item I that is causally anterior to every item Jin C. This is a very
strong assumption, but — as Meyer insists — it is not so strong as to obviously
beg the main question at issue. One cannot get to the interim conclusions
at line 5, from the first three premises alone. If one is prepared to reject
the axiom of choice — and hence to reject that version of the axiom of
choice that is presented in the fourth premise — then there is no satisfactory
way of completing the proof. (Of course, we recall from Oppy (2006) that
the fourth premise is just Zorn’s Lemma, that is, that it is a well-known
formulation of the axiom of choice.)

A set S that is partially ordered under a relation R is directed (down) iff,
for any two elements Jand Kin S, there exists an item / that is a lower bound
for both Jand K. Thus, the premise at line 6 says that any pair of items has
a common causal ancestry.

As Meyer points out, one of the advantages of his cosmological argument
is that it is uncontroversially valid, whereas the arguments of Aquinas and
Leibniz have premises that are insufficient to yield their alleged conclusions,
there is no doubt that Meyer’s premises do entail that there are first elements
under the relation of causal anteriority. Moreover, as Meyer also points out,
there is at least some reason to suppose that causal sequences are ‘deeply
infinitistic’ in the way that his formulation allows. “Consider ... the rolling
of a ball across the floor. ... If we view this situation from the viewpoint of
the most casual physics, the ball occupies a succession of points (x,, o), - - . ,
(%, yi),...on an appropriate plane, where x; and y, are real numbers. The
ball’s occupying any of these points is, presumptively, an item in a causal
sequence. Yet this ordering is not of the 1, 2, g variety. To the contrary, since
the real numbers are densely ordered, there is between any two distinct
pairs (x;, y;) and (x;, y,) a third pair (x; y;)” (Meyer (1987: 346)). Given
recent enthusiasm for kalam cosmological arguments — and, in particular,
for arguments that deny ‘actual’ infinities — there is perhaps a little irony
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in the fact that an argument that explicitly appeals to a ‘deeply infinitistic’
assumption is an improvement on more traditional formulations of causal
cosmological arguments.

Despite the advantages of Meyer’s argument, there are some disadvan-
tages that should also be noted. While acceptance of the axiom of choice
is plausibly a very small price to pay for securing the validity of a causal
cosmological argument, the other difficulties that arise in the arguments of
Aquinas and Leibniz persist. In particular, while the axiom of choice can
help in securing first elements under the relation of causal anteriority, this
axiom provides no help in securing the further requirement that there be
exactly one such first element. Given that there is plausibly no good empir-
ical support for the claim that Vis a directed set under the relation A, it is
hard to see how there could be any satisfying non-question-begging argu-
ment in support of this assumption. Moreover — as Meyer himself explicitly
acknowledges — there is nothing in the considerations that he presents that
provides new reason to suppose that causal anteriority is antisymmetric, or
to suppose that for every causal sequence C, there is an item 7 that is causally
anterior to every item Jin C (his version of the claim that everything that
happens has a cause). As we have already noted, it is very hard to find non-
question-begging support for either of these controversial claims.

36 KOONS AND CONTINGENCY

Koons (1997, 2001) provides a very interesting new cosmological argu-
ment that incorporates features of previous arguments from causation and
contingency. One advantage of Koons’s formulation is that it involves an
explicit statement of the mereological principles, modal principles, and
non-monotonic logical principles that provide the theoretical background
to the argument.

Koons’s argument is framed against the background of a ‘modal mere-
ology’ of facts. On the one hand, the argument assumes that there is a
‘fixed domain of possible facts’: the very same facts are possible in each
possible world. On the other hand, the argument assumes that facts obey
mereological principles of composition: aggregation of facts is a species of
conjunction.

The background modal logic for Koons’s argument s a quantified version
of T. In thislogic, we have both the Barcan principle and the converse Barcan
principle. Since the Barcan principle and the converse Barcan principle are
not plausible in the case of individuals — surely there are possible worlds in
which there exist individuals that do not in fact exist, and surely there are
possible worlds in which individuals that in fact exist have no existence —
this requirement makes it clear that the variables in Koons’s argument can
range only over facts.
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The mereological principles upon which Koons relies are the following:

1Mm. x1is a part of yiff anything that overlaps x overlaps y.

2. If xis a fact of type ¢, then there is an aggregate or sum of all of the
possible facts of type ¢. (xgp (x) — (Ty) (V2) (Ozy<> (Fu) (¢ (u)&Ouz)))

gwm. xis identical to yiff xis a part of yand yis a part of x.

4wm. If xis a part of y, then necessarily, if y obtains, x obtains.

Furthermore, Koons introduces the following definition: a fact x is wholly
contingent iff x obtains and no fact that is part of x obtains necessarily.
Koons’s argument also relies upon some fundamental assumptions about
causation. While he treats causation as primitive ‘for the purposes of this
argument’, Koons notes that he supposes that causation can be reduced to
modality. The principles that Koons assumes are the following three:

1¢c. If x causes y, then x and y both obtain.
2¢. If x causes y, then x does not overlap with y.
3¢. Every wholly contingent fact has a cause.

Apart from these assumptions, Koons also claims that causes do not neces-
sitate their effects: ‘it is quite possible for Cto be in every sense the cause of
E, even though it was possible for Cto occur without being accompanied by
E' (1997: 196). According to Koons, the fact that causes are not sufficient
for their effects makes it possible for him to embrace an indeterministic the-
ory of human freedom, while nonetheless maintaining that human choices
have causes.

Finally, Koons’s argument relies on an assumption about defeasible or
non-monotonic reasoning. When we stated principle ¢ above, we didn’t
make it explicit that we are committing ourselves only to the claim that
normally, a wholly contingent fact has a cause. The causal principle is a
‘default or defeasible’ rule: ‘any given wholly contingent fact has a cause
unless some positive reason can be given for thinking that the factin question
is an exception to the rule’ (1997: 197).

With these preliminaries out of the way, we can move on to the argument
itself. Koons begins by proving two lemmas.

The first of these lemmas says that all the parts of a necessary fact are
themselves necessary. This is proved as follows. Since T is a normal modal
logic, it includes the principle that if it is necessary that if A then B, then,
if it is necessary that A, it is necessary that B. Moreover, 4y says that if x is
a part of y, then, it is necessary that if y obtains, then x obtains. So we have
that, if y is a necessary fact, and x is a part of y, then it is necessary that x
obtains.

The second of these initial lemmas says that every contingent fact has a
wholly contingent part. This is proved as follows. Suppose that ais a contin-
gent fact. If a is wholly contingent, then « has itself as a wholly contingent
part. If a is not wholly contingent, then, by definition, a has a necessary
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part. So, by 2y, there is a fact y(yEa&[10y) that consists of the aggregate of
all of the necessary parts of a. Since a is contingent, a is not itself part of
$(YEa&0y). Hence, by 1y, there is a b that overlaps a but that does not
overlap y(yEa&[10y). So it follows that there is a part ¢ of a that is not part
of (yEa&J0y). Suppose that dis a part of ¢. Then dis a part of a, but ddoes
not overlap y(yEa&[10y). So dis not necessary. But d was chosen arbitrarily.
So there is no part of ¢ that is necessary. So ¢is wholly contingent. So a — an
arbitrarily chosen contingent fact — has a wholly contingent part.

Let Cbe the aggregate of all wholly contingent facts. Koons notes that,
if there are any wholly contingent facts, then it follows from 2y that a fact
overlaps Ciff that fact overlaps a wholly contingent fact.

Koons next proves a third lemma, that if there are any contingent facts,
then Cis a wholly contingent fact. This is proved as follows. Suppose that
there is a contingent fact. Then, by the second lemma, there is a wholly
contingent fact, since any contingent fact has a wholly contingent part. To
show that Cis wholly contingent, we need to show that C has no necessary
parts. So, suppose that a is a part of C. Since a is a part of C, a overlaps C.
Hence, a overlaps b, where b is a wholly contingent part of C. Since a and b
overlap, they have a part d in common. But because b is wholly contingent,
this means that dis contingent. By the first lemma, if @ were necessary, then
dwould be necessary. So ais contingent. Hence, an arbitrarily chosen part
of Cis contingent. Whence Cis wholly contingent.

We are almost done. By 3¢ and the third lemma, if there are any con-
tingent facts, then Chas a cause. Hence, by 2, if there are any contingent
facts, then Chas a cause that does not overlap C. But every contingent fact
overlaps C. (Why? Suppose a is a contingent fact. By the second lemma, a
has a wholly contingent part, b. But, by 2y, and the definition of C, b and
C overlap.) By 1¢, any cause of C must obtain. So Cis caused to obtain by
a necessary fact. If there are any contingent facts, then C - the sum of all
wholly contingent facts — is caused to obtain by a necessary fact.

Before we move on to consider what might follow from the claim that,
if there are any contingent facts, then C- the sum of all wholly contingent
facts — is caused to obtain by a necessary fact, we should pause to assess the
argument to this point. It seems to me that there are three main ways in
which Koons’s argument to this point is open to challenge.

First, it seems to me that it is highly controversial to suppose that possible
facts obey the mereological principles to which Koons supposes them to be
subject. The primary difficulty is not, I think, with the idea that, if a fact
is conjunctive, then we may suppose that the conjuncts of the conjunctive
fact are parts of that fact — though even here one might have worries about
the idea that non-sentential entities could be properly said to have conjuncts.
Rather, the primary difficulty concerns the relationship between the alleged
part-hood relation and entailment. It is presently a fact that I am sitting in
my room in the Menzies building typing away at my word processor. What
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are the factive parts of this fact? Unless we suppose that the factive parts of
this fact are whatever facts are entailed by this fact, how can we so much as
set about trying to establish what are the factive parts of this fact? (It is not
so immediately clear that there is a difficulty in investigating the non-factive
parts of a fact. It may seem plausible to suppose that I, and my room, and
my word processor, and the Menzies building are all non-factive parts of the
fact that I am sitting in my room in the Menzies building typing away at my
word processor. But even if this is plausible, it is no help at all in answering
the question about the factive parts of this fact, that is, the question about
which other facts are part of this fact.)

If we suppose that factive part-hood for facts is explained in terms of
entailment, then, of course, Koons’s argument collapses, since any necessary
factis then part of each contingent fact. In the face of this threat, it seems to
me to be reasonable to ask for a more detailed theory of factive part-hood
than has been provided thus far. Of course, it may be that there is such a
theory to be had: perhaps, for example, it can be maintained that the fact
that I am sitting in my room in the Menzies building typing away at my
word processor is an alomic fact, and hence one that has no proper parts.
However, it seems to me that one needn’t be an unreconstructed positivist
in order to take the view that the lack of a clear account of factive part-hood
undermines the claim that, as it stands, Koons’s argument is a convincing
argument for the conclusion that, if there are any contingent facts, then
C - the sum of all wholly contingent facts — is caused to obtain by a necessary
fact.

Second, it seems to me to be highly controversial to suppose that facts are
causally related to one another. Koons claims that ‘in this context’ — thatis, in
the context of his proof — ‘there is no clear reason to distinguish . . . between
facts, events, and states of affairs, so long as each of these is thought of
as concrete parts of the world” (196). However, against Koons’s claim that
events are merely ‘thick, complex facts’, it seems to me that there are fairly
strong prima facie grounds for supposing that events and facts belong to
distinct ontological categories. Indeed, if we consider Koons’s examples of
alleged ‘thick, complex facts’ — namely, the death of Caesar and the Civil
War — one might wonder how one could suppose that these presumptively
complicated events are properly described as thick, complex facts. Consider
the fact that Caesar died. If this is a thick, complex fact, then presumably
that’s because it has many, complicated factive parts. But — to return to our
previous worry — what could these many and complicated factive parts be?
There is, after all, no evidence of conjunction in the claim that Caesar died.
It seems right to me to suppose that an event with an apparently atomic
description can be thick and complex — no doubt this is true of the Civil
War — but it is much less obvious that a fact with an apparently atomic
description can be thick and complex, particularly if facts have factive parts
in the way that Koons’s argument requires. At the very least, we need to be
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given much more than Koons gives us to be justified in assuming that it is
facts rather than events that are the relata of causal relations."3

Third, as I have argued elsewhere,'? it seems to me to be just wrong to
suppose that one can satisfactorily defend the role that the claim that every
wholly contingent event has a cause has in this argument by suggesting that
this claim is a default or defeasible principle of reasoning. Koons (1997:
196) writes:

Even though we have excellent empirical evidence for the generalisation that wholly
contingent facts have causes, it is hard to see how any amount of data could settle
conclusively the question of whether or not this generalisation admits of exceptions.
This is a legitimate worry, but I would response by insisting that, at the very least,
our experience warrants adopting the causal principle as a default or defeasible
rule. This means that, in the absence of evidence to the contrary, we may infer,
about any particular wholly contingent fact, that it has a cause. This is, however,
all that is needed for the cosmological argument to be rationally compelling. The
burden will be shifted to the agnostic, who must garner evidence of a positive
sort for the proposition that the cosmos really is an exception to the rule. Merely
pointing out the defeasible nature of the inference does not constitute a cogent
rebuttal.

There are many different comments that one might make about these
claims, but perhaps the most important is the following. Suppose that C
is brought about, that is, suppose that it is a fact that Cis brought about. If
this fact were necessary, then the obtaining of Cwould be necessary, contra-
dicting the claim that Cis (wholly) contingent. However, if the fact that Cis
brought about were contingent, then, on Koons’s own principles, it would
follow that this fact has a part that is wholly contingent. That is, the fact that
C and the fact that Cis brought about would overlap. But, by 2¢, the fact
that Cis brought about is wholly distinct from the fact that C—if ‘causes and
effects are separate existences’, then the obtaining of Cand the causing of
C to obtain must be ‘separate existences’. So, on Koons’s own principles, it
seems that we can conclude that C cannot be brought about.

I take it that what this little argument shows is that we cannot accept the
generalisation that every contingent fact has a cause even as a defeasible or
default generalisation in Koons’s sense. The most that we could be warranted
in allowing — all other considerations aside — is that, normally, a wholly
contingent fact other than Chas a cause. But, given this principle, we simply

'3 It is worth noting that some of Koons’s assumptions appear to be more controversial for
events than they appear for facts. Consider, for example, 2\ and 2¢. Itis not uncontroversial
to suppose that, if there are ¢ events, then there is an event that is the sum of all of the
¢ events; and neither is it uncontroversial to suppose that if an event C causes an event E,
then C and E do not overlap.

4 See Oppy (1999) and Oppy (2004b). I shall not here repeat the criticisms that I made
of Koons’s argument in those earlier papers. Nonetheless, I continue to believe that those
criticisms are substantially correct.
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cannot reach the conclusion that if there are any contingent facts, then
C—the sum of all wholly contingent facts — is caused to obtain by a necessary
fact.

Even if we did accept that Koons’s argument establishes that, if there are
any contingent facts, then C — the sum of all wholly contingent facts — is
caused to obtain by a necessary fact, it is not clear why we should suppose
that this conclusion has any religious significance. If anything, the conclu-
sion of Koons’s cosmological argument seems to be even further removed
from the claim that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists than
are the conclusions of Aquinas’ Five Ways. While Koons does offer further
arguments that are intended to show that his proof contributes to the task
of establishing that an orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god exists, I do
not need to advance further criticisms of those arguments here — for, if
the considerations that I have advanced in the present section are correct,
then Koons’s argument does not even succeed in establishing that we have
defeasible reason to suppose that, if there are any contingent facts, then C—
the sum of all wholly contingent facts — is caused to obtain by a necessary
fact.'

3.7. GALE, PRUSS, AND ‘WEAK’ SUFFICIENT REASON

Gale and Pruss (1999) offer an interesting cosmological argument that
they claim improves upon traditional cosmological arguments such as that
defended by Leibniz because it relies only upon a ‘weak’ version of the prin-
ciple of sufficient reason. Before we can set out this argument, we need to
give some definitions and to set out some preliminary assumptions.

Definition 1: A possible world is a maximal compossible conjunction of
abstract propositions.

Definition 2: The Big Conjunctive Fact (BCF) for a possible world is the
conjunction of all of the propositions that would be true if that world
were actual.

Definition 3: The Big Conjunctive Contingent Fact (BCCF) for a possible
world is the conjunction of all of the contingent propositions that
would be true if the world were actual.

Assumption 1: For any proposition pand anyworld W, the BCF for W either
contains p, or the negation of p, but not both.

Assumption 2: For any proposition £, and any world W, if Fis in W’s BCF,
then there is some possible world W* and proposition G such that W*’s
BCF contains F, and G, and the proposition that G explains F. (Weak
Principle of Sufficient Reason, or W-PSR)

!5 T discuss Koons’s corollaries in Oppy (1999). Koons (2001) responds to my discussion. I
hope to examine Koons’s responses to my criticisms on some other occasion.
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The proof runs as follows:

1. If F| is the BCCF for a world W,, and F, is the BCCF for a world W,
and F,=F,, then W,=W,. (By Definition 1 and Definition g)

2. @ is the BCCF for the actual world. (Definition)

3. For any proposition F; and any world W, if Fis in W’s BCF, then
there is some possible world W* and proposition G such that W’s BCF
contains F; and G, and the proposition that G explains F. (W-PSR)

4. (Hence) There is a possible world W’ and a proposition # such that
the BCF for W’ contains @, and #, and the proposition that # explains
@. (From 2 and g)

5. W' = the actual world. (From 1, Definition 1, Definition 2, and
Assumption 1. A world’s BCF cannot be contained in another world’s
BCF, since aworld’s BCF is a maximal proposition. So, if we instantiate
for FFwith a BCF in Assumption 2, it must be that W= W*)

6. (Hence) In the actual world, there is a proposition # such that the
BCF for the actual world contains @, #, and the proposition that #
explains @.

Gale and Pruss provide many further steps of argumentation thatlead to the
conclusion that#isa contingent proposition thatreports the free intentional
action of a necessary being t