Philosophy of Religion Day 07, 7
Philosophy of Religion Day 7:		Responses to the Cosmological Argument

	Content:
1. Review
2. What is a first cause?
3. Infinite series
4. Causal Nets
5. Sufficient Reason
6. Discussion: The cosmological argument and sufficient reason
	Method:
1. Interactive Lecture (10 minutes)
2. Lecture (5 minutes)
3. Lecture (7 minutes)
4. Lecture (3 minutes)
5. Lecture (15 minutes)
6. Discussion (10 minutes)



Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to understand the major objections to the cosmological argument. 



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand the major objections to the cosmological argument.
2. Key Concepts: principle of sufficient reason



1. Review
Briefly review the first three of Aquinas’s ways, which were investigated yesterday. Since students presented the information to each other in their home groups, this is a good chance to make sure everyone is on the same page in understanding them.

2. What is a first cause (or first mover or first necessary thing)?
Ask students to first suppose, hypothetically, that we accept Aquinas’s arguments. Then what has he shown? Hopefully students will conclude that he has demonstrated that there must be a first cause of change (1st way), a first efficient cause (2nd way), and/or a first necessary thing (3rd way). Aquinas concludes in each case that this is God. Think back to the first lesson in this unit, when students explored the qualities of God. The concept of God seems a lot richer than just the basic idea of a first cause. All the qualities like omniscience, omnipotence, and moral perfection seem to be missing. So it’s not clear that the cosmological argument can get us all, or even very much, of what the classical theist wants. Defenders of the cosmological argument often concede this point. They insist that the argument is not meant to prove the existence of God, but rather that it is an important step towards showing God exists, and that supplemental arguments are needed to show that the first cause must have the attributes of God as described by classical theism. The question, though, is what these supplemental arguments would be.

3. Infinite Series
Does the argument succeed at least in proving that there must be a first cause? Aquinas claims that an infinite series of causes is impossible. He supports this premise by suggesting that an infinite series of causes is absurd. Consider a causal series whose members we can label by letters:

			A  B … W  X  Y  Z

Here Z is something currently existing. Y caused Z, X caused Y, and so on. Aquinas says that if A had never existed, none of the subsequent members of the series would have existed. So Z wouldn’t currently exist, which is plainly false. Hence, Aquinas says it’s absurd not to accept that there is a privileged, first cause. Since the series must have a first cause, it can’t be infinite. But to accept that there could be infinite series is not to deny that A exists. Rather, it is to say that A doesn’t have the privileged status of being a first cause. Instead, we could imagine that the series just goes back on and on, without end, with each member caused by one before it. While it’s hard for us to imagine infinity, it does make logical sense, and we use the notion in mathematics all the time. Just consider the natural numbers, for example.

To some extent, the difficulty revolves around the difficulty people have with conceptualizing infinity. Imagine you run into a man who is counting backwards, “…four, three, two, one. Finally, I’m done!” You ask how many numbers he’s counted and how long it’s taken him. He tells you he’s counted all the natural numbers. Since there are infinitely many, there never was a point when he first started. Indeed, you’d think that absurd. But here the real issue is that the man has a finite lifespan, and so couldn’t count through an infinity of numbers. Yet when we are doing math in an abstract sense, we can make use of the notion of infinity perfectly well. We can calculate the limit (or sum) of an infinite series of numbers if it has the right kind of properties. For example, 1 + 1/2 + 1/4 + 1/8 + 1/16 + …. converges to the value 2. In calculus, we make use of the integral to find the area under a curve. Though this isn’t really the rigorous definition, in a sense one way we can think of the process of using an integral working is as dividing up the area under the curve into an infinite number of rectangles of infinitesimally small width and then “adding them together” to get the total area. 

When we switch to imagining less abstract cases, we struggle with our intuitions. For example, one way that Paul Edwards says the advocates of the cosmological argument seem to get muddled about the possibility of an infinity series is by confusing an infinite series with one which is very long but finite. We want to think that the properties of an infinite series should be similar to one which is finite but extremely long, but that’s not the case. The properties change dramatically when we switch from one to the other. Suppose we have a book, call it Z, which is to remain up in the air, say 100 miles up. Another book, Y, is underneath it to support it. Y is supported by X beneath it. Suppose this series of supports goes on and on, say for 100,000 members. Then it comes to a first book which is not resting on another book or any support. Then the whole collection would come crashing down. It seems like we need a first member like the earth which is special in not needing another member for its support (it’s self-supporting). The mental picture we naturally form demands this. But this sort of picture isn’t fair for an infinite series. While a finite series would indeed come crashing down, but an infinite series would not. For every book in the series, there would be another beneath it supporting it. So there’d be no crash. It’s hard for us to picture it just going on and on, with another ook below every one, but logically and conceptually there’s no problem with it.

4. Causal Net
Even if we don’t want to entertain the possibility of an infinite series of causes, another possibility is a causal web. Instead of a linear chain of causes, there could be something that looks like a web or net, sort of like part of a fishing net. Some events could cause more than one subsequent event, branching out. And some events could be caused by the confluence of more than one event. As we work backwards from contemporary events through the links, we could find that the many branches and vertices mean that the initial edge of the web or net includes several events or objects rather than just one. Yes, the causal net wouldn’t go on infinitely, but there wouldn’t be a single first cause, either.

5. Sufficient Reason
A proponent of the cosmological argument, Father Copleston, said that, “Every object has a phenomenal cause, if you insist on the infinity of the series. But the series of phenomenal causes is an insufficient explanation of the series. Therefore, the series has not a phenomenal cause, but a transcendent cause…An infinite series of contingent beings will be, to my way of thinking, as unable to cause itself as one contingent being.” What Father Copleston is saying is that, even if we give in and accept that an infinite series is plausible, it doesn’t achieve what we want. We want an explanation not for why something in the series exits (the phenomenon that brought it about, or phenomenal cause)—which is simply because of the thing before it in the series—but rather for why the series as a whole exists (the transcendent cause). (This because we want to know why “stuff” in general exists, not just this particular stuff we see happens to be here.) And that requires another level of explanation. But does it? This seems to rest on the assumption that a series is something over and above the members of which it is composed. But it’s not. If we have explained the members of the series, then there’s nothing left to be explained. Paul Edwards suggested the example of seeing five Eskimos in Manhattan. I want to explain why the group came to be in New York. An investigation yields this information:

· Eskimo 1 didn’t enjoy the extreme cold in the polar region and decided to move to a warmer climate.
· Eskimo 2 is the husband of Eskimo 1. He loves her dearly and didn’t wish to live without her.
· Eskimo 3 is the son of Eskimos 1 and 2. He is too small and weak to oppose his parents.
· Eskimo 4 saw an advertisement in the New York Times for an Eskimo to appear on television.
· Eskimo 5 is a private detective engaged by the Pinkerton Agency to keep an eye on Eskimo 4.

This information seems to explain the cause for each of the five Eskimos to be in New York. Someone might ask, “All right, but what about the group as a whole; why is it in New York?” But that’s an absurd question. There is no group above and beyond the five members. By explaining why each of the five members is in New York we have explained why the group is there. Likewise, it’s just as absurd to ask for the cause of a series as a whole as distinct from asking for the causes of the individual members of the series.

It seems like Edwards’ point is reasonable; the demand for an explanation of what causes a series beyond explaining what causes the members is seemingly unreasonable. But typically at this point the defenders of the cosmological argument switch over from the series versions (the first two ways) to the contingency version (the third way) in order to try to get at what they want in terms of an explanation. And there is something really interesting that they’re trying to get at, which is in many ways the crux of the issues raised by the cosmological argument. What the defender of the cosmological argument really wants is an explanation for the world existing at all. Why is there something rather than nothing? What they want is a sufficient reason, a sufficient explanation for the world coming into being. They are defenders of the principle of sufficient reason—the principle that everything must have a reason or cause: no state of affairs can obtain, and no statement can be true unless there is sufficient reason why it should not be otherwise.

Especially if we’re willing to accept the possibility of infinite series, we might think that one possibility is that the universe is eternal, it has always existed. Defenders of the cosmological argument find this unsatisfying. To give the universe an age, even an infinite one, is not to explain why it exists. 

Another possibility is to say that the universe begin with the Big Bang. Some version of this seems to be the preferred explanation from modern physics. Then the defender of the cosmological argument asks what caused the Big Bang. Physicists can say some things about this, though it’s not exactly settled. One suggestion is that some physical events just happen, uncaused. In quantum mechanics, there are events, such as radioactive decays, which are due to chance. There is some probability of it happening during a certain time frame, but we don’t know when and there wasn’t some prior event which causes it. It’s possible that the rapid inflation of the early universe was the result of quantum vacuum fluctuations. This sort of explanation is sometimes coupled with theories of a multiverse—there are actually many universes and a new one can begin within another but then its spacetime quickly pinches off to be separate. Again, though, the defender of the cosmological argument is unlikely to be satisfied. On this account, there was nothing whatsoever and then all of a sudden there is a rapidly expanding universe. It doesn’t seem to offer a satisfactory explanation of the universe. 

Defenders of the cosmological argument think that the best explanation of the existence of the universe is that it was created by a necessary being (God).  But how did God come into being? The typical response is that a necessary being is self sustaining and contains the reason for its existence in itself. A necessary being is eternal, uncreated, and self-explanatory. God is where explanations end. But is that really satisfying? Sure, God is mysterious and incomprehensible, but why is that any more satisfying than saying that the universe just is, or that it came from the Big Bang and that’s it? If we can’t explain God’s presence, why not just stop at the physics explanation? Is it possible to give a satisfying explanation for why there is something rather than nothing? Maybe that’s a question that just can’t be answered.

Should we accept the principle of sufficient reason? In many ways, this is the key question. Evaluating many of the arguments in philosophy of religion and elsewhere in philosophy turn on assessing what the best explanation is (inference to the best explanation is very important). Here, we need to judge just what is reasonable to ask for in terms of an explanation. Sure, we’d like to have sufficient reasons that allow us to understand why everything is as it is, but is that possible?
When we ask why there is something rather than nothing, have we just hit the end of the line?

There was a famous debate on BBC radio in 1948 between Father Copleston and Bertrand Russell about the existence of God. In it, they had this exchange concerning the cosmological argument and the notion of sufficient reason (R is Russell and C is Copelston)(you may want to have a couple of volunteers read the parts or rotate through the class):
R: So it all turns on this question of sufficient reason, and I must say you haven't defined "sufficient reason" in a way that I can understand—what do you mean by sufficient reason? You don't mean cause?
C: Not necessarily. Cause is a kind of sufficient reason. Only contingent being can have a cause. God is His own sufficient reason; but He is not cause of Himself. By sufficient reason in the full sense I mean an explanation adequate for the existence of some particular being.
R: But when is an explanation adequate? Suppose I am about to make a flame with a match. You may say that the adequate explanation of that is that I rub it on the box.
C: Well, for practical purposes -- but theoretically, that's only a partial explanation. An adequate explanation must ultimately be a total explanation, to which nothing further can be added.
R: Then I can only say you're looking for something which can't be got, and which one ought not to expect to get.
C: To say that one has not found it is one thing; to say that one should not look for it seems to me rather dogmatic.
R: Well, I don't know. I mean, the explanation of one thing is another thing which makes the other thing dependent on yet another, and you have to grasp this sorry scheme of things entire to do what you want, and that we can't do.
C: But are you going to say that we can't, or we shouldn't even raise the question of the existence of the whole of this sorry scheme of things—of the whole universe?
R: Yes, I don't think there's any meaning in it at all. I think the word "universe" is a handy word in some connections, but I don't think it stands for anything that has a meaning.
C: If the word is meaningless, it can't be so very handy. In any case, I don't say that the universe is something different from the objects which compose it (I indicated that in my brief summary of the proof).
What I'm doing is to look for the reason, in this case the cause of the objects—the real or imagined totality of which constitute what we call the universe. You say, I think that the universe—or my existence if you prefer, or any other existence—is unintelligible?
R: First may I take up the point that if a word is meaningless it can't be handy. That sounds well but isn't in fact correct. Take, say, such a word as "the" or "than." You can't point to any object that those words mean, but they are very useful words; I should say the same of "universe." But leaving that point, you ask whether I consider that the universe is unintelligible.  I shouldn't say unintelligible—I think it is without explanation. Intelligible, to my mind, is a different thing. Intelligible has to do with the thing itself intrinsically and not with its relations.
C: Well, my point is that what we call the world is intrinsically unintelligible, apart from the existence of God. You see, I don't believe that the infinity of the series of events—I mean a horizontal series, so to speak—if such an infinity could be proved, would be in the slightest degree relevant to the situation. If you add up chocolates you get chocolates after all and not a sheep. If you add up chocolates to infinity, you presumably get an infinite number of chocolates. So if you add up contingent beings to infinity, you still get contingent beings, not a Necessary Being. An infinite series of contingent beings will be, to my way of thinking, as unable to cause itself as one contingent being. However, you say, I think, that it is illegitimate to raise the question of what will explain the existence of any particular object.
R: It's quite all right if you mean by explaining it, simply finding a cause for it.
C: Well, why stop at one particular object? Why shouldn't one raise the question of the cause of the existence of all particular objects?
R: Because I see no reason to think there is any. The whole concept of cause is one we derive from our observation of particular things; I see no reason whatsoever to suppose that the total has any cause whatsoever.
C: Well, to say that there isn't any cause is not the same thing as saying that we shouldn't look for a cause. The statement that there isn't any cause should come, if it comes at all, at the end of the inquiry, not the beginning. In any case, if the total has no cause, then to my way of thinking it must be its own cause, which seems to me impossible. Moreover, the statement that the world is simply there if in answer to a question, presupposes that the question has meaning.
R: No, it doesn't need to be its own cause, what I'm saying is that the concept of cause is not applicable to the total.
C: Then you would agree with Sartre that the universe is what he calls "gratuitous"?
R: Well, the word "gratuitous" suggests that it might be something else; I should say that the universe is just there, and that's all.
6. Discussion
Lead a class discussion about the cosmological argument. You can open it up to all questions about how plausible the students find the cosmological argument to be, but the most interesting is probably whether we should accept the principle of sufficient reason. What is explainable?

HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: Read William Paley, The Argument from Design, in the Bonjour and Baker book, pp. 527-534.
