Philosophy of Religion Day 03, 4
Philosophy of Religion Day 3:		Responses to the Ontological Argument

	Content:
1. Gaunilo’s objection (10 minutes)
2. Response to Gaunilo’s objection (20 minutes)
3. Kant’s objection (20 minutes)
	Method:
1. Lecture
2. Discussion
3. Lecture



Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to understand the two most influential objections to the ontological argument: Gaunilo’s objection and the standard response to it; and Kant’s objection. The latter argument can be difficult to get at first, but it is well worth the effort for student’s to understand it. 



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand Gaunilo’s objection to the ontological argument and the response.
2. Students should understand Kant’s objection to the ontological argument.
3. Key Concepts: Predicate, Existence



1. Gaunilo’s Objection to the Ontological Argument
Gaunilo was a monk who developed a famous objection to the ontological argument soon after Anselm published his version. Gaunilo tried to show that the ontological argument is wrong because otherwise it establishes too much. He suggested we could use basically the same argument to prove the existence of other perfect entities, such as a perfect island or a perfect car. Consider the greatest possible (perfect) island. If the greatest island we can think of doesn’t exist, then there could be an even greater island just like the greatest island but which actually exists. But then since that island would be even greater than the greatest island we can think of, we have arrived at a contradiction. So the assumption that the greatest island doesn’t exist must be false, meaning that the greatest island has to exist. We could give similar arguments for the existence of other perfect entities, such as a perfect car or what have you. Since we know that perfect islands and perfect cars don’t really exist, there must be something wrong with this way of reasoning used by the ontological argument. Gaunilo has provided a reductio ad absurdum argument against the ontological argument; if we follow the ontological argument to its final conclusion we get absurd results, so the argument must be faulty.

2. The Perfect Island HW Discussion
Ask students what they think about Gaunilo’s objection. Many people find it intuitively compelling. Ask students how they answered question 2 on the homework. Presumably, they said that their perfect island does not actually exist. So far this supports Gaunilo. Ask what they answered for why or why not. Discuss their reasons, which likely will start to lead towards thinking the case of the greatest island is quite different from the case of God. Ask students what their answers were for question 1 of the homework. (Was your perfect island really perfect? If you kept thinking about it, could you add more to the description that would make it “more perfect”?) Presumably, most or all will answer that their perfect island wasn’t really perfect and they could keep imagining an even greater island. As you facilitate the discussion, press students to think about how this answer suggests the two cases are fundamentally different. Eventually, as a group you should arrive at the insight that the ontological argument applies only to entities that have a maximum. To explain, we can think about how God is maximally good. Consider all beings who are morally good. Some are more morally good than others, but the property of moral goodness has a maximum, and, on a classical-theistic view, God is morally best; moral goodness is defined by God’s will. But, as the students’ own homework answers show, no single island is really the greatest because we can always imagine a greater island—there is no maximum. So the ontological argument can’t be applied to prove the existence of a large number of absurd, actually nonexistent perfect things. (If you have time, you could discuss what sorts of entities arguments like the ontological argument could still prove to exist.) Gaunilo’s criticism doesn’t seem nearly as threatening anymore. If need be, you can switch over to more of a lecture format to introduce the response to Gaunilo’s objection. However, hopefully through discussion prompted by the homework answers and some gentle steering from you the students will arrive at these insights themselves.

Ask the students what their answers were to question 3 on the homework. Presumably they had not included existing as part of their original descriptions of their perfect islands. Press them on why not. Most likely, most of them will say something along the lines of it didn’t seem like it added anything to the description. Let them know that this is an important point they’ve discovered. What this means is that existence isn’t really part of the description proper—it isn’t a real property (for now we can think of a property as sort of an adjective that helps describe what something is like, that helps us form a mental image or definition of it). Tell them that this will be the basis of another, extremely important objection to the ontological argument. Before going on to explain that objection, also remind them that Hume’s objection about existence claims being synthetic, although not wholly successful, did seem to be hinting at something important as well. Tell them that these two insights will be the foundation for the next objection.

3. Kant’s Criticism of the Ontological Argument
Kant’s criticism of the ontological argument has been very influential. The impact goes beyond just the debate about the ontological argument—his line of attack has influenced broader debates in philosophy as well. It has given rise to a famous slogan: existence is not a predicate. 

Kant’s argument, in a sense, covers the same ground as Hume’s second critique of the ontological argument—that existence claims, by their nature, can’t be analytic—but in a more fundamental manner. He begins with a similar claim: “necessary truths of judgment can’t be used to explain how necessary existence is possible because the necessity is always hypothetical.” This phrase may require some parsing out! (Kant was infamous for writing in a very formal and complex style that, while precise, takes some real work to understand.) What Kant is saying is that logical analysis of concepts (“necessary truths of judgment”) can’t lead us to the conclusion that the object of which we have the conception actually exists (“necessary existence is possible”). When he says that “necessity is always hypothetical,” he means that whatever property is necessarily a part of the concept (that is, a property that is part of the definition of the thing) still depends for actually being the case on whether that thing actually exists. A property can be necessary in that it is indeed part of the definition, but it actually existing still depends on whether the object exists, and that’s an a posteriori question, not something that can be settled by thinking about the definition alone. 

Here he gives an example to help us understand. Consider triangles. The property of having three sides is a necessary property of triangles; it is part of the definition of a triangle. Nevertheless, people having the concept of a triangle doesn’t entail that there are indeed triangles in the world. Instead, we have to observe the world to see if we can observe any three-sided objects/shapes. Once we have observed triangles in the world, we can then say not only that triangles do exist and have three sides, but that them having three sides is a necessary property; it’s not that we happen to discover empirically that they have this property contingently, in the way say that we discover that tigers have stripes. Rather triangles have this property necessarily. If triangles exist, then they must have three sides. (This is a “hypothetical” statement—if something is the case then something else is also the case.) Another example is unicorns. If they exist then necessarily they have one horn. But they (unicorns) don’t happen to exist.

Kant agrees that the definition of God is such that if God exists then God necessarily exists (because of the features of the concept we have discussed previously—basically this is what Kant thinks the ontological argument does in fact show). But, Kant reminds us, we can reject the subject with the predicate, and this leads to no contradiction. Here Kant means the same by “subject” and “predicate” as we normally do when we talk about the grammar of sentences; “God” is the subject and “perfection” (or being greater than anything else that can be conceived) is the predicate (see below to understand why the predicate isn’t “existence” directly). (Loosely speaking, a property is one, simple type of predicate; predicates can also be relations, that is, they can relate subjects and objects to each other such as “taller than.”) So we can imagine that God does not exist, and while necessary (rather than contingent) existence would be a property of God IF he does exist, there’s no contradiction in God not actually existing (the “if” is to really be taken seriously here). This is just as if there happened not to be any triangles in the world, or no unicorns. To assume that God’s existence cannot be rejected in this way because God is a special subject is just to beg the question, Kant points out (here you can remind students about the fallacy of begging the question from the logic and philosophical methods module). 

Clarifying more, Kant says that while existence is a logical predicate, it is not a real property—it is not a property that can be part of the concept of a thing. (Rather, the real predicate, or property, is perfection or being greater than everything.) In more modern terminology, we now say that existence is not a predicate, but rather it is what we call a quantifier. (In language, quantifiers specify the scope that a statement applies to; examples include “existence,” known as the existential quantifier, which claims that there is at least one thing that exists that has this property, and the universal quantifier, or “all,” which claims that everything has this property. Other examples include “most” or “some.”) 

Why shouldn’t we think that existence is a property? Kant argues that saying that something exists doesn’t further describe that thing, only that there is in fact something which does satisfy the concept already understood. Granted, there is a difference between 100 one-dollar bills conceived and 100 one-dollar bills that really exist, but that difference isn’t in the concept of 100 one-dollar bills, which is the same in either case. Another example might be a car. I could give a description such as red, sporty, fast, having leather seats, etc., but saying, “oh, and it also exists,” doesn’t add to the description, the mental picture you are imagining in your head. And so, in the end, Kant concludes that the existence of something can’t be determined on an a priori basis after all (due to pretty much the insight the students, hopefully, made in answering question 3 from the homework!).

You’ll probably need to allot some time for answering questions and going back over Kant’s objection until everyone understands it well. Ask students what they think. Do they find it compelling? Is there anything that seems wrong? While, like everything in philosophy, there have been arguments and criticisms about Kant’s objection, it’s been very significant and influential.
