Philosophy of Religion Day 02, 2
Philosophy of Religion Day 2:		The Ontological Argument

	Content:
1. The perfect island (15 minutes)
2. The ontological argument (15 minutes)
3. Objections to the ontological argument (20 minutes)
	Method:
1. Presentations/open stations
2. Lecture
3. Discussion




Instructor’s Introduction: Today’s objective is to understand the ontological argument, which is an a priori argument for God’s existence. Some initial criticisms of the ontological argument are also introduced and discussed.



Goals and Key Concepts:
1. Students should understand the ontological argument.
2. Students should understand some initial criticisms of the ontological argument.
3. Key Concepts: Ontology, Existence, Perfection, Necessary, Contingent



1. The Perfect Island
Have students tape their description and drawing or map of their perfect island up on the wall around the room. Take volunteers to present their perfect islands to the rest of the class. The class can gather around the description/drawing/map. Allow a few minutes for students to walk around and look over the remaining descriptions that have not been presented. Explain that today you will be thinking about what it means to say that God is perfect (or greater than anything else), and that as a class you’ll return to the perfect islands later today.


2. The Ontological Argument
The ontological argument is a very interesting argument for the existence of God in that it’s an a priori rather than a posteriori argument. In other words, the claim is that it’s a contradiction to think that God does not exist—a very bold claim. At first, the ontological argument can seem very puzzling and tricky because it’s abstract, but with a bit of working through it, it usually ends up being fairly manageable to understand. The name of the argument comes from “ontology,” which is the branch of metaphysics which studies what exists. 

The ontological argument was originally put forward by St. Anselm (1033-1109). There have been many versions proposed since then, some of which have become quite complex. We’ll focus on the original, though, which is tractable.

The ontological argument begins with the claim that we have an idea of God. The supposition is that even an atheist who denies the existence of God must have an idea of what God is in order to claim that God does not exist—otherwise what is the atheist saying doesn’t exist? (Whether we really have a coherent conception of God is a good question which we’ll come back to later.) Here you can reference yesterday’s discussion of the nature of God. Anselm suggests that the most reasonable idea of God (which theists and atheists can agree upon) is that (or a being) greater than which nothing can be conceived. Nothing can be greater than God, not even anything we can possibly imagine.

But, Anselm argues, existence in reality is greater than existence only in the understanding, or, to put it more simply, existing is better than not existing. What is better, a twenty dollar bill in my pocket or the idea of an imaginary twenty dollar bill? What is better, a sports car in front of me, maybe even with a few scratches, or the idea of a flawless but not actual sports car? According to Anselm, if something only exists in the understanding, it’s possible to conceive of something greater, namely that same thing actually existing.

So then let’s suppose God does not exist. Then we could conceive of a being that is greater, namely one like God but who does exist. But that contradicts the very definition of God—a being than which nothing greater can be conceived. Thus it’s a contradiction to assert that God does not exist, so God must exist. (Note the argument isn’t that God happens to exist, but that God must necessarily exist!)

Here’s a formal way of characterizing the argument:

1. We have an idea of God, which is by definition a being greater than which nothing can be conceived.
2. If God does not exist, then the idea of God exists only in the understanding but not in reality.
Therefore:
3. If God does not exist, the idea of a being greater than which nothing can be conceived exists only in the understanding but not in reality.
4. If something exists only in the understanding but not in reality, then it is possible to conceive of something greater than this thing.
Therefore:
5. If God does not exist, then it is possible to conceive of something greater than a being greater than which nothing can be conceived.
6. It is impossible to conceive of something greater than a being than which nothing greater can be conceived.
Therefore:
7. It is impossible that God does not exist (i.e., God does exist).
 
3. Discussion: Objections to the Ontological Argument
Ask students what they think of the ontological argument. Are they convinced? Ask them if there’s anything they can see that seems to have gone wrong in the argument. Many people intuitively respond that the ontological argument seems like some Sophistic trick. But it’s hard to see exactly where it may have gone wrong. Using the students’ responses as a starting point, facilitate a discussion covering the following objections/discussion questions. 

a. The concept of God: One simple criticism (which the students may bring up—if not, you should) is to question whether we really have a coherent conception of God. Hume, for example, argued that we can have clear ideas of dogs or cats since those ideas are derived from sense impressions, but that’s not the case for God. We may propose some definition of God, but even with a definition we have only a fuzzy idea of what kind of being God is (refer to the discussion from yesterday’s lesson). This criticism calls into question the very foundation (first step) of the ontological argument, that we have an idea of God. Many people counter that not having a sense impression or being able to form a mental image isn’t necessary for understanding an idea; the definition can suffice. Remember that Hume was an empiricist, and so he prioritizes concepts coming from sense impressions. Ask students if they can think of something else for which we have a clear conception from just a definition. A good example is the greatest natural number; we have such a good understanding of this concept that we can prove it does not exist. 

DISCUSSION QUESTION: ask the students whether they think we have a clear conception of God in this way, similar to the greatest natural number, or if yesterday’s exercise makes them think we lack such a clear idea. Especially if students seem settled on a traditional list of qualities for a classical-theistic God, you can play devil’s advocate to spur more discussion by asking if seeming paradoxes of omnipotence (e.g., can God create a rock that even he can’t lift?) mean that we aren’t able to grasp a clear concept of God. If students seem too quick to give up on people having a clear concept of God, play devil’s advocate by asking why the definition (that than which nothing greater can be conceived) doesn’t work perfectly well, even if we can’t work out all the details because of the limitations of the human intellect compared to God.

b. Existence claims are synthetic: Another sort of criticism Hume brought up was that existence claims, by their nature, shouldn’t be analytic. (Or he could say they shouldn’t be a priori—these terms don’t mean the same thing, but in Hume’s time analytic and a priori were thought to always go together and synthetic and a posteriori were thought to always go together. Refer to the epistemology module for definitions and more information.) The idea is that when someone says that something exists—say a polar bear—is to claim that there are certain objects in the world that correspond to the concept of polar bears. To figure out if that’s true, it seems like we need to do more than analyze the concept of polar bears; we need to actually go out in the world and observe. So existence claims are synthetic rather than analytic. (Though they likely won’t use the terminology and you may need to really help tease out the main point, students may bring up this objection as well. Obviously, if not, you should.) 

DISCUSSION QUESTION: Must existence claims be synthetic? Could God necessarily exist by the special nature of the concept? At first, Hume’s criticism seems fairly persuasive. However, the ontological argument itself is in a sense a direct argument that God is a special case. While “polar bears exist” is pretty clearly synthetic, Hume didn’t give us a reason to rule out exceptions in special cases, and God confronts us with a unique case. One could agree with Hume for all ordinary cases, but think God is the one case for which the claim that God exists is analytic. As you facilitate this discussion, you should try to make sure students understand the pull of Hume’s criticism, but you should also probably steer the discussion towards the possibility that God could be a special case. For pedagogical purposes, we don’t want this objection to seem overwhelming (historically, it was somewhat influential but generally not thought to be too strong) because tomorrow we’ll introduce an objection that treads on similar territory but is far stronger.


HOMEWORK ASSIGNMENT: For tomorrow, students should think about and write short answers to the following questions:
1. 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”?
2. Do you think your perfect island actually exists? Why or why not?
3. Was existence part of your description of your perfect island? Why or why not?


