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SAINT ANSELM AND GAUNILO )

The Ontological Argument

In this selection from the Proslogion, Saint Anselm attempts to provide an a priori proof
of the existence of God. Gaunilo, a contemporary of Anselm’s, presents two criticisms of
the argument. In one of them, he claims that if Anselm’s argument establishes the ex-
istence of God, then the existence of a perfect island would be provable a priori. Anselm
replies to each of Gaunilo’s criticisms.

ANSELM

Chapter Il. That God Truly Is

O Lord, you who give understanding to faith, so far as you know it to be beneficial,
give me to understand that you are just as we believe, and that you are what we believe.

We certainly believe that you are something than which nothing greater can
be conceived.

But is there any such nature, since “the fool has said in his heart: God is not™?

However, when this very same fool hears what I say, when he hears of “some-
thing than which nothing greater can be conceived,” he certainly understands what
he hears.

What he understands stands in relation to his understanding (esse in intellectu),
even if he does not understand that it exists. For it is one thing for a thing to stand
in relation to our understanding; it is another thing for us to understand that it really
exists. For instance, when a painter imagines what he is about to paint, he has it in
relation to his understanding. However, he does not yet understand that it exists, be-
cause he has not yet made it. After he paints it, then he both has it in relation to his
understanding and understands that it exists. Therefore, even the fool is convinced
that “something than which nothing greater can be conceived” at least stands in re-
lation to his understanding, because when he hears of it he understands it, and what-
ever he understands stands in relation to his understanding.

And certainly that than which a greater cannot be conceived cannot stand only in
relation to the understanding. For if it stands at least in relation to the understand-
ing, it can be conceived to be also in reality, and this is something greater. Therefore,
if “that than which a greater cannot be conceived” only stood in relation to the un-
derstanding, then “that than which a greater cannot be conceived” would be some-
thing than which a greater can be conceived. But this is certainly impossible.

Therefore, something than which a greater cannot be conceived undoubtedly
both stands in relation to the understanding and exists in reality.

Reprinted with the permission of Scribner, a Division of Simon & Schuster, from The Many-Faced Argument,
edited by John Hick and Arthur C. McGill. Copyright © 1967 by John Hick and Arthur C. McGill.
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Chapter lIl. That It Is Impossible to Conceive That God Is Not

This so truly is that it is impossible to think of it as not existing.

It can be conceived to be something such that we cannot conceive of it as not
existing.

This is greater than something which we can conceive of as not existing.

Therefore, if that than which a greater cannot be conceived could be conceived
not to be, we would have an impossible contradiction: That than which a greater
cannot be conceived would not be that than which a greater cannot be conceived.

Therefore, something than which a greater cannot be conceived so truly is, that
it is impossible even to conceive of it as not existing.

This is you, O Lord our God. You so truly are that you cannot be thought not to
be. And rightly so.

For if some mind could conceive of something better than you, the creature would
rise above its Creator and would judge its Creator, which would be completely absurd.
Also, whatever else there is, except for you alone, can be conceived not to be.

Therefore, you alone, of all things exist in the truest and greatest way (verissime
et maxime esse), for nothing else so truly exists and therefore everything else has
less being.

Why, then, did the fool say in his heart: “God is not,” since it is so obvious to the
rational mind that you exist supremely above all things? Why, because he is stupid
and foolish.

Chapter IV. How the Fool Said in His Heart What Cannot Be Conceived

How was the fool able to “say in his heart” what he was unable to conceive? Or how
was it that he could not conceive what he said in his heart? For to “say in one’s heart”
and to “conceive” are the same thing.

However, if—or rather because—he really did conceive of it (since he said it in his
heart) and yet did not really say it in his heart (since he was unable to conceive of
it), then there must be more than one way for something to be said in one’s heart,
or to be conceived.

Indeed, a thing is conceived of in one way when the word signifying it is thought;
in another way when the very thing itself is understood.

Accordingly, God can be conceived not to be in the first way, but not at all in the
second. Certainly no one who understands what God is can conceive that God is not.
Itis possiblc, however, for him to say this word in his heart, while giving it either no
meaning at all or some alien meaning.

God is that than which a greater cannot be conceived. Whoever understands this
correctly at least understands that he exists in such a way that even for thought he
cannot not exist. Therefore, whoever understands that God is so cannot even com”
ceive that he is not.

My thanksgiving to you, good Lord, my thanksgiving to you. For what I first
believed through your giving I now so understand through your illumination
that even if I did not want to believe that you are, I would be unable not to v
derstand it.

GAUNII

ANSEL

GAUNIL
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GAUNILO

Consider this example: Certain people say that somewhere in the ocean there is an
island, which they call the “Lost Island” because of the difficulty or, rather, the im-
possibility of finding what does not exist. They say that it is more abundantly filled
with inestimable riches and delights than the Isles of the Blessed, and that although
it has no owner or inhabitant, it excels all the lands that men inhabit taken together
in the unceasing abundance of its fertility.

When someone tells me that there is such an island, I easily understand what is
being said, for there is nothing difficult here. Suppose, however, as a consequence
of this, that he then goes on to say: You cannot doubt that this island, more excellent
than all lands, actually exists somewhere in reality, because it undoubtedly stands in
relation to your understanding. Since it is more excellent, not simply to stand in re-
lation to the understanding, but to be in reality as well, therefore this island must nec-
essarily be in reality. Otherwise, any other land that exists in reality would be more
excellent than this island, and this island, which you understand to be the most ex-
cellent of all lands would then not be the most excellent.

If, I repeat, someone should wish by this argument to demonstrate to me that this
island truly exists and is no longer to be doubted, I would think he were joking; or,
if I accepted the argument, I do not know whom I would regard as the greater fool,
me for accepting it or him for supposing that he had proved the existence of this
island with any kind of certainty. He should first show that this excellent island ex-
ists as a genuine and undeniable real thing, and not leave it standing in relation to
my understanding as a false or uncertain something.

- -
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My reasoning, you claim, is as if something should say that there is an island in the
ocean, which surpasses the whole earth in its fertility, but which is called a “Lost Is-
land” because of the difficulty, or even impossibility, of finding something that does
not exist; and as if he should then argue that no one can doubt that it actually does
exist because the words describing it are easily understood.

I can confidently say that if anyone discovers for me something existing either in
fact or at least in thought, other than “that than which a greater cannot be conceived,”

and is able to apply the logic of my argument to it, I shall find that “Lost Island” for
him and shall give it to him as something which he will never lose again.
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When itis asserted to the fool [in Proslogion III] that this “greater than all things” is
such that even to thought it cannot not be, and yet when this is proved to him on no
other ground than that otherwise this “greater than all things” would not be greater
than all things, he can give the same answer and reply: When did 7 ever say that such
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a being, one that is “greater than all things,” exists in reality, so that from this you
could prove to me that it exists so fully in reality that it cannot be conceived not to
be? First of all, it should be proved by some most certain argument that some supe-
rior reality, that is, a nature which is greater and better than everything that is, actually
exists. From this we can then prove all the other qualities which must not be lacking
from that which is greater and better than all things.
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That which cannot possibly not be is obviously something that can be conceived and
understood. He who conceives of this conceives of something greater than he who
conceives of that which has the possibility of not being. Therefore, while he is con-
ceiving of “that than which a greater cannot be conceived,” if he conceives that it has
the possibility of not being, he is obviously not conceiving of “that than which a
greater cannot be conceived.” However, the same thing cannot be both conceived and
not conceived at the same time. Therefore, he who conceives of “that than which a
greater cannot be conceived” is not conceiving of what can, but of what cannot pos-
sibly, not be. For that reason, what he is conceiving must necessarily exist, because
whatever is able not to exist is not that of which he is conceiving.

WILLIAM JAMES

The Will to Believe

William James (1842-1910) was an influential psychologist and philosopher who helped
found the American school of philosophy known as pragmatism. In the present essay,
James argues that we sometimes face decisions about what to believe that can and
should be made on some basis other than the evidence at hand. His argument is an up-
dated version of Pascal's Wager (Lecture 10).

1.. .. Letus give the name of hypothesis to anything that may be proposed to our be-
lief; and just as the electricians speak of live and dead wires, let us speak of any hy-
pothesis as either Lveor dead. A live hypothesis is one which appeals as a real possibility
to him to whom it is proposed. If T ask you to believe in the Mahdi, the notion makes
no electric connection with your nature—it refuses to scintillate with any credibility
at all. As an hypothesis it is completely dead. To an Arab, however (even if he be not
one of the Mahdi’s followers), the hypothesis is among the mind’s possibilities: it is

William James, “The Will to Believe,” from The Will to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy (New
York: Longmans Green & Co., 1897).
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