



[image: image]









[image: ]






Acknowledgements


The author would like to express his warmest thanks to the following, who have been so kind as to provide comments and advice on various parts of the manuscript:


Revd Patrick Allsop


Revd Tim Fernyhough


Dr Debbie Herring


Mr Chris Hopton


Dr Mel Thompson


Dr Mike Wilkinson


Mrs Sheila Butler


My wife Joy, as an indefatigable proof-reader.


To Dr Debbie Herring I owe a particular vote of thanks for much invaluable help with the Religion elements.


All text and photo credits can be found on page 388.


Every effort has been made to trace all copyright holders, but if any have been inadvertently overlooked, the Publishers will be pleased to make the necessary arrangements at the first opportunity.


Although every effort has been made to ensure that website addresses are correct at time of going to press, Hodder Education cannot be held responsible for the content of any website mentioned in this book. It is sometimes possible to find a relocated web page by typing in the address of the home page for a website in the URL window of your browser.


Hachette UK’s policy is to use papers that are natural, renewable and recyclable products and made from wood grown in sustainable forests. The logging and manufacturing processes are expected to conform to the environmental regulations of the country of origin.


Orders: please contact Bookpoint Ltd, 130 Park Drive, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon OX14 4SE. Telephone: +44 (0)1235 827720. Fax: +44 (0)1235 400454. Email education@bookpoint.co.uk Lines are open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Monday to Saturday, with a 24-hour message answering service. You can also order through our website: www.hoddereducation.co.uk


ISBN: 978 1 4718 7395 9
eISBN: 978 1 4718 7396 6


© John Frye 2017


First published in 2017 by
Hodder Education,
An Hachette UK Company
Carmelite House
50 Victoria Embankment
London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hoddereducation.co.uk


Impression number    10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Year      2021 2020 2019 2018 2017


All rights reserved. Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, no part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or held within any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher or under licence from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited. Further details of such licences (for reprographic reproduction) may be obtained from the Copyright Licensing Agency Limited, Saffron House, 6–10 Kirby Street, London EC1N 8TS.


Cover photo © Getty Images/iStockphoto/Thinkstock


Illustrations by Barking Dog Art and Aptara, Inc.


Typeset in India by Aptara, Inc.


Printed in the UK by Anthony Rowe Limited


A catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.





Introduction
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‘Toto, I’ve a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore.’


from L. Frank Baum’s: The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, 1900.
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When Dorothy uttered these memorable words to Toto, she was not starting out to study a new RS Specification, and Toto might not have been too concerned if she had been. The territory of a new syllabus may not be as uncharted as the lands ‘over the rainbow’, nevertheless it is new territory, and I hope that at the end of the day you enjoy it. (Note 1)


This AQA Textbook is the first of two volumes published by Hodder. At the time of going to press Volume 1 has been AQA approved and Volume 2 has been selected for the AQA approval process.


Volume 1 AQA Religious Studies AS (7061)


Volume 2 AQA Religious Studies A-level (7062) (publishing August 2017)


Centres will need to be fully aware of the following points:


A: Government / Ofqual requirements





1  The changes to AS and A-level RS are required by the Government and are specified by the Government department Ofqual (The Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation).



2  AQA has interpreted the requirements of Government / Ofqual in the way it feels is most user-friendly and examinable for Centres, at the same time maintaining the maximum continuity with its existing suite of RS papers.



3  For AS students who sit the AQA AS exam after one year of study, after publication of the results, students wishing to improve their grade would need to enter for the following year’s exams. The Government no longer allows re-sits within the same academic year.



4  Students doing the full A-level course sit the A-level exam at the end of two years. They do not have to sit the AQA AS exam first.


    However, options at the end of year 1 might include:







    i   Sitting the official AQA AS exam in order to get a diagnostic / prediction of the grade they are likely to get having completed the full A-level.


    ii  Sitting internal end-of-year exams set and marked by their own Centre.








5  For A-level students who take the first of these two options (4(i) above):


    The AS result does not count towards the full A-level result; the full A-level still needs to be sat at the end of the course.


    They do receive an official AS grade.


    The AS grade could be used on a UCAS application.


    Having completed the full A-level, students would end up with both an AS and an A-level grade.





B: The relationship between the Textbooks and the Specification





1  The Textbooks give detailed coverage of the Specification for both AS and A-level.



2  For those intending to end their course of study with AS, it is necessary to study only Volume 1 of the AQA Textbook.



3  For those intending to complete the full A-level, Volume 2 contains all of the material not covered in Volume 1. The natural order of study would therefore be Volume 1 followed by Volume 2, although students / Centres can cover the material for A-level in any order they wish.



4  In terms of the continuity between Volumes 1 and 2:


    The content of the AS volume is written at the same standard / level as the A-level volume.


    Those who go on to A-level in their second year of study will therefore not need to ‘top up’ the material covered in the AS Textbook.



5  Differentiation of standard between students who sit only the AS and those who sit the full A-level is achieved naturally by:


    The exam paper. The AS exam paper has a different structure that is appropriate to AS.


    In particular, the Assessment Objectives for A-level have a higher weighting for AO2. Advanced AO2 skills will develop naturally over the two years of the full A-level.


    The ‘Dialogue’ between Religion & Philosophy and between Religion & Ethics is examined only at A-level. It is not a feature of AS assessment.





C: General considerations about the Specification and the Textbooks





1  The assessed components are


    Component 1: Philosophy and Ethics








    –  Section A: Philosophy of Religion



    –  Section B: Ethics and Religion








    Component 2: Study of Religion and Dialogues






‘Dialogues’ in Component 2 is studied at A-level only, and not AS.





2  Students select one faith option from:







    –  Buddhism


    –  Christianity


    –  Hinduism


    –  Islam


    –  Judaism


    –  Sikhism.








3  AQA (aqa.org.uk/7061 and aqa.org.uk/7062) is committed to supplementing the study of all religions by means of:







    –  schemes of work


    –  specimen questions and marked exemplars


    –  topic guidance


    –  guidance for assessment


    –  introduction to resources


    –  training courses


    –  subject-expertise courses.








4  Those who have entered students for AQA’s Religious Studies exams in the past will note the continuity with much of the bedrock Philosophy and Ethics material from the existing AS and A2 units.



5  The most important message for both AS and A-level is that issues take priority over content. For the new Specification, students are required to focus particularly on the skills of evaluation and critical analysis. You will still need to know enough about the subject content in order to give meaningful analysis and evaluation, but the days of memorising large bodies of material and expecting this alone to generate high grades have now gone, in favour of an emphasis on the skills of understanding, analysis and evaluation.



6  The Textbook content contains the following features:







    –  an introductory summary of subject content


    –  key philosophers, theologians and other relevant persons


    –  extracts from what these various persons actually said


    –  key vocabulary so you can use the proper technical language of the debate


    –  activities, discussion points and practice / development tasks


    –  chapter summaries. You might consider starting each section with the summary in order to get the feel of the subject matter.








7  The Textbook includes a detailed look at exam issues, including:







    –  the new Assessment Objectives


    –  the new Levels of Response


    –  the new structure for exam papers


    –  Specimen Assessment materials.








8  Finally, it is not unknown for students to describe conversations between modern theologians and people who have been dead for centuries or even millennia. Hence there is an appendix on the time and place of origin of the different philosophers and theologians referred to in the book. You do not get any marks for remembering their dates and personal habits, but such details do flesh out the personalities. It might be of no particular consequence to you that the great Italian Dominican theologian Thomas Aquinas was kidnapped for a year by his own family, but it is the kind of anecdote that might make you appreciate that even the saints were human.






Please bear in mind that when you sit the AS exam, there are 2 papers


Paper 1: Philosophy and ethics




•  2 hours


•  4 questions, each with a 15-mark AO1 and 15-mark AO2





Paper 2: Study of religion




•  1 hour


•  2 questions, each with a 15-mark AO1 and 15-mark AO2





The amount of information and explanation in the Textbook is designed to give you a background to the material studied, since any one topic can be studied in different ways. The emphasis should therefore be on quality, and not on quantity, so again: start any section with the summary and go back to it at the end. That is, of course, just a recommendation. The material can be studied in any way that Centres and candidates prefer.


Final comment:


The Textbook covers the content of each section in detail. Again, start with the summary in each section, then go back to flesh out the bones.
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Section A: Philosophy of Religion


1.1 Arguments for the existence of God


The Design Argument
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This chapter will cover:




•  Paley’s Analogical Argument


•  Criticisms of Design Arguments from David Hume
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You will need to consider seven things for this section





1  The basis of Paley’s Analogical Argument in observation and thought.



2  Paley’s Analogical Design Argument.



3  Criticisms of Design Arguments from David Hume.



4  The strengths and weaknesses of Paley’s argument.



5  The status of Paley’s argument as a ‘proof’.



6  The relationship between reason and faith.



7  The value of Paley’s argument for religious faith.
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William Paley (1743–1805)
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Paley was by all accounts a gifted lecturer, adored by his students. He was also an intellectual powerhouse, having graduated in 1763 as ‘Senior Wrangler’ from Christ’s College, Cambridge, meaning that he was the highest ranking mathematics undergraduate at Cambridge University. He also rose through the ranks of the Anglican Church, becoming Archdeacon of Carlisle in 1782.


This information is useful mainly in order to give you a snapshot of his stature and nature. For everything else about Paley, you should judge him by his writings.
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Paley’s Analogical Argument: its basis in observation





1  Paley’s argument is a posteriori, meaning that it is based on sense experience: we observe the world through touch, taste, hearing, smell and sight, and we draw conclusions from what our senses tell us.



2  Further, the argument is inductive. Inductive reasoning is where we use premises to supply strong evidence for the truth of the conclusion. Inductive arguments are about what is probably true, and they give us new knowledge. Since I’ve owned many cats, here’s an example based on my observations about cats:







    •  All the cats that I have observed have had fur.


    •  Tomorrow I am going on holiday to Canada.


    •  The cats I see in Canada will probably have fur.
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Key term


a posteriori Arguments which depend on sense experience: think of ‘posterior’ – behind / after sense experience. For example, that ‘oak trees grow from acorns’ can only be known by sense experience and not by logic.


inductive Arguments which use reasoning in which the premises seek to supply strong evidence for (not absolute proof of) the truth of the conclusion. Inductive arguments are probabilistic. They can be used to argue from what we see in the world back to the supposed cause.


premise A proposition that supports, or helps to support, a conclusion.
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    The third line of the argument gives us knowledge, but it can only be probably true. In fact, until the 1970s, my conclusion would probably have been true for every observation of cats I would ever make, but during the 1970s breeders developed a fur-less cat known as the Canadian Sphynx, and as a matter of fact one turned up two weeks ago in the house next to mine.
Since Paley’s argument is a posteriori and inductive, his conclusion that the universe was designed is at best probably true, and it might turn out to be false.



3  Paley’s argument is based on three particular observations about the world:







    •   Its complexity. Paley goes into great detail concerning his observations about the complexity of the natural world. He looks at the complexity of biological organisms and organs, such as the eye. He also looks at the complexity of the laws of nature by which everything is governed.


    •   Its regularity. Paley observes in particular the regularity of the orbits of comets, moons and planets and the regularity of the seasons of the year.


    •   Its purpose. Paley observes the machines that we make and infers that they are built for a purpose. The complexity and regularity of a watch implies that it has a purpose, even if we do not know what the purpose is. Our observation of the complexity and regularity of the world therefore implies that the world too has a purpose.








4  On the basis of these observations, Paley formulated his inductive Design Argument, which can be summarised as follows:







    •  Some objects in the world show clear evidence that they were designed because they exhibit complexity and regularity, from which we can infer that they were made for a purpose.


    •  The universe appears to exhibit complexity and regularity, from which we can infer that it was made for a purpose.


    •  So it is likely that the universe was designed.








5  In summary, Paley argues inductively from what we can see in the world (the appearance of design) back to the supposed cause (God).






Paley’s Analogical Design Argument
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In crossing a heath, suppose I pitched my foot against a stone, and were asked how the stone came to be there; I might possibly answer, that, for any thing I knew to the contrary, it had lain there for ever: nor would it perhaps be very easy to show the absurdity of this answer. But suppose I had found a watch upon the ground, and it should be inquired how the watch happened to be in that place; I should hardly think of the answer which I had before given, that, for any thing I knew, the watch might have always been there. Yet why should not this answer serve for the watch as well as for the stone; why is it not as admissible in the second case, as in the first? For this reason, and for no other, viz. that, when we come to inspect the watch, we perceive (what we could not discover in the stone) that its several parts are framed and put together for a purpose, e.g. that they are so formed and adjusted as to produce motion, and that motion so regulated as to point out the hour of the day; that, if the different parts had been differently shaped from what they are, of a different size from what they are, or placed after any other manner, or in any other order, than that in which they are placed, either no motion at all would have been carried on in the machine, or none which would have answered the use that is now served by it.


… This mechanism being observed … the inference, we think, is inevitable, that the watch must have had a maker: that there must have existed, at some time, and at some place or other, an artificer or artificers who formed it for the purpose which we find it actually to answer; who comprehended its construction, and designed its use.


Paley: Natural Theology; or, Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity collected from the Appearances of Nature, 1802. Ch.1, 1–3. (Note 1)
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Paley’s argument here is simple. If, while crossing a heath, I come across two objects, the first a stone and the second a watch, and I ask myself how they came to be there, I would have to give different answers to this question. For the stone, it would not be absurd to suppose it had been there forever; but the watch is quite clearly different, because closer inspection shows that it is a complex artefact.


To put Paley’s mention of the watch into context (Natural Theology was first published in 1802), remember that watches then were rather different artefacts to the comparatively dainty objects that most of us wear upon our wrists. Paley would be thinking about something like the watch shown here, where unclipping the hinge between the front and the back would reveal a complex arrangement of gears and levers.
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Key term


natural theology The view that questions about God’s existence, nature and attributes can be answered without referring to scripture or to any other form of special revelation, by using reason, science, history and observation.
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Opening a watch reveals a complex arrangement of gears and levers





Looking at these pictures, we could not suppose of Paley’s watch what we could suppose of the stone – that it had always been there. For example, the watch would contain brass – a metal that is commonly selected in watch-making because of its elasticity and anti-rusting properties. The front face would be covered with glass, both to protect the hands of the watch and to enable the numbers engraved on the face to be seen. The gears and cogs inside the watch would lead you to suppose that they were responsible for the regularity of the movement; moreover if only one part of the mechanism had been different (such as one cog being too large or too small), then the movement would fail. Eventually you would realise further that the movement had an obvious purpose – to tell the time. From the existence of the watch and its properties we could infer the existence of a watchmaker.


Like a good politician, Paley then anticipated some objections to his argument. For example:




•  Some might object that if the watch is broken, or does not work properly, that would weaken his argument. Paley answers that even if that were the case, he would still know that the broken watch was designed.


•  The same would be true if he could not work out what all the parts did.


•  Some might object to Paley by claiming that there just happens to be a principle of order in material things which had somehow brought the parts of the watch into their present form and situation. Paley sees this as nonsense – watches do not get made by any ‘principle of order’ other than that found in the mind of a watchmaker.


•  Nor would he change his mind if somebody told him he was ignorant of the whole matter – Paley says that he would know enough to understand that the watch was designed.





From here, Paley went on to develop his analogy.


Paley’s analogy


An inference is a conclusion reached through evidence and reasoning. An analogy is an inference where information or meaning is transferred from one subject to another. Paley is transferring his inference about the organisation and design of watches to the organisation and design of nature.
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Key terms


analogy To get to analogy, start with inference. An inference is a conclusion reached through evidence and reasoning. An analogy is an inference where information or meaning is transferred from one subject to another based on similarities / comparison.


inference (See analogy)
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Paley’s analogy is this:





1  A watch has complex parts, each with a function, and the parts work together for a specific purpose.



2  So the watch must have been designed by a watchmaker.



3  Similarly the universe has parts that function together for a purpose.



4  So the universe must have been designed by a universe maker.



5  The universe is a far more wonderful design than a watch, so its designer is much greater than any human designer.



6  The universe designer is God.
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… Every indication of contrivance, every manifestation of design, which existed in the watch, exists in the works of nature; with the difference, on the side of nature, of being greater and more, and that in a degree which exceeds all computation. I mean that the contrivances of nature surpass the contrivances of art, in the complexity, subtility [subtlety], and curiosity of the mechanism; and still more, if possible, do they go beyond them in number and variety; yet, in a multitude of cases, are not less evidently mechanical, not less evidently contrivances, not less evidently accommodated to their end, or suited to their office, than are the most perfect productions of human ingenuity.


Paley: Natural Theology (1802), III, 18.
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Paley gives some rather exhaustive examples of what he means, for example:




•  The eye in all creatures is superbly adapted for vision. An eye has all the right parts in the right arrangement to achieve its purpose – to enable a person to see – just as a watch has all the right parts in the right arrangement to achieve its purpose – to enable a person to tell the time.


•  Fish have fins and gills so that they are perfectly adapted to living in water.


•  Equally, birds have feathers, bones and wings that are perfectly adapted to flight.


•  Paley considered the grandest of God’s works to be the heavenly bodies – the stars, planets and comets – and the awe-inspiring regularity of their orbits.





In summary, Paley’s Design Argument is that from the purpose and regularity we observe in nature, we can conclude that these were the intentional design of God. The main argument being from purpose explains why Paley’s argument is also called the ‘Teleological Argument’, telos being the Greek for ‘end’, or ‘purpose’.
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Key term


teleological telos in Greek means ‘end’ or ‘purpose’, so ‘The Teleological Argument for the existence of God’ seeks to show that we can perceive evidence of deliberate design in the natural world.
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We now need to look at Hume’s objections to Design Arguments.


Criticisms of Design Arguments from David Hume
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David Hume (1711–1776)
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Hume was a Scottish philosopher, born in Edinburgh. He was an empiricist, a sceptic and probably an atheist. Hume had a superb intellect and used it to rather devastating effect in his various critiques of religion.
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Hume’s critique of Design Arguments appears in Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (1779). The text of the Dialogues is available online. (Note 2)


In the first place, avoid these three common errors:





1  Avoid the error of thinking that Hume was commenting on Paley’s Design Argument. Hume died in 1776 and Paley published Natural Theology 26 years later, in 1802. Hume showed amazing foresight in so far as many of his comments do apply to Paley’s argument.



2  Avoid the error of assuming that Paley had no knowledge of Hume’s critique of Design Arguments. It is a fact that Paley had read at least some of Hume’s Dialogues, for the simple reason that he says as much in Natural Theology, 1802, XXVI, 512, where he refers to ‘Mr. Hume, in his posthumous dialogues …’ It is hard to say whether Paley makes direct replies to Hume. Perhaps Paley decided not to dignify Hume’s complaints with an answer.



3  Do not turn into a parrot. Students often learn Hume’s objections to Design Arguments parrot-fashion, sometimes reducing them to a list of simple phrases or even single words. It is better to engage fully with fewer of Hume’s objections than to regurgitate all of them without understanding. Questions on the Design Argument will ask for explanation not summary.






Hume’s arguments


The following gives you a selection of some of Hume’s main arguments.





1  Even if we grant that the universe was designed, there is no evidence that this was the God of Christian theism. A lesser being could have designed the universe.






Hume is using one of his guiding principles here: that a cause must be proportional to its effect. Put another way: a wise man proportions his belief to his evidence. Imagine yourself hard at work in the classroom, when from the corridor comes the sound of an orchestra playing at full blast. The cause of what you hear might be (a) a full symphony orchestra sitting in the corridor, or (b) someone with a powerful MP3 player. If you apply Hume’s principle, you would assume that even though (a) is possible, (b) is all you need to account for what you hear. To apply this to Paley’s argument: Paley infers that the designer of the universe is the all-powerful, all-knowing, all-loving God of Christian theism, but although such an inference might be true it is nevertheless out of proportion to the evidence. If there is a designer, a lesser being could well be responsible.


Hume explores the idea of a limited designer in some detail; also the idea of there being more than one designer:




•  Wherever we find intelligent minds, we find them attached to physical bodies, so there is no obvious reason to suppose that the designer of this universe was a metaphysical being. Hume speculated (tongue in cheek) that the designer might have a body, with eyes, ears, nose and mouth. Possibly the designer was mortal and died long ago.


•  Design is normally a feature of teamwork, so there is no obvious reason to suppose that the designer of this universe was a single being operating on his own. Think of a set of scales – the kind that used to be used in banks for weighing out gold and silver.


    Imagine that somebody arranges the scales so that one half is hidden by a curtain. On the side that you can see there is a 1 kg weight. Since the scales are balanced, the weight on the hidden side must also be 1 kg, but without observing what is behind the curtain you cannot tell whether the 1 kg weight is balanced by two half-kilograms, or any number of small weights that amount to 1 kg. In the same way, we really have no idea as to how many beings might have designed this world.
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Was the universe designed by one being, or many?





For all we know, then, the job of designing this universe could have been carried out by a team of junior gods on a trial and error basis:
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If we survey a ship, what an exalted idea must we form of the ingenuity of the carpenter who framed so complicated, useful, and beautiful a machine? And what surprize must we feel, when we find him a stupid mechanic, who imitated others, and copied an art, which, through a long succession of ages, after multiplied trials, mistakes, corrections, deliberations, and controversies, had been gradually improving? Many worlds might have been botched and bungled, throughout an eternity, ere this system was struck out; much labour lost, many fruitless trials made; and a slow, but continued improvement carried on during infinite ages in the art of world-making …


Hume: Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion (FP 1779), 167 (Note 3)
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2  The existence of evil and imperfection in the world does indeed suggest a limited designer.






Hume noted that Epicurus’ questions about the existence of evil are still unanswered.


The inconsistent triad refers to three statements about evil that Epicurus thought were inconsistent with each other, namely:




    i   God is omnipotent (all powerful)


    ii  God is omnibenevolent (all loving)


    iii  Evil exists.
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Key terms


omnipotent All-powerful. Omnipotence is an attribute of God.


omnibenevolent All-loving. Omnibenevolence is an attribute of God.


anthropomorphism The habit of attributing human form or ideas to beings other than humans, particularly to gods and animals. The adjective is ‘anthropomorphic’.
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Hume comments:




Is [God] willing to prevent evil, but not able? then is he impotent.







Is he able, but not willing? then is he malevolent.







Is he both able and willing? whence then is evil?


Dialogues (FP 1779), 198





Hume suggests that we only have to think of the long catalogue of ailments that afflict both humans and animals to see this is not what we would expect from a being of infinite power, wisdom and goodness. For all we know, the universe could have been designed by an infant god or a senile god. Instead of confronting such problems, theologians spend much time inventing theodicies to excuse God’s behaviour.





3  Analogies between the way the universe works and the way machines work are unsound. The world is more like a vast floating vegetable, and the thing about vegetables is that they grow themselves, apparently without the need for a designer.





In some parts of Hume’s writings he seems to anticipate Darwin’s theory of evolution. In the opinion of most evolutionary biologists, evolution is not directed by any external agent such as God. Hume has some powerful support here, then.





4  To make an analogy between the designers of human machines and the designer of the universe is just anthropomorphism – we are trying to explain the universe in our own image.






To know that the universe is designed, we would have to have some knowledge of how universes are made, but the fact is that we have no experience at all of universe-making, and therefore we have no idea of what it takes to design one, or what the designer would be like.


Our experience of design is limited to the machines we design ourselves, so in effect we are imagining God to be like a human designer. Again, this is anthropomorphic in the extreme. We cannot assume that we can apply our limited experience of life on this world to the universe as a whole.





5  The universe could have developed into a comparatively ordered state simply by chance.






This is Hume’s so-called ‘Epicurean Hypothesis’. Epicurus (341–270BCE) taught that the basic constituents of the world were indivisible atoms – an interesting guess in the light of twentieth-century atomic physics. Since the world is nothing more nor less than changing arrangements of its atoms, given infinite time it was inevitable that atoms should arrive at an ordered state. Hume suggested that some such theory accounted for the appearance of design in the world, so it is at least as likely that the world appears in an ordered state purely by chance rearrangement as that it was designed by God.


Twenty-first-century physics offers a refined version of these ideas through multiverse theory, according to which there are vast numbers of universes existing now and perhaps in the past. If some version of multiverse theory turns out to be true, then some universes will be chaotic, some will be semi-ordered, and some will be highly-ordered – all purely by chance. This would not disprove the existence of God, but it would support Hume’s argument that we can explain this universe without needing to appeal to God.


Strengths and weaknesses of Paley’s Design Argument


Weaknesses


The five criticisms we have just looked at from Hume clearly do show some weaknesses in Paley’s argument, so the following five points are the same five we have just looked at.





1  Even if the universe was designed, the all-powerful God of Christian theism is a greater cause than is needed to account for that design.



    The universe could well have been produced by a team of lesser beings, or even by designers who ‘botched and bungled’ it.



2  The existence of evil is a powerful argument against the belief that the designer is all-loving and all-powerful.



    Evil seems to happen on a cosmic scale. The death of large stars in the universe causes supernova explosions so vast that they would irradiate any nearby civilisation.


    It is difficult to reconcile the sheer amount of evil in this world alone with the existence of a good designer God.



3  Hume’s argument that the universe is more like a vegetable than a machine, and that vegetables do not need designers, is backed up strongly by the theory of evolution.



    Evolution seems to show that nature designs itself, without the need for God. For example, Richard Dawkins suggested that Paley was ‘gloriously wrong’ – the heavens are utterly and blindly indifferent to humanity and everything else (The Blind Watchmaker, 1986). If there was a ‘watchmaker’, the watchmaker is evolution, not God, and evolution is as indifferent to our opinions on the subject as the stars themselves. The universe has no purpose, no designer, and no plan.



4  As Hume says, we have no experience of universe-making, so our ideas about it are anthropomorphic – we lift them from our own limited experience and impose them on the universe.



    − the design is in our minds, then, and not in the world.



5  Moreover if nature can design itself, as Hume argues and evolutionary theory supports, Hume is probably right in claiming that the universe designed itself in the first place.



    Multiverse theory suggests one way in which this could be true: there could be so many universes that some will appear designed even though they are not. This could be one such universe.





Strengths


Commenting first on the five weaknesses identified above:





1  Paley may be right to argue that the designer is the all-powerful Christian God, because this is the simplest explanation.



    Richard Swinburne claims, against Hume, that the existence of an all-powerful God is a simpler, and therefore better, explanation of the appearance of design in the universe. (Note 4) Swinburne argues that:







‘ … simplicity is always evidence for truth’.





You will have to make up your own mind about this.





2  Paley argued that evil may be unavoidable in order for God to bring about good. (Note 5)





We can support this in many ways, for example:




    •  The Free Will Defence: freedom to choose between the highest goods and the highest evils means that there must be such goods and evils in the world.


    •  Process Theology maintains that God is all-loving but not all-powerful. We study Process Theology in the next section on the problem of evil.


    •  Perhaps the best theodicy (defence of God against the problem of evil) is that of Irenaeus–Hick. Hick argues that evil is ‘soul-making’, because without evil we could never learn to love the good. We will study Hick in Chapter 2.







    In other words there are any number of possibilities as to why God might allow evil to exist within the design. The important point is not whether one particular explanation is right, but that Paley’s argument that ‘evil may be unavoidable’ may be right.








3  Evolution does not destroy the Design Argument because (1) evolution does not explain itself, and (2) evolution is compatible with belief in God anyway.








    •  Against the likes of Dawkins (The Blind Watchmaker), Richard Swinburne maintains that evolution explains nothing, since it is regulated entirely by the laws of physics, biology and chemistry, and those laws do not explain themselves. We need to ask where the laws of nature come from, and in Swinburne’s view, they come from the God who designed them.


    •  You will have to think carefully about whether or not evolution is compatible with belief in a good designer-God. Humans can treat other humans with indescribable barbarity, and many consider that the lot of animals, particularly in the meat and fur industries and in laboratory testing is foul in the extreme. If such things are ‘natural’, can we really approve of, or believe in, a God who uses such a process, for whatever purpose?








4  Paley does draw the conclusion that the designer is metaphysical and transcendent (above the space–time universe) from evidence that makes the designer seem anthropomorphic. Nevertheless his conclusion that the designer exists beyond the universe seems reasonable, despite the anthropomorphic language he uses to make the point: the designer must be metaphysical, since it would be impossible to design such a system from the inside.


    We have neither imagined the laws of nature nor imposed them on the world – science only works because these laws exist. They could only have come from an external source – God.



5  Paley’s argument that ‘nature shows intention’ (Note 6) becomes stronger when supported by the Anthropic Principle, which is a modern form of the Design Argument. ‘Anthropic’ means ‘relating to humans’, so the principle points out that there are 30 or more ‘boundary conditions’ (such as the ‘stickiness’ of gravity and the expansion rate of the Big Bang) that have to be ‘fine-tuned’ for an ordered universe containing intelligent life to develop. The odds against all the boundary conditions being at exactly the right settings are colossal – roughly 10180 against, so if this is the only universe, then it seems obvious that something must have designed it to bring about intelligent beings such as ourselves.
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Key term


Anthropic Principle ‘Anthropic’ means ‘related to humans’, so the Anthropic Principle is that there is a direct link between our observation of the universe and the ‘boundary conditions’ which brought it into existence. In other words, the boundary conditions (also known as ‘cosmological constants’) had to be ‘fine tuned’ by God, otherwise intelligent life could never have developed: it is no accident that we are here.
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    Be careful here, however, because we have no way of telling how many universes may have existed in the past, or might exist in different space–times alongside our own. The number could easily be far greater than 10180, in which case this universe would quite possibly appear designed but not be. If you are interested in multiverse theory, then there is plenty of material available through internet research. Also, the fact that we result from the way the universe is (and therefore adapted to it) is not evidence that there was a purpose behind it.



6  One strong point about Paley’s argument is its simplicity – it is a simple inductive argument.



    As we have seen, the argument is based on induction – on what we observe – and what we observe does have the appearance of design. Even though Immanuel Kant did not accept the Design Argument as a proof of God’s existence, he accepted that it is a powerful argument simply because the order in the heavens he could see above him filled him with awe.
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The logarithmic spiral
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The Nautilus shell
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Activity


There is a view that the strongest indication of design in the universe can be seen in the fact that just about everything has a mathematical description. Research briefly the terms ‘logarithmic spiral’ and ‘Fibonacci numbers’, and their appearance in nature. Do these indicate an underlying design principle, and if so, what kind of designer?
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The status of Paley’s Design Argument as a ‘proof’


Depending on the context, ‘proof’ can mean different things:





1  It can mean that there is sufficient evidence for the truth of a proposition – that the facts of the matter are strong enough to show that something is true. For example, having a receipt is generally taken as ‘proof’ of purchase. As another example, if by a majority verdict a jury finds you innocent of a crime, this is taken as ‘proof’ of innocence. In neither case is the proof 100%, because in the first instance you might have found the receipt in somebody’s waste-bin, and in the second you might be a guilty party with a convincing lawyer; nevertheless in such cases the evidence can for the most part be taken as sufficient.



2  Proof can be inductive. If you look back to the start of this section on the Design Argument, we pointed out that Paley’s argument is a posteriori (based on what we observe) and inductive. Inductive reasoning is where we use reasoning to show the truth of a conclusion. In this case, we argue back from what we observe about order in the universe to the supposed cause – God. Inductive arguments are about what is probably true, and they give us new knowledge.



3  Inductive arguments can amount to ‘proofs’ when all the evidence points to the truth of the conclusion, for example that ‘Water boils at 100 °C at sea level’. There can be no absolute guarantee that at some stage, somewhere in the world, water will not boil at a different temperature, but for all practical purposes the observations we make about boiling water are taken to be a scientific truth. The test to prove that truth (measuring temperature at sea level) is repeatable and verifiable by anybody who cares to carry it out with reliable equipment. Inductive arguments, therefore, can be very powerful, and in science can have the status of ‘proofs’. We use them to uncover scientific laws.



4  Paley’s Design Argument is inductive, but its evidence does not amount to scientific proof, because we have no clear way of assessing the degree of probability of his argument, because whatever part of Paley’s evidence we use, there will always be those who reject it in favour of Hume’s view that the universe probably orders itself. Two examples:







    •  Paley’s evidence about the regularity of the orbits of the heavenly bodies is not strong evidence for God, since gravity is what moves the heavenly bodies around the sun, and gravity is just part of the way in which matter behaves.


    •  Paley’s evidence about design in nature is also not very convincing to a scientist, since it is just as likely that some version of multiverse theory is true, so what we see as having been designed might be the product of pure chance.








5  Nevertheless Paley’s inductive argument could well be the best explanation of the order we see in the universe. In general terms, there are two explanations for the existence of the universe: either it made itself, or something made it. If it made itself, then its apparent orderliness has no explanation beyond itself: there doesn’t have to be an explanation. If something made it, then its apparent orderliness shows the maker’s design.


    Which is the best explanation? The answer can only be one of personal preference. For Hume, the answer could be that there were several designers: so just as ships have many designers for their different parts and functions, there might be many designers of the universe. For those who believe in God, the most obvious solution is a single, all-powerful designer. For many of those who believe in God already, this is an inductive argument that amounts to a personal proof. It is also possible that for those who are otherwise undecided about the existence of God, Paley’s Design Argument could offer a sufficient level of proof of the existence of God.



6  For some individuals who believe in God, Paley’s Design Argument could not be a proof, because proof could only come through religious experience, by some kind of psychological certainty that they had experienced God, like some people have in a near-death experience. Nevertheless that kind of ‘proof’ could never be transferred from one person’s brain to another. Not only that, even if everybody believed there was a designer God, this would still not prove that there is a designer God.



7  Paley’s inductive Design Argument can never have the status of a deductive proof. The difference between inductive and deductive arguments will be looked at in the next chapter on the Ontological Argument, which is meant to be a deductive / logical proof of the existence of God. A deductive proof is one in which, if the premises (the propositions on which the argument is based) are true, then the conclusion must logically be true.


    No inductive argument can ever be logically true, because inductive arguments are based on observation, and we can never be 100 percent certain that our observations are correct or that they will always remain correct. For example, ‘water always boils at 100°C at sea level’, is not logically certain, because we can never be sure that at some point in the future water will not boil at a different temperature. To repeat, then: only deductive arguments can be logically certain. Paley’s Design Argument is an inductive argument, so it can never be a logically certain proof of the existence of God. At best it is probably true.





The relationship between reason and faith


This discussion is required by the specification. It appears here as a general introduction in connection with arguments for the existence of God. The value of faith for the Design, Ontological and Cosmological Arguments is considered separately for each argument.





1  By reason, we mean the ‘rational’ part of the human mind: using logic, establishing facts, reaching conclusions, making judgements, supporting our judgements with reasons, and so on. Having faith is having trust, or belief, in something or someone (such as God).



2  Some argue that belief in God is unreasonable, because belief in God is about a being who by definition cannot be investigated by science. Those who take this view hold that truth is what we can know through science and our senses, and when people say that they believe in God, they are talking about a being who cannot be known in this way.





We can question this approach. A hypothesis is an explanation of something, made on the basis of limited evidence. There are currently a number of conflicting scientific hypotheses for the origin of the universe, but a complete solution may well remain beyond our grasp. The idea of an intelligent designer is a hypothesis, and the evidence for it is clear: the existence of conscious beings such as ourselves implies that the universe was created by an intelligent Creator. This may or may not turn out to be true, but it is a rational hypothesis. Belief in such a being is neither unscientific nor irrational.





3  For others, faith is the only thing that gives us certainty. Such an approach is known as fideism, which literally means ‘faith-ism’. Fideists hold that in matters to do with religion faith is all-important, and not reason. Faith is about passionate commitment, and people are fully justified in believing something to be true through their own personal experience. People can believe in God with absolute and passionate conviction, and that certainty can never be experienced by using reason.





We can question this approach also. If somebody is absolutely convinced that his faith entitles him to torture others, then fideism might be seen to justify torture on religious grounds, which hardly seems rational. To use another example, well-known in this area of debate, you have probably seen the ‘Peanuts’ comic strip. One of the characters is Linus, a young boy who believes that every year on Halloween, the Great Pumpkin appears to everyone who sincerely believes in him. Linus, who is a sincere believer, waits every year in his pumpkin patch, but the Great Pumpkin never comes. Although humiliated, Linus never abandons his belief. The cartoon strip does not belittle sincerely held beliefs, but some use ‘Great Pumpkin’ objections to fideism to argue that it can justify absolutely anything. Should we not expect some rational justification for the beliefs that we hold, however sincerely? (Note 7)





4  A view which is closer to a middle ground between faith and reason is seen in H.H. Price’s distinction between ‘belief in’ and ‘belief that’. (Note 8) There is an important difference between someone who says ‘I believe that God exists’ and someone who says, ‘I believe in God’.
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‘Surely belief ‘in’ is an attitude to a person, whether human or divine, while belief ‘that’ is just an attitude to a proposition? Could any difference be more obvious than this?’ (Note 9)
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According to Price, those who have no religious belief tend to trivialise it, but whether they like it or not it is an important phenomenon that they should try to understand by paying attention to the accounts of those who do have it. Belief in God is both ‘interested’ and ‘disinterested’. It is interested in the sense that the believer can hope for benefits from that belief.
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‘… surely it is a good thing for the believer himself (and for all of us) that God is loving, compassionate and merciful, that he answers prayers, that he gives his grace to us, that he is a refuge to us in times of trouble. Nothing could be more advantageous to us than the existence of God, if he is what theists believe him to be … We believe not only that all this is and has been ‘a very good thing’ for each of us individually and all of us collectively, but also that it will continue to be so.’ (Note 10)
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Belief in God is disinterested in the sense that it is a good thing in its own right that God exists, just as it is a good thing in its own right that friendship exists. It is an intrinsically good thing – good for its own sake – that God exists. In fact it is,




‘… the fundamental ‘good thing’ without which there would be no others.’ (Note 11)






By contrast with this form of belief in God, there are also those who merely believe that God exists, and this is nothing more than the mere acceptance of a proposition. It is quite possible to believe that God exists, in the sense that there ‘is a God’ (as opposed to there being no God), but such a belief carries with it none of the sense of value that we find with interested and disinterested belief in God.


We can now see the difference between reasoning about God and having faith in God. Reason of course has value in the way in which we talk about God, but faith is the vehicle through which we can come to value God as ‘the fundamentally good thing’. Faith of this kind, as we just said, ‘…cannot be reduced to the mere acceptance of an existential proposition.’ (Note 12)





5  Nothing in the idea of faith excludes the idea that we can have reasoned evidence for what is believed through faith. Pope John Paul II’s Encyclical Letter, Fides et Ratio (Faith and Reason), argues that truth is known by a combination of both faith and reason, and that the absence of either one diminishes man’s ability to know himself, the world and God (see below).
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•  Using book or internet sources, take notes on how Blaise Pascal (1623-1662) and Søren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) supported fideism. (For example, both are discussed in: https://gotquestions.org/fideism.html)







•  Take brief notes on Pope John Paul II’s Encyclical Letter, Fides et Ratio, on the relationship between faith and reason. The text is available, for example, at: http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091998_fides-et-ratio.html
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What value does Paley’s Design Argument have for religious faith?





1  Perhaps the greatest value of Paley’s argument for religious faith is that it supports faith by reasoning.


    You will remember that natural theology is the view that the existence of God can be seen in nature through the use of observation and reasoning, without the need for any special revelation from God. Paley’s argument supports this view. Again, the argument cannot prove God’s existence, but it does demonstrate that theologians and philosophers can use reason and observation to talk rationally and meaningfully about God. This is a clear support for religious faith.



2  Paley’s argument can be used as part of the religious defence against atheism.







    •  Atheists claim that religion is unreasonable because religious faith is nothing more than idle speculation.


    •  But atheists have no more evidence that God does not exist than theists have for believing that he does, so the atheistic view that religious faith is nothing more than idle speculation is itself nothing more than idle speculation.


    •  So, if atheists can speculate that ‘God does not exist’ is reasonable, then it must be reasonable for theists to speculate that God does exist.


    •  This holds true for Paley’s Design Argument: there is nothing obscure or hard to understand about it, so it is a reasonable claim that God exists.


    •  Some would see it as a reasonable hypothesis because it is a possible interpretation of the evidence. Science and religion can be seen as two different frames of reference looking at the same data.








3  For those who are unsure what to believe, the simplicity of Paley’s argument could provide a basis for belief. Moreover belief in God does not depend just on the Design Argument. The Cosmological Argument, for example, is also a powerful argument to support belief in God.



4  Some would argue that Paley’s Design Argument has no value for faith, because faith does not depend on any kind of proof or probability: it depends on commitment to God and to a religious way of life.



5  Alternatively, some would use H.H. Price’s argument about belief in and belief that. Paley’s argument provides evidence for belief that God exists but it also comments on the wondrous nature of the design of the universe, suggesting that this supports belief in God..





What kind of God are we left with?


You will see that criticism of the Design Argument raises some fairly powerful questions about the nature of a designer.




•  If we argue that evolution is part of God’s design, then some might argue that we are left with a God who does not care about the immense suffering evolution causes. How would Christian belief cope with the idea of a God who is not all-loving?


•  Process theologians prefer to accept that God cannot eliminate such suffering because he is not omnipotent. How would Christian belief cope with the idea of a God who is not all-powerful?


•  Many deists argue that God designed and created the world and then left it to its own free devices, so what happens in the world is in the hands of the beings that control it, which in our case means ourselves. There are no miracles, and there is no personal revelation through scripture or religious experience. How would Christian belief cope with the idea of a God who is indifferent to humans?





This is not a claim that any of these possibilities is truly the case. It is a suggestion that Christians should think seriously about the nature of God, since traditional answers to that question do not seem to give us consistent answers.



Technical terms for Paley’s Design Argument
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analogy To get to analogy, start with inference. An inference is a conclusion reached through evidence and reasoning. An analogy is an inference where information or meaning is transferred from one subject to another. In his Design Argument, Paley is transferring his inference about the organisation and design of watches to the organisation and design of nature. In simple terms his analogical argument is a comparison between two systems.


anthropic principle ‘Anthropic’ means ‘related to humans’, so the Anthropic Principle is that there is a direct link between our observation of the universe and the ‘boundary conditions’ which brought it into existence. In other words, the boundary conditions (also known as ‘cosmological constants’) had to be ‘fine tuned’ by God, otherwise intelligent life could never have developed: it is no accident that we are here.


anthropomorphism The habit of attributing human form or ideas to beings other than humans, particularly to gods and animals. The adjective is ‘anthropomorphic’.


a posteriori Arguments which depend on sense experience: think of ‘posterior’ – behind / after sense experience. For example, that ‘oak trees grow from acorns’ can only be known by sense experience, and not by logic.


inductive Arguments which use reasoning in which the premises seek to supply strong evidence for (not absolute proof of) the truth of the conclusion. Inductive arguments are probabilistic. They can be used to argue from what we see in the world back to the supposed cause.


inference See analogy


natural theology The view that questions about God’s existence, nature and attributes can be answered without referring to scripture or to any other form of special revelation, by using reason, science, history and observation.


omnibenevolent All-loving. Omnibenevolence is an attribute of God.


omnipotent All-powerful. Omnipotence is an attribute of God.


premise A proposition that supports, or helps to support, a conclusion.


teleological telos in Greek means ‘end’ or ‘purpose’, so ‘The Teleological Argument for the existence of God’ seeks to show that we can perceive evidence of deliberate design in the natural world.
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Summary of Paley’s Design Argument





1  Paley’s argument is based on his observation of the world, so it is:








    •  a posteriori and inductive


    •  a ‘probability’ argument and not a proof.







    It is based on three main sets of observations:







    •  The complexity of the biological world (e.g. the eye, and of the laws of nature generally).


    •  The regularity of the orbits of the heavenly bodies and of the seasons of the year.


    •  The purpose of a designer (God) seen in this complexity and purpose.







    Paley argues inductively from what we can see in the world (the appearance of design) back to the supposed cause (God).








2  Paley’s Design Argument is based on the analogy between the properties of a watch and the properties of the universe








    He begins with the observation of a stone and then a watch. A watch has complex parts put together for a purpose, so it must have been designed by a watchmaker. Similarly the universe has parts that function together for a purpose. So the universe must have been designed by a universe maker. The Design of the universe is far more wonderful than that of a watch, so its designer is far greater than any human: its designer is God. Just as apparent flaws in a watch, and any ignorance we may have about watches, do not destroy the inference to a designer / watchmaker, our lack of knowledge about the universe does not destroy our inference that it was designed. Paley supports his arguments by referring to the perfect design of an eye for vision and to the perfect adaptation of animals such as fish and birds to their environment. Design is also seen in the perfect regularity of orbits of the heavenly bodies.



3  Hume’s critique of Design Arguments



    Avoid three common errors:







    •  The error of thinking that Hume was commenting specifically on Paley’s Design Argument.



    •  The error of assuming that Paley had not read Hume’s Dialogues.


    •  The error of giving a ‘parrot’ recital of Hume’s comments.







    Hume’s critique:







    •  The cause of design in the universe needs only to be proportional to its effect. Even if we grant that the universe was designed, there is no evidence that this was the God of Christian theism. A lesser being could have designed the universe.


    •  The existence of evil and imperfection in the world suggests (at best) a limited designer.


    •  Analogies between the universe and machines are flawed. The world is more like a vegetable, and vegetables design and reproduce themselves.


    •  Any analogy between the designers of human machines and the designer of the universe is just anthropomorphism.


    •  The universe could have developed into a comparatively ordered state simply by chance.








4  Strengths and weaknesses of Paley’s Design Argument



    Weaknesses







    •  Hume seems to be right that the all-powerful God of Christian theism is a greater cause than is needed to account for the appearance of design in the universe.


    •  There is too much evil in the world to see it as the design of a loving / powerful God.


    •  Hume’s comment that the universe is more like a vegetable than a machine is backed up by Darwin’s theory of evolution. Nature appears to design itself without the need for God.


    •  As Hume says, we have no experience of universe making, so our ideas about it are anthropomorphic and limited.


    •  Moreover, if nature can design itself, Hume is probably right in claiming that the universe is now in an ordered state purely by chance (his Epicurean Hypothesis).







    Strengths







    •  Paley may be right to argue that the designer is the all-powerful Christian God, and not Hume’s lesser gods, because (as Swinburne says) ‘God’ is probably the simplest explanation of the appearance of design in the universe.


    •  Paley argued that evil may be unavoidable in order for God to bring about good. Modern arguments support Paley here, for example, the free will defence; Process Theology; and Hick’s Irenaean theodicy.


    •  Paley is right to see God as the designer of nature: Swinburne argues that evolution simply obeys the laws of science designed by God.


    •  Paley’s language is anthropomorphic, but his conclusion that the designer is metaphysical and transcendent still seems reasonable. Moreover, we know enough about design to show that Paley could be right.


    •  Paley’s argument that nature shows purpose and design is supported by the ‘fine-tuning’ argument and the anthropic principle, although if it turns out that there is a multiverse, that argument does not work.


    •  Paley’s argument is good because it is based on induction – what we observe; and we do observe the appearance of design.








5  The status of Paley’s argument as a ‘proof’








    •  Proof can mean ‘sufficient evidence for a proposition’, as in ‘proof of guilt’.


    •  Proof can be inductive, and inductive proof can have scientific status (true in all known circumstances, such as: ‘Water boils at 100 °C at sea level’), but Paley’s argument amounts, rather, to a reasonable inductive probability.


    •  Paley’s argument can be seen as the best explanation of the order we see, so is still a powerful argument.


    •  Some hold that proof can come only through the certainty that people find in faith, for example in religious experience, although this is a proof only to the one who has the experience and the faith.


    •  Proof can also be deductive, as in Anselm’s Ontological Argument. Paley’s argument is inductive, so however probable it is, it can never amount to a deductive / logically certain proof.








6  The relationship between reason and faith








    •  Some see faith in God as unreasonable, holding that truth is scientific / empirical. However, the belief that God exists is a reasonable hypothesis based on evidence, such as our observation of the universe and its appearance of order and design.


    •  For others, only faith gives certainty.


    •  However, fideism itself can be seen as justifying absurd beliefs (such as Linus’ belief in the Great Pumpkin).



    •  H.H. Price distinguishes between belief that God exists and belief in God. Belief in God is evaluative, interested and disinterested, whereas belief that God exists is nothing more than the acceptance of an existential proposition (‘There is a God’).


    •  Belief in God is the most distinctive thing about religion, and is what we mean by faith. Belief that God exists is reasonable, but reason does not take us as far as faith.


    •  Pope John Paul II argues that truth can be known only through a combination of faith and reason. Excluding or minimising the importance of either one reduces our ability to understand truth.








7  The value of Paley’s Design Argument for religious faith








    •  It supports faith by reasoning, which matches Pope John Paul II’s argument that faith and reason should be mutually supportive and not exclusive.


    •  It forms a reasonable defence of religious faith against atheism, which has no more evidence for the non-existence of God than Paley has for God’s existence.


    •  Paley’s argument is, in effect, a reasonable scientific hypothesis: a reasonable interpretation of the evidence that we see around us.


    •  However, some insist that Paley’s argument offers no support to faith, since for fideists faith does not depend on reason or proof.


    •  H.H. Price’s distinction between belief in and belief that can be used to support Paley. Paley’s use of natural theology supports belief that God designed the universe, and Paley’s comments about the wonder of the design promote belief in God as the designer.





At the end of this discussion, we are still left with the issue of what kind of God we are left with.


Does the nature of evil show that the designer cannot be all-loving? Could Christian belief cope with the view of Process Theology, that God is not all-powerful? Could Christian belief cope with the deistic view that the designer has left us to our own free devices?
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Three suggestions for practice and development


You could use one or more of these three questions / claims as a homework assignment, a class essay, or a focus for practice.





1  ‘Paley’s Design Argument is inductive, so cannot be a proof of God’s existence.’



2  How far does the existence of evil defeat Paley’s Design Argument?



3  ‘Evolution supports Paley’s Design Argument.’
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1.2 Arguments for the existence of God


The Ontological Argument
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This chapter will cover:




•  Anselm’s a priori argument


•  Criticisms from Gaunilo and Kant
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You will need to consider six things for this section





1  The basis of Anselm’s argument in thought.



2  Anselm’s a priori Ontological Argument.



3  Criticisms from Gaunilo and Kant.



4  The strengths and weaknesses of Anselm’s argument.



5  The status of Anselm’s argument as a ‘proof’.



6  The value of Anselm’s argument for religious faith.
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When looking at the Ontological Argument, it is best to start with its technical vocabulary, because the vocabulary defines the argument. Make sure you understand these terms thoroughly before going on to Anselm’s Ontological Argument – it will make your studies a lot easier.


Technical terms for the Ontological Argument
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a priori and a posteriori
These you know from the Design Argument. ‘A priori’ arguments rely on logical deduction and not on sense experience. An a priori argument is prior to / before sense experience. ‘A posteriori’ arguments depend on sense experience: think of ‘posterior’ – behind / after sense experience. For example, that ‘oak trees grow from acorns’ can only be known by sense experience and not by logic.


inductive and deductive
‘Inductive’ you already know from the Design Argument. An inductive argument is probabilistic, because the truth of its conclusion cannot be guaranteed by the truth of its premises. In a ‘deductive’ argument, if the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true. To explain ‘deductive’, we’ll start with ‘premise’. A premise is a proposition upon which an argument is based or from which a conclusion is drawn. A deductive argument is one which is intended to guarantee the truth of the conclusion so long as its premises are true. As an example (in which P1 / P2 stand for Premise 1 / Premise 2 and C stands for Conclusion):


P1 All horses have manes.


P2 A Suffolk Punch is a horse.


C Therefore Suffolk Punches have manes.


Another example from mathematics:


P1 If a = b


P2 and b = c


C then a = c.


This kind of reasoning is a priori, meaning that it relies on logical deduction and not sense experience. The Ontological Argument is an a priori argument which claims to prove that God exists.


synthetic and analytic
‘Synthetic’ statements / propositions are those whose truth or falsity are determined by sense experience, for example, ‘William has a hairy chest’. ‘Analytic’ statements / propositions are those that are true by the meaning of the words used, for example, ‘A bicycle has two wheels’ is analytic because by definition a bicycle is a two-wheeled vehicle. In short, analytic statements are true by definition.


subject and predicate
Any complete sentence contains a subject and a predicate. The ‘subject’ refers to who or what the sentence is about and the ‘predicate’ gives us information about the subject. In the following sentences, the subject is underlined and the predicate is in italics: George played the piano. The dog barked. The girl starred in a film.


necessary and contingent
We can talk about necessary and contingent ‘things’ and necessary and contingent ‘truths’. A ‘necessary truth’ is a proposition that could not possibly be false, for example, that 2 + 2 = 4, or ‘squares have four sides’. A ‘contingent truth’ is a proposition that happens to be true but might have been otherwise, for example, ‘In the UK police cars use blue flashing lights in an emergency’ – it is possible that they could have been red.


A ‘necessary thing’ is something that could not possibly have failed to exist, for example, some argue that the laws of mathematics exist necessarily. A ‘contingent thing’ is one which does not exist necessarily and so could have failed to exist. Most things in the universe are said to be contingent, including people – your parents might never have met, for example.
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Activity


Identify which two of the following statements are analytic and explain why.





1  There are mountains on the far side of the Moon.



2  The Sun will rise tomorrow.



3  Frozen water is ice.



4  All bachelors are unhappy.



5  Spinsters are unmarried women.



6  Cows exist.
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Activity


Identify the subject and predicate in the following sentences.





1  Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers.



2  Henry’s broken toe will heal itself in about two months.



3  The love of money is the root of all evil.



4  Tyrannosaurus rex was one of the largest land predators ever to exist.



5  Happiness is sometimes hard to define.
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Key terms


subject Any complete sentence contains a subject and a predicate. The subject refers to who or what the sentence is about.


predicate Any complete sentence contains a subject and a predicate. The predicate gives us information about the subject.
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The basis of Anselm’s argument in thought





1  The term ‘ontological’ comes from the Greek ontos, meaning ‘essence’, ‘existence’, ‘being’. Anselm’s eleventh-century argument was the first of its kind and continues to resurface in different forms. The Ontological Argument is based on the claim that God’s existence can be deduced from his definition – that once God is correctly defined, there can be no doubt that he exists.



2  If you look, now, at the technical terms listed above, you will be able to see what it means to say that Anselm’s Ontological Argument has its basis in thought.


    The Ontological Argument claims that:







    •  The proposition ‘God exists’ is a priori / deductive – it can be known to be true without reference to sense experience, just by thinking about God’s nature.


    •  In the proposition ‘God exists’, the subject ‘God’ contains the predicate ‘exists’, so God must exist.


    •  God’s existence is a necessary truth, not a contingent one.
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Key terms


a priori Argument which relies on logical deduction and not on sense experience. An a priori argument is prior to / before sense experience.


deductive Argument where if the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true.


necessary A necessary truth is a proposition that could not possibly be false. A necessary thing is something that could not possibly have failed to exist.


contingent A contingent truth is a proposition that happens to be true but might have been otherwise. A contingent thing is one which does not exist necessarily and so could have failed to exist.
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Do not worry if this sounds too technical (the Ontological Argument is technical!): these points will become clear as we look at Anselm’s argument.


Bear in mind before we start that most of the terminology we have just looked at is not used by Anselm. When he says, for example, that ‘God cannot not-exist’, we would generally say that God exists ‘necessarily’, whereas all things exist ‘contingently’. The modern wording has been used for clarity, but Anselm’s wording can be found in many of the larger commentaries and online. Elsewhere in this book, the various writers have generally been left to speak for themselves.


Anselm’s a priori Ontological Argument and criticism from Gaunilo


Gaunilo’s criticism of Anselm needs to be considered alongside Anselm’s argument, since Anselm’s reply to Gaunilo was part of his formulation of the argument. Be aware that we are not dealing with a clear ‘dialogue’ between Anselm and Gaunilo: rather, their writings make clear the position of each scholar on the Ontological Argument. On that basis we can work out a sequence in what they say.
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Anselm (c. 1033–1109)
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Anselm is famous (some students might say infamous) for inventing the Ontological Argument. Very much to his credit, Anselm made a meticulous and positive analysis of religious language about 800 years before the logical positivists (of whom you will learn more at A-level) were even thought of. Anselm was many things: a Benedictine monk, Archbishop of Canterbury from 1093 until his death, and of course, eventually, a saint of the Church. His Ontological Argument appears in Proslogium (1077–1078) Chapters 2–4 and also in his Responsio to Gaunilo. (Note 1)


Gaunilo was a contemporary of Anselm. He was also a Benedictine monk in the Marmoutier Abbey in France. He wrote On Behalf of the Fool, which essentially rejected Anselm’s attempt to give an a priori proof of the existence of God.
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Anselm’s Ontological Argument comes in two parts, the whole being couched in a prayerful meditation to God, which we look at later.


Anselm part 1 The Ontological Argument from Proslogium 2
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God is ‘… a being than which nothing greater can be conceived.’ (Note 2)


[image: ]





Here is a summary of Anselm’s argument in relatively modern English. The ‘fool’ in P2 refers to the ‘fool’ of Psalm 14:1 who says in his heart ‘There is no God’.





P1  God is a being than which nothing greater can be conceived.



P2  This is a definition which even a fool understands in his mind, even though he does not understand it to exist in reality.



P3  There is a difference between having an idea in the mind and knowing that this idea exists in reality.



P4  For example, a painter has an idea in his mind of what he wants to paint; but when he has painted it, that idea now exists both in his mind and in reality.



P5  It is greater to exist both in the mind and in reality than to exist only in the mind.



P6  If God existed only in the mind, I could think of something greater, namely a God who existed in reality also.



C  Therefore in order to be the greatest conceivable being (P1), God must exist both in the mind and in reality.





The two really important claims here are those in P1 and P5.


In P1, by describing God as:




‘ … a being than which nothing greater can be conceived. ’





Anselm means ‘greatest’ in every possible respect: God is omnipotent and omniscient, and in fact must possess every great-making quality to the highest possible level. Most people who read this think that it is a good ‘working definition’ of God.


In P5, Anselm claims that it is greater to exist both in the mind and reality than to exist only in the mind. This seems like a reasonable claim. You can imagine the necessities of life such as food and water, but to be able to eat and drink in reality is surely a much greater thing than simply thinking about it.


We can therefore reduce Anselm’s arguments to two essential premises and a conclusion.





P1  God is the greatest conceivable being.



P2  It is greater to exist in reality than to exist only in the mind.



C  Therefore, as the greatest conceivable being, God must exist in reality.





Criticism of Anselm by Gaunilo: On Behalf of the Fool



Anselm’s argument was criticised by a fellow monk, Gaunilo of Marmoutiers. Anselm appears not to have minded the criticism, since it gave him the chance to emphasise a second stage of his argument in his Responsio; so from early on, Anselm arranged that the Proslogium should appear with Gaunilo’s criticisms attached. (Note 3)


Gaunilo’s attack used a parody of Anselm’s argument. He gave an Ontological Argument for the existence of a ‘perfect lost island’ – an island than which nothing greater can be conceived – in which he used the structure of Anselm’s argument.


The following puts Gaunilo’s argument in parallel with that of Anselm, using the shorter form above:





P1  It is possible to conceive of the most perfect and real lost island.



P2  It is greater to exist in reality than to exist only in the mind.



C   Therefore the most perfect and real lost island must exist in reality.





Gaunilo clearly believes that the concept of ‘the most perfect and real lost island’ makes little sense, since we know that such an island cannot exist. Gaunilo is using a method of argument called a reductio ad absurdum, which is Latin for ‘argument to absurdity’. He is suggesting in effect that Anselm’s argument can be used to prove the existence of an endless number of perfect objects – perfect lost cricket bats, perfect oak trees, perfect what you like, and so the real fool would be anybody who argued in this way. We can show that a perfect island does not exist, so Anselm’s argument does not work.


Anselm part 2 Anselm’s reply to Gaunilo: The Ontological Argument from Proslogium 3 and the Responsio
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Activity


In order to get the gist of Anselm’s response to Gaunilo, try the following exercise.


Your idea of a perfect island might include some of the following: lots of sunshine, shady palm trees, coconut trees, grape vines, surfing beaches, sun-bathing beaches, swimming beaches, the most magnificent bars, restaurants, hotels and night clubs, swimming pools and an absence of exams.
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What is your idea of a perfect island?


Now answer these two questions.





1  Would you ever decide once and for all what your idea of a perfect island would be like, or would your definition change from day to day?



2  If you lived for a million years, would you ever find anybody else with exactly the same definition as yours?
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The chances are that you have answered ‘No’ to both questions in the activity, and therein lies the clue to Anselm’s rejection of Gaunilo’s argument.




    •  Anselm’s reply is drawn out of his second version of his Ontological Argument in Proslogium 3:
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God cannot be conceived not to exist – God is that, than which nothing greater can be conceived – That which can be conceived not to exist is not God. (Note 4)
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    •  This is developed further in the Responsio, where Anselm points out the difference between necessary and contingent existence (see the technical terms from earlier).





First: as you have probably seen from the Activity, everything that you might want to exist on your ‘perfect’ island is contingent – it can exist or not exist. What is a beautiful palm tree will one day rot to pieces. A beautiful bar will eventually weather and fall apart or at the very least it will need constant repairs, until eventually it is no longer the same bar.


Second: it is impossible to quantify the idea of a perfect island. How many trees must it have to be perfect? If you decided on a number and then changed your mind and added one more, would that number still be perfect? If your perfect drink is a tequila sunrise, but after a few years of drinking you grow to dislike the taste and change to lemonade, what has become of your perfect drink?


We can formulate Anselm’s response to Gaunilo in the following way:





P1  To be perfect, an island would have to be ‘that island than which no greater can be conceived’.



P2  An island than which no greater can be conceived would have to exist necessarily, since a contingent island would be less perfect than an island that existed necessarily.



P3  But islands are contingent, and so cannot exist necessarily.



C    Therefore the logic of the argument related to a perfect island does not apply to God.





Further:





P1  God is the greatest conceivable being.



P2  The greatest conceivable being cannot be conceived not to exist.



C1  Therefore, God, and God alone, possesses necessary existence: God cannot not exist.





In summary, Anselm gives a clear refutation of Gaunilo’s ‘perfect lost island’ argument. He shows that necessary existence is a predicate only of God, and not of things.


Kant’s objections to Ontological Arguments are not so easy to dismiss.



Criticisms from Kant
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Immanuel Kant (1724–1804)
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Kant was without doubt one of the most influential of ‘modern’ philosophers. He lived (and died) in Königsberg, Prussia, which after 1946 became part of Russia. When you refer to him, do resist the urge to reproduce some of the popular stories about him, for example, that he was so regular in his daily walks his neighbours set their clocks by him, or that he never travelled more than 10 miles from home – the second of these is certainly false. Simply, cherish such information to flesh out your picture of Kant’s possible character.


Also, do not make the unfortunate mistake of rendering his first name as ‘Emmanuelle’. As a matter of fact Kant was christened ‘Emanuel’ but he later changed it to ‘Immanuel’, that being a more faithful transliteration of the original Hebrew, which means ‘God (is) with us’. (Note 5)
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Kant had two major criticisms of the Ontological Argument. These were directed not at Anselm, but at the version of the Ontological Argument written by the French philosopher René Descartes in the mid-seventeenth century, although to some extent they apply also to Anselm’s version of the argument. In other words, do not make the mistake of thinking that Kant is offering direct criticism of Anselm’s argument.


Objection 1: Existence is not a predicate


Descartes defined God as ‘the supremely perfect being’, meaning that God must possess all the perfect predicates such as omnipotence, omniscience, omnibenevolence, and so on. In addition, therefore, God must possess the perfection of existence:




‘… it is quite evident that existence can no more be separated from the essence of God than the fact that its three angles equal two right angles can be separated from the essence of a triangle, or that the idea of a mountain can be separated from the idea of a valley. Hence it is just as much of a contradiction to think of God (that is, a supremely perfect being) lacking existence (that is, lacking a perfection), as it is to think of a mountain without a valley.’ (Note 6)






You will see that this is similar to the argument made by Anselm’s Proslogium, where he states that the greatest conceivable being must possess the perfection / predicate of existence, because it is greater for such a being to exist in reality than to exist only in the mind.


Kant’s objection is simple: existence is not a real predicate, because it adds nothing to the concept of a thing. Real predicates give us new knowledge of a subject. If your teacher brings a black cow into the classroom and tells you that it is an Aberdeen Angus, you have gained useful knowledge. If your teacher then tells you that the cow exists, nothing new has been added to the subject. If somebody bursts into a room and shouts out, ‘it exists’, ‘exists’ tells you nothing at all about the nature of ‘it’.


Kant’s example was to invite you to imagine 100 Thalers (a coin used in his day).


If you are imagining something like this, you can describe the predicates of Thalers (they are round, metallic, possibly gold, have an image of the king, and so on), and each new predicate adds to our concept of the Thalers. But if you then say, ‘Oh, and by the way, the Thalers exist’, nothing has been added: there is no difference between our concept of 100 Thalers and our concept of 100 Thalers that exist.
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A Prussian Thaler from the time of Kant





Now apply this to Anselm’s concept of God.


Anselm tells us that God is the greatest conceivable being, so we can imagine God with all the predicates that Descartes lists, and each predicate: omnipotence, omniscience, omnibenevolence, and so on, adds to our concept of God. But if I then say, ‘Oh, and by the way, God exists’, nothing has been added: there is no difference between our concept of God and our concept of a God that exists. Moreover, the only way I can know that Thalers really do exist is to experience them: to touch, smell, see and even taste them, and to hear them if I drop them on the floor. Equally, the only way I can know that God exists is by sense experience. Logic alone gets me nowhere.


Objection 2: We can accept the proposition that ‘existing necessarily’ is part of what we mean by ‘God’, but it does not follow from this that God exists in reality.


We will put this into an understandable sequence. If any of the words confuse you, go back to the definitions of terms at the start of this section.





1  Anselm’s Ontological Argument in effect claims that the proposition ‘God exists necessarily’ is analytic – in other words, that it is true by definition.
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Key term


analytic Statements / propositions that are true by the meaning of the words used. For example, ‘A bicycle has two wheels’ is analytic because by definition a bicycle is a two-wheeled vehicle. In short, analytic statements are true by definition.
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2  Think, for example, of the statement that ‘A bachelor is an unmarried man’. This is obviously analytic – true by definition – because that’s how we define a bachelor.


    Think further, for example, of the statement that ‘A unicorn is a horse with a horn’. This is also obviously analytic / true by definition, because that’s how we define a unicorn.



3  Now take the two following propositions:







    •  bachelors exist


    •  unicorns exist.







    How do we know that there are any bachelors? The answer can only be: ‘by experiencing them’. If you have an unmarried male in your family of marriageable age, then clearly ‘bachelors exist’ is true, because you’ve seen one.


    Now try it with unicorns. How do you know that there really are any unicorns? When did you last see, touch, taste, smell or hear a unicorn? People claim to have seen them, but those claims have never been substantiated. Perhaps at some point in the future somebody will indeed find unicorns; but the obvious point is that this will only happen by sense experience: it can never happen by logic.



4  Now turn your attention to the proposition ‘God exists necessarily’, which Anselm claims is analytic / true by definition. It follows from 3, above, that I can only know that there is a God by experiencing God through my senses. Some people do indeed claim to have experienced God, and this may be true or it may be false; but in either case it is a matter of experience and not of logic.



5  To make this as clear as possible:


    ‘A unicorn is a horse with a horn’ is logically true because that’s how we define a unicorn, but it does not follow that there really are any unicorns.


    Equally, ‘God exists necessarily’ is logically true, because that’s how we define God, but it does not follow that there really is a God.



6  Clearer still:


    The Ontological Argument fails because it omits one small but powerful word: ‘If’.


    With unicorns: If there are unicorns, then they will be horses with horns.


    With God: If there is a God, then God will exist necessarily.





The strengths and weaknesses of Anselm’s Ontological Argument


Strengths





1  It is a deductive argument, so if it succeeds, it is a proof of the existence of God. Put another way, unlike other arguments for God’s existence, such as the Design and Cosmological Arguments, it does not depend on anything we observe, and since human observation is not always reliable, that can be seen as a good thing.


    In the debate about the Design Argument, for example, it is very difficult to decide whether the appearance of order that we observe in the universe is really the result of design or not. With the Ontological Argument, there is no ambiguity – the argument either succeeds or fails by its logic.



2  The argument can be taken in a different way, namely the interpretation put upon it by Karl Barth, who claimed that Anselm never intended the argument to be a proof of God’s existence. Instead, Barth argued that it was the result of a religious experience given to Anselm in which God revealed his nature as:







‘ … that than which nothing greater can be conceived … ’







    In other words, for those with faith, the Ontological Argument is clearly true, because it is an expression of their faith.


    We shall assess Barth’s argument in the following section on the value of Anselm’s argument for religious faith.



3  There is no doubt that the Ontological Argument is a good training ground for learning about the difference between analytic and synthetic propositions, necessary and contingent beings, and so on. In other words it is useful in the art of learning how to do philosophy!
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Key term


synthetic Synthetic statements / propositions are those whose truth or falsity are determined by sense experience.
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Weaknesses





1  Although there are several scholars who still defend the Ontological Argument, notably Alvin Plantinga, most scholars reject it, largely on the basis of the two major objections made by Kant, that:







    •  Existence is not a predicate: to say that something exists, such as, ‘Cows exist’, tells you nothing about cows that you have not found out from sense experience.


    •  Even if ‘existing necessarily’ is part of what we mean by God, it does not follow that God exists in reality. From what we said above about unicorns and God, Kant’s objections seem to defeat the Ontological Argument.







    You should bear in mind that Kant’s objections do not disprove the existence of God: they simply make it extremely unlikely that God’s existence can be proved by logic.



2  The starting point of Anselm’s argument is that God can be defined as:







‘ … that than which nothing greater can be conceived … ’







    Some would argue, however, that any attempt to define God would be to limit God. Anything that can be classified and analysed can be understood by humans, and many Christians would argue that this is at best futile and at worst irreligious. Thomas Aquinas, the great Catholic theologian, insisted that we do not know God’s definition, so Anselm must be wrong.


    You might want to question this, because to say that God is:







‘ … that than which nothing greater can be conceived … ’







    is really to say that God has no limitation at all, and that this is indeed a concept that we can understand.





The status of Anselm’s argument as a ‘proof’


Think back to what we said about the status of the Design Argument as a proof of God’s existence: the argument is inductive, so cannot be a proof of God, because all inductive arguments are probabilistic. Some people will observe design in the universe; others will not. The former will think that God is the most probable explanation; the latter will not.


Anselm’s Ontological Argument, you will now have realised, is a completely different way of arguing.




•  It is deductive rather than inductive. In a deductive argument, if the premises are true, then the truth of the conclusion is guaranteed.


•  Unlike the Design Argument, it claims to be true without having to use any fallible sense experience, so is a priori rather than a posteriori.
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Key terms


inductive Argument which is probabilistic, because the truth of its conclusion cannot be guaranteed by the truth of its premises.


a posteriori Arguments which depend on sense experience: think of ‘posterior’ – behind / after sense experience. For example, that ‘oak trees grow from acorns’ can only be known by sense experience and not by logic.


[image: ]







•  Anselm argues that ‘God exists necessarily’ is analytic – it is true by definition / logically true.


•  So, if the premises of Anselm’s argument are true, then it is a proof of the existence of God.






Is it a proof?




•  This is disputed, because various scholars claim that the argument works, including Anselm and Descartes, although most argue that it does not.


•  For most scholars, Kant’s objections show that the argument is not a proof: it merely shows that ‘If’ God exists, then he exists necessarily.


•  Compare the ‘proof’ of Anselm’s argument with mathematical proof, for example, that 2 + 2 = 4. Nobody doubts that 2 + 2 = 4, but lots of people doubt that Anselm’s Ontological Argument is true. If it was really a proof, there would be no doubt.


•  Some might argue that it is a proof in Karl Barth’s view, as a faith-based acceptance.





The value of Anselm’s argument for religious faith


In Proslogium Chapter 4, Anselm returns to the idea of the fool of Psalm 14:1, who says in his heart that ‘There is no God’. You can read this chapter (it is brief) online at: http://www.sacred-texts.com/chr/ans/ans010.htm





1  Anselm argues that a thing may be conceived in two ways:







    a  ‘when the word signifying it is conceived’, and


    b  ‘when the thing itself is understood’.





To explain his meaning, Anselm gives the example of the statement, ‘fire is water’:




    a  the words in this statement can all be understood without any difficulty


    b  but someone who really understands fire and water cannot understand fire to be water at all.





The same is true (says Anselm), in the fool’s statement: ‘there is no God’:




    a  the words in this statement can also be understood


    b  but once you truly understand that God is ‘that than which a greater cannot be conceived’, according to Anselm you must then understand that this being exists.





Anselm in effect is claiming that the God the atheist does not believe in is not the God of Christian faith. The atheist does not have an adequate concept of God.


Anselm then concludes Proslogium 4 with a prayer:
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‘I thank thee, gracious Lord, I thank thee; because what I formerly believed by thy bounty, I now so understand by thine illumination, that if I were unwilling to believe that thou dost exist, I should not be able not to understand this to be true.’
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There are some issues here which do not seem to have an obvious answer:




•  If, as Anselm claims, the atheist does not have an adequate concept of God, what is to stop the atheist from claiming that Anselm’s idea of God is just as inadequate, because he has invented it? Anselm defines God as ‘that than which a greater cannot be conceived’, but as we said in the objections to the argument, however good that definition is, it still doesn’t tell you whether or not such a being exists in reality.







    –  Anselm’s language can be very difficult to understand, but in the concluding prayer, he seems to be saying that God helped him by making him ‘willing to believe’, which implies that he was given some kind of religious experience, and that it is this ‘illumination’ which atheists lack. Perhaps he is saying something similar to H.H. Price (whose views on ‘belief in’ and ‘belief that’ we looked at in the section on Paley’s Design Argument), that religion is a thing of ultimate value, and so atheists should make every effort to ‘believe in’ God. Perhaps the atheist who ‘does not believe that’ God exists is just the other side of the coin of someone who just ‘believes that’ he does exist. Neither position understands the whole dimension to life that is opened up by ‘belief in’ God.





This kind of view is supported by Karl Barth’s understanding of Anselm’s Ontological Argument as ‘Faith Seeking Understanding’.





2  Karl Barth’s view is that Anselm’s argument is about faith, not logic.






In looking at the strengths of Anselm’s argument, we did refer to Karl Barth’s interpretation of the argument as a religious experience given by God to Anselm from which Anselm understood that God exists necessarily.
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Karl Barth (1886–1968)
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Barth was a Swiss Protestant theologian. He was emphatically opposed to the liberal Protestantism of his time, primarily since it seemed bent on interpreting the message of Jesus in line with modern culture, whereas Barth insisted that the only allegiance of the Church should be to God (and especially not to the likes of Adolf Hitler).


Barth insisted that God can only be known by revelation, and not by logic, and this led him to have a novel approach to Anselm’s Ontological Argument. In 1931, Barth wrote a book on Anselm called, Faith Seeking Understanding, in which he claimed that Anselm’s argument was never intended to be a logical proof of the existence of God. Rather, and as you can see by the title of his book, Barth saw the Ontological Argument as a way for faith to seek understanding. In other words, according to Barth, Anselm used the Ontological Argument as a way of trying to understand the God he believed in.


[image: ]





Barth’s argument in brief:




•  At the end of Chapter 1 of the Proslogium, Anselm says:







‘I do not seek to understand that I may believe, but I believe in order to understand. For this too I believe: that unless I believe, I shall not understand.’ (Note 7)






In other words, for Anselm, belief in God comes before reasoning about God.




•  Thus Anselm began with a prayer, praying that God would reveal himself to his understanding.


•  Moreover, God revealed a name to Anselm:







‘ … that than which nothing greater can be conceived.’







    Anselm’s definition of God, according to Barth, was not based on logic – it was given to him by a religious revelation.







•  You can see Barth’s point if this understanding of Anselm is right: if humans could prove the existence of God purely by logic, then we would not need God’s revelation, and God himself could be just another object of human knowledge.





Against Barth’s interpretation:




•  Anselm’s Proslogium is a prayer directed towards the ‘fool’ in Psalm 14:4, who says that there is no God. In other words, the prayer is directed at an atheist. If his Ontological Argument is not intended to be a logical proof to convince the atheist, then why does he go to so much trouble to demonstrate the truth of the argument?


•  In the preface to the Proslogium, Anselm mentions that he is looking for a proof; not that he is merely reinforcing some kind of religious revelation.


•  Perhaps the most convincing argument against Barth is that Gaunilo bothers to respond to it. To make that clear: if Anselm was just telling people about his faith in God, why would Gaunilo object to that? Gaunilo objects to Anselm’s argument precisely because he thinks it is a logical ‘proof’ that fails, so Gaunilo is telling him why he fails. Moreover, Anselm then responds by telling Gaunilo that only God has necessary existence. In other words, they are having an argument about logic, and not a discussion about faith.
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Discussion point


Look at the text of Anselm’s Proslogium, for example, http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/anselm-proslogium.asp#CHAPTER1, and form your own judgement. Do you think that Anselm is talking mainly about logic or faith?
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3  To some extent Anselm’s Ontological Argument has value for those who believe in God already, since perhaps they are more likely to accept it as a logical proof.



4  Bear in mind, however, that many fideist Christians disagree with this last point.



    Fideism is the view that faith does not depend on reason, so if faith points one way and reason points another, then fideists are justified in following what they believe. Fideists might therefore reject any attempt to ‘contain’ God within a system of logic. They would argue that if we could prove God’s existence by logic, then faith would lose all of its value: we would not need faith in God if we could show logically that God must exist.



5  To give Anselm the last word, although Anselm is seeking for a logical proof of God’s existence, this is not an attempt to replace faith with logic, despite Barth’s claims. Faith for Anselm is a volitional state (an act of the will) motivated by love of God:
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Discussion point


To what extent do you think that Anselm’s Ontological Argument includes both faith and reason equally?
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‘ … and a drive to act as God wills … ’







    So ‘faith seeking understanding’, which is Anselm’s ‘motto’ in the Proslogium, means something like:







‘ … an active love of God seeking a deeper knowledge of God.’ (Note 8)
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Summary of Anselm’s Ontological Argument


For a start, remember the technical terms and how they define the argument:




•  a priori and a posteriori



•  inductive and deductive


•  synthetic and analytic


•  subject and predicate


•  necessary and contingent.








1  The basis of the argument in thought



    The Ontological Argument is based on the claim that God’s existence can be deduced from his definition: once God is correctly defined, there can be no doubt that he exists. Using the list of technical terms above:







    •  The Ontological Argument claims that the proposition, ‘God exists’ is a priori / deductive – you do not need sense experience to know that it is true: you know it is true just by thinking about it.


    •  In the proposition, ‘God exists’, the subject ‘God’ contains the predicate ‘exists’, so God must exist. It’s as clear as knowing that ‘bicycles’ (subject) ‘have two wheels’ (predicate).


    •  God’s existence is a necessary truth, not a contingent one.








2  Anselm’s a priori Ontological Argument and criticism from Gaunilo



    Anselm’s Ontological Argument from Proslogium 2:



    Use the shortened form of the argument as a basis for remembering the whole:









P1 God is the greatest conceivable being.



P2 It is greater to exist in reality than to exist only in the mind.








C  Therefore, as the greatest conceivable being, God must exist in reality.


    Now add the bits about fools and painters and you’ve got it!



    Criticism by Gaunilo: On Behalf of the Fool:



    This uses a parody of Anselm’s argument to show that it is absurd:









P1 It is possible to conceive of the most perfect and real lost island.



P2 It is greater to exist in reality than to exist only in the mind.








C  Therefore the most perfect and real lost island must exist in reality.


    So Gaunilo is saying that the real fool would be anybody who argued in this way (e.g. Anselm!)



    Anselm’s reply to Gaunilo from Proslogium 3 and the Responsio:









P1 To be perfect, an island would have to be ‘that island than which no greater can be conceived’.



P2 An island than which no greater can be conceived would have to exist necessarily, since a contingent island would be less perfect than an island that existed necessarily.



P3 But islands are contingent so cannot exist necessarily.








C  Therefore the logic of the argument related to the perfect island does not apply to God.


    Further:









P1 God is the greatest conceivable being.



P2 The greatest conceivable being cannot be conceived not to exist.



C1 Therefore, God, and God alone, possesses necessary existence: God cannot not exist.







    In summary, Anselm gives a clear refutation of Gaunilo’s ‘perfect lost island’ argument. He shows that necessary existence is a predicate only of God, and not of things.


    Anselm’s response to Gaunilo seems very powerful, but it is hard to see how Anselm would have replied to Kant’s objections, given here, which most scholars think defeat Anselm’s argument.




3  Criticism from Kant



    Objection 1: Existence is not a predicate








    •   Kant attacks Descartes’ Ontological Argument, that as the supremely perfect being, God must possess all the perfect predicates, such as omnipotence and omniscience and perfect (i.e. necessary) existence.


    •  But existence is not a real predicate (think ‘Thalers’ and think ‘it exists’), so if we list all of God’s predicates (omnipotence, omniscience, and so on) and then add ‘existence’, we add nothing to the concept of God. The only way I can know that Thalers exist is to experience them; so the only way I can know that God exists is by sense experience, not logic.








    Objection 2: We can accept that ‘necessary existence’ is part of what we mean by ‘God’, but it does not follow from this that God exists in reality








    •   Think ‘unicorn’. ‘A unicorn is a horse with a horn’ is logically true, because that’s how we define a unicorn, but it does not follow from this that there really are any unicorns.


    •  Equally, ‘God exists necessarily’ is logically true, because that’s how we define God, but it does not follow that there really is a God.


    •  Think ‘if’. If there are unicorns, then they will be horses with horns. If there is a God, then God will exist necessarily.








4  Strengths and weaknesses of Anselm’s Ontological Argument








    Strengths








    •   The argument is deductive, so if it works, it is a proof.


    •  Not only that, according to Karl Barth and others, the argument succeeds precisely because it is not meant to be a logical proof: it’s a confession of faith. For those with faith, the Ontological Argument is clear to their faith.


    •  The Ontological Argument is a good training ground in learning how to do philosophy!







    Weaknesses








    •  Most agree that Kant’s two objections defeat all Ontological Arguments. They do not disprove the existence of God, but they do show that God’s existence cannot be shown by logic.


    •  Some reject Anselm’s definition of God as ‘the greatest conceivable being’, but Christians such as Aquinas would reject any attempt to define God, because if we were able to define God that would limit him. Against that, some would say that Anselm’s definition is a good place to start and we know what it means.








5  The status of Anselm’s argument as a ‘proof’








    •  Here you should contrast the deductive / a priori Ontological Argument with inductive / a posteriori arguments (like the Design Argument).


    •  Inductive arguments can only be probability arguments, but the deductive Ontological Argument is a proof if we agree that the argument works.


    •  The Ontological Argument does not seem to work, since most agree that Kant’s objections defeat it; moreover it does not have the status of a mathematical proof, where the truth of 2 + 2 = 4 is obvious to everyone. If the Ontological Argument was really a proof, there would be no argument about the Ontological Argument either.


    •  You might want to argue that it is a ‘proof’ in Barth’s sense – that it is obvious to faith.








6  The value of Anselm’s argument for religious faith








    a   •  In Proslogium 4, Anselm argues that the fool (the atheist) does not have an adequate concept of God. Someone who truly understands the definition of God as ‘that than which a greater cannot be conceived’ must then understand that this being exists.


          •  Anselm appears to say that he was helped to this understanding by a religious experience.


          •  Karl Barth develops a similar view.







    b  This is primarily about Barth’s interpretation of Anselm’s argument, that:







          •  It is cast in the form of a prayer rather than a logical proof.


          •  It is based on a religious experience in which God revealed a name to Anselm:





‘ … that than which nothing greater can be conceived.’




          •  If we could prove God’s existence by logic, there would be no need for faith or for trust in God.







          Nevertheless:







          •  Anselm’s prayer is directed towards the atheist ‘fool’ in Psalm 14:4. If the argument is not intended to give an atheist a logical proof of God’s existence, why does Anselm go to so much trouble to show that his argument is right?


          •  In the preface to the Proslogium, Anselm says that he is looking for a proof.


          •  Why else would he bother to respond to Gaunilo? Gaunilo constructs a reply to Anselm’s logic and Anselm replies in kind: they are arguing about logic, not about faith.


          •  For Anselm, ‘faith seeking understanding’ means:





‘ … an active love of God seeking a deeper knowledge of God.’




    c  The argument has value for those who believe in God already, since they are more likely to accept it as a logical proof.


    d  But many Christians disagree about the last point: fideists would argue that if we could prove God’s existence by logic, faith would lose all of its value.
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Three suggestions for practice and development


You could use one or more of these three questions / claims as a homework assignment, a class essay, or as a focus for practice.





1  Explain why Christians have differing attitudes towards Anselm’s Ontological Argument.



2  Explain what it means to say:







    a  that the Ontological Argument is a priori / deductive


    b  that in the proposition: ‘God exists’, the subject ‘God’ contains the predicate ‘exists’


    c  that God’s existence is a necessary truth.








3  ‘Anselm’s Ontological Argument proves nothing.’ How far do you agree?
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1.3 Arguments for the existence of God
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