



[image: image]









[image: ]






Acknowledgements


The Publishers would like to thank the following for permission to reproduce copyright material.


Text credits: pp.47, 160, 164, 262 & 329 (Anth 1.22) A.J. Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, Dover Publications, 1980. Reprinted with permission; pp.71, 76 & 323 (Anth 1.9) Reproduced with permission of author, Richard Swinburne; pp.132, 139, 148 & 328 (Anth 1.20) John Hick, Evil and the God of Love, Fontana, 1968, p.3, p375, p293: Reproduced with permission of SpringerNature; pp.188, 214, 330 (Anth 2.2) & 331 (Anth 2.6) David Chalmers: Reproduced with permission of John Wiley & Sons; pp.210, 249, 287, 288, 332 (Anth 2.9), 335 (Anth 2.19) & 337 (Anth 2.23) Churchland, Patricia, Brain-Wise: Studies in Neurophilosophy, pp.22–130 [approx. 1,000-word excerpt], © 2002 Massachusetts Institute of Technology, by permission of The MIT Press; pp.220, 260, 332 (Anth 2.7) & 334 (Anth 2.14 & 2.15) F. Jackson: Reproduced with permission of Oxford University Press; pp.231, 236, 241 & 333 (Anth 2.11) Anita Avramides: With the permission of the Principal, Fellows and Scholars of Hertford; pp.235, 242, 244, 269, 330 (Anth 2.3), 333 (Anth 2.10 & 2.12) & 335 (Anth 2.17) Gilbert Ryle: With the permission of ROUTLEDGE; pp.263, 264, 267, 268, 270 & 334 (Anth 2.16) Carl Gustav Hempel Papers, 1903–1997, ASP.1999.01, Archives of Scientific Philosophy, Archives & Special Collections, University of Pittsburgh Library System; pp.277, 301, 335 (Anth 2.18), 336 (Anth 2.22) & 337 (Anth 2.24) Reproduced with permission of Ruth Anna Putnam, wife of Hilary Putnam; pp.282, 302 & 338 (Anth 2.25) Ned Block (1978), ‘Troubles with Functionalism’, in C.W. Savage (ed.), Perception and Cognition, University of Minnesota Press, pp.261–325 (at pp.265, 293): Reproduced with permission of University of Minnesota Press; pp.285, 288, 291, 293, 294 & 332 (Anth 2.8) Paul M. Churchland, ‘Eliminative Materialism and Propositional Attitudes’, LXXVIII, 2 (February 1981): pp.67–90 (at pp.67, 70, 72–3, 74, 89–90): Reproduced with permission of Journal of Philosophy; p.321 (Anth 1.2) Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann, ‘Eternity’, LXXVIII, No. 8 (August 1981: 439–440): Reproduced with permission of Journal of Philosophy.


Photo credit: p.86 Rosenwald Collection, Rare Book and Special Collections Division, Library of Congress, Rosenwald 1806.


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 400401. 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 5104 0026 9
eISBN: 978 1 4718 9984 3


© Daniel Cardinal, Gerald Jones, Jeremy Hayward 2018


First published in 2018 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      2022 2021 2020 2019 2018


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, www.cla.co.uk


Cover image by Barking Dog Art


Illustrations by Tony Randell, Barking Dog Art, Richard Duszczak and Peter Lubach


Typeset in Chaparral Pro Light 11/13pt by Aptara, Inc.


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY


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





Key to features


Activity


A practical task to help you to understand the arguments or concepts under investigation.


Experimenting with ideas


Plays around with some of the concepts discussed; looks at them from different angles.


Quotation


A direct quotation from a key thinker.


Learn More


Introduces related ideas or arguments that aren’t required by the AS-level specification, but which provides useful additional material.


Anthology extracts


When you see the Anthology icon in the margin of the book then you should refer to the relevant extract in the Anthology extracts section at the end of the book.


Glossary


Words or phrases that appear in CAPITAL LETTERS are key terms and ideas that are explained in the Glossary at the end of the book.





Introduction



Metaphysics: Introduction


What’s it all about: life, the universe and everything? Attempting to answer this (quite vague) question is many people’s idea of how philosophers fill their typical day. In the novel The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy intelligent pan-dimensional beings build a super computer, Deep Thought, to answer that very question. This causes the philosophers on the planet to go on strike, claiming that the new computer will mean an end to their jobs. (The computer famously concludes that the answer is 42, but that another computer needs to be built to determine exactly what the question is.)


This book is concerned with METAPHYSICS. And although other areas of philosophy (such as ethics) touch on the meaning and purpose of life, it is metaphysics that attempts to give an account of the ultimate nature of reality – of what is really going on.


Metaphysics and change


Metaphysics often involves exploring concepts that we usually take for granted. Consider the everyday concept of change. In metaphysics we might ask ‘is change possible?’ This might seem an odd question: the evidence in front of your very eyes, as you turn these pages, hoping to find something more interesting or at least a diagram to distract you from all these words, suggests that change is obviously possible. But beneath the surface, the concept of change is not so straightforward. How is it possible for an object to change and yet still be the same object? Consider yourself. Are you the same person as you were yesterday? Are you different? If you are different, then are you a new person or still the same person?


Difficulties with the concept of change were among the earliest recorded philosophical thoughts. The pre-Socratic philosophers (any philosophically minded writer who lived before Socrates) articulated their ideas through a kind of philosophical poetry, as poetry was the main form of writing at the time, and the concept of change was one of their main concerns. The Greek philosopher Parmenides and his star pupil Zeno argued that change was actually impossible and that the real universe is unchanging. It is quiescent. Unfortunately no direct words of Zeno survive, but we know of him through the dialogues of Plato and, in particular, Aristotle’s book entitled Physics which sets out some of Zeno’s (now famous) paradoxes, including one you might have come across about Achilles and the tortoise.


Imagine that the speedy Achilles is in a race with a tortoise. The tortoise, being slow, is given a head start. After a minute, a whistle blows and Achilles sets off. At that very moment, the tortoise is somewhere up ahead on the path, let’s say 100 metres away at point X (Figure 0.1).
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Figure 0.1 Achilles and the tortoise. When Achilles sets off, the tortoise is at point X





It seems an obvious truth that in order to catch the tortoise, Achilles must first reach the point at which the tortoise currently is (point X). However, the tortoise is constantly moving and by the time Achilles arrives at point X our hard-shelled friend will be at a new point – X1, which is now 10 metres in front. Of course, the two competitors are now much closer, so let’s magnify the gap between them (Figure 0.2).
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Figure 0.2 Achilles and the tortoise (gap magnified). When Achilles reaches point X, the tortoise is at point X1





Hey presto! After magnification it seems that we are pretty much back where we started. This time, Achilles will need to get to X1 before he can catch the tortoise, but of course, when he arrives the tortoise will have moved forward (to X2). Again, we can magnify this difference and we are back in the same predicament (Figure 0.3).
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Figure 0.3 Achilles and the tortoise (gap further magnified). When Achilles reaches point X1, the tortoise is at point X2





It seems that we can repeat this process infinitely. Achilles constantly has to get to the point where the tortoise has just been, covering smaller and smaller distances but never catching up with the tortoise.
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In a race, the quickest runner can never overtake the slowest, since the pursuer must first reach the point whence the pursued started, so that the slower must always hold a lead.


Zeno recounted by Aristotle in Physics VI:9
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ACTIVITY


Zeno’s paradox arises because his mathematical description of the world undermines our perception of the world, and that there doesn’t seem to be a flaw in either the maths or in our perception.





a)  Zeno resolves this paradox by arguing that the world as we see it, a world of motion and change, is not what the world is really like, and that the world as described mathematically in the example above is a truer representation. Do you agree? (In other words, does maths give a truer representation of the world than our senses do?)



b)  Whether or not you agree, how would you go about solving the paradox?





[image: ]





On the basis of this and several other interesting paradoxes, Zeno concluded that all motion and change is impossible. The appearance of change we see around us is just an illusion. Zeno used reason to take a position on the ultimate nature of reality – a reality beyond the senses. In doing this, Zeno was engaging in metaphysics in its deepest sense. It is worth noting how powerful Zeno’s paradoxes were, puzzling philosophers, scientists and mathematicians for two thousand years before they were eventually ‘solved’ in the early eighteenth century with the invention of differential calculus – a mathematical theorem developed in different ways by both Isaac Newton and also independently by the philosopher Leibniz.


What is metaphysics?


As we outlined in our Philosophy for A-level Year 1 and AS textbook (ISBN 9781510400252), metaphysics is one of three broad branches of philosophy, although you have probably already discovered that there is considerable overlap between the three (Figure 0.4).
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Figure 0.4 The different branches of philosophy





The Philosophy A-level provides an induction into all three branches as well as the methodology of logic and critical thinking. The first year of the A-level explores aspects of epistemology and ethics, whereas the second year examines two issues which come under the loose heading of ‘metaphysics’: the philosophy of mind and the philosophy of religion. We say that metaphysics is a ‘loose’ heading because both the meaning of the word and the content it covers are disputed. So far we have described metaphysics as being concerned with ultimate questions about reality/the world, however the origin of the word is something of a riddle.


The word ‘metaphysics’ originates in the works of Aristotle, although he himself never used the term. One explanation for the etymology of ‘metaphysics’ is that it was initially the title given to an assortment of essays and tracts by Aristotle, which had no collective name and which the librarian/grammarian Andronicus of Rhodes wanted to compile, in about 70 BCE. So the story goes that Andronicus created the term ‘metaphysics’ for this collection of works because in his library this collection came after Aristotle’s book called Physics (which we quoted from above). Hence Andronicus’s creation of the portmanteau term ‘meta-physics’ which broadly speaking means ‘after physics’. Others think that the name originates from the subject matter of these assorted essays, in which Aristotle explore such issues as first causes, existence and the nature of mathematical objects – all topics that somehow transcend a discussion of the specific aspects of the physical/natural world: hence ‘meta’, which can also mean going beyond or transcending, becomes conjoined with ‘physics’. Although we do not know the exact origin of the term, we do know that the term stuck to this collection of works by Aristotle, and eventually it came to refer to the philosophical theories and concepts conceived by all sorts of thinkers that went beyond, or transcended, the physical world. Taking Aristotle as their starting point, these metaphysical studies and ideas explore the world as it really is, the world beyond the senses, the fundamental stuff that exists in the world, and how that fundamental stuff operates (see Figure 0.5).
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Figure 0.5 In metaphysics philosophers attempt to understand and describe the world beyond the world of the senses – the world as it really is: what kind of things exist, what are they like, how do they behave and operate? Some rationalist philosophers argue that only the use of reason (in contrast to the senses) will enable us to go beyond our senses to answer these questions





Aside from the origin of the word, a bigger philosophical dispute rages as to whether the whole endeavour of metaphysics is even possible. Back in the day, most big questions about reality and existence were matters of philosophical speculation. Where did humans come from? What are stars? Do humans have a soul? Why is there something (a universe) rather than nothing? What holds the moon up? Over time, scientific inventions and discoveries have meant that some of these questions can be given fairly convincing answers. The rest still linger beyond the reach of science and exist as areas that only speculative reason can attempt to answer. For some, the fact that many metaphysical questions continue to elude science/the senses casts a doubt as to whether reason alone is properly equipped to answer them in the first place. Or even whether the questions (and attempted answers) are properly meaningful.


The philosopher David Hume argued these two exact points (you may have covered this in the epistemology unit of the A-level). From an EMPIRICIST perspective, he claimed that reason alone cannot tell us anything new about the world. Further, he argued that words must gain their meaning from our impressions, our sense data of the world. This approach suggests that it is hard, if not impossible, to meaningfully discuss any true nature of reality that might exist beyond our experience of it – there is a ‘veil of perception’ that we cannot see beyond. But Hume is not alone in his rejection of metaphysics. His sceptical concerns were added to by the philosopher Immanuel Kant in his masterpiece Critique of Pure Reason, and in the twentieth century an influential movement called logical positivism dismissed metaphysics as unverifiable and meaningless speculation (see pages 160–5). So, in the last few centuries the very possibility of metaphysics has come under attack (see Figure 0.6).
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Figure 0.6 Empiricists have argued that, because everything we know is based on sense data, we cannot ‘see beyond’ the veil of perception – we cannot grasp reality as it might actually be





An alternative way of conceiving the task is to see metaphysics not as a way of uncovering the nature of reality, but as an attempt to clear out unhelpful ideas and put our conceptual ‘house’ in order. This, in turn, may enable science to cross the threshold and unlock the secrets of the universe. This is akin to how John Locke conceived of the role of philosophy – as a kind of preparation for the scientists (in his case, his good friend Isaac Newton):
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it is ambition enough to be employed as an under-labourer in clearing the ground a little, and removing some of the rubbish that lies in the way to knowledge.1
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This approach was echoed in the last century by Peter Strawson who argued for a ‘descriptive’ metaphysics, which uses reason and thought experiment to discover, describe and analyse not the world but the deep conceptual schemes that all humans possess. This idea of metaphysics as exploration, not of the world, but of our conceptual understanding of it, is a theme that recurs in several sections of this book. For example, when I conceive of the universe, it seemingly must have a start or first cause. The idea of the universe always existing doesn’t appear to make sense to me. But does this thought reveal something about my conceptual framework, or about the nature of reality?


Metaphysics and change revisited


To unpack this discussion of reality versus concepts, let us return to the pre-Socratic philosophers and their obsession with change. In contrast to Parmenides and Zeno, Heraclitus thought that change is ever present – to the extent that the universe is in a constant state of flux. As he famously said:




you cannot step twice into the same stream2





The reason Heraclitus claims such a step is impossible, is not just that the water in the stream is constantly changing, but also because the person stepping is constantly changing too. So it is not the same person who steps into not the same stream.


However, this view raises its own problems. If everything is constantly changing then what, if anything, does it mean to be an object that endures over time? If a boat has its planks changed one at a time, then at what point is it no longer the original boat? Also imagine that the slightly worn planks were stored and eventually turned into an identical boat. Which of the two boats is the original one?


As Heraclitus suggests you, too, constantly change. Your hair grows, new memories are created, you learn new ideas in excellent philosophy books, and so on. You are not exactly the same as yesterday (or even a minute ago). But if you are not the same, then who or what is the you that is changing? These considerations raise fundamental questions about what we call ‘objects’. If the world, as Heraclitus suggests, is really a bumbling mass of energy then what does it mean to be an ever-changing object within this constant flux?


Once again we are engaging in metaphysics. But what kind of metaphysics is this? When we consider the nature of ‘object’ in general, are we making assertions/claims about the world (which we might term speculative metaphysics) or are we trying to establish how our conceptual framework works (which Strawson describes as descriptive metaphysics)?


To recap, so far we have seen that metaphysics involves an exploration into the ultimate nature of reality, although the exact character, and even the existence of the subject is disputed. The remainder of this section serves as a very brief introduction to the two areas of metaphysics that are closely examined in the book, and which form the content of Year 2 of the philosophy A-level.


Metaphysics of God


Most people in the world believe in a God (or gods) and most people who don’t believe in God, will, at some point in their lives, have pondered whether there is a creator or architect behind the existence of the universe. Engaging in metaphysical speculation about the existence and nature of God is almost part of the human condition!


In the section on the metaphysics of God, we will explore the thoughts, ideas and arguments of some of the greatest philosophers who, like most of us, have looked to the heavens and attempted to find answers. You have already encountered metaphysical positions that refer to God when studying epistemology in your first year. For example, you may remember that Bishop Berkeley believed that the only fundamental ‘stuff’ (it’s a great metaphysical term, ‘stuff’!) that existed in the universe were ideas – he was a metaphysical idealist – and that ultimately all ideas depended themselves on the existence of God. You may also remember that Descartes’ search for some fundamental certainty in his life also depends on the metaphysical position that God exists, and he provides two A PRIORI arguments for God’s existence. We explore one of these proofs, his ontological argument, later on (page 45).


The philosophical speculation explored in this book is not restricted to any specific religion or religious belief. General religious beliefs are explored as a way to further understand the ultimate nature of reality. Does the universe have a beginning? Is it designed? Can anything exist necessarily? If God does exist then is his existence eternal, beyond space and time, or everlasting, within space and time? Does evil exist, and if so can it be used to disprove the existence of God? We examine these metaphysical questions before, at the end of the section, we look at A.J. Ayer and those philosophers who reject the whole project of metaphysics as completely meaningless.


So some of the key metaphysical concepts that you will encounter when studying the metaphysics of God are as follows:






	Key metaphysical concept

	Subsection in which it is discussed

	Page number






	The existence of God

	Throughout Section 1 The metaphysics of God

	
1–151







	The existence of evil

	The problem of evil

	
129–51







	Actuality/potentiality

	Cosmological arguments: Aquinas’ first way (argument from motion)

	
98–9







	Being and existence

	Ontological arguments: Norman Malcolm’s ontological argument

Cosmological arguments: the impossibility of a necessary being



	
52–5, 124–6







	Causation

	Design arguments: Hume on causation and constant conjunction

Cosmological arguments: Hume’s objection to the causal principle



	
79–82, 120–2







	Causes: formal / material / final and efficient

	Cosmological arguments: Aquinas’ second way (argument from causation)

	
101–3







	Change

	The concept and nature of God: God as omniscient

Cosmological arguments: the contribution for Plato and Aristotle


Cosmological arguments: Aquinas’ first way



	
6–7, 94, 98–101







	Contingency and necessity

	Ontological arguments: Norman Malcolm’s ontological argument

Cosmological arguments: Aquinas’ third way (argument from contingency)



	
53–5, 105–8, 112–16







	Free will

	The concept and nature of God: the compatibility of God’s omniscience and free human beings

Problem of evil: Free Will defence: St Augustine and Alvin Plantinga



	
25–7, 140–1







	Infinite regress

	Cosmological arguments: the possibility of an infinite series

	
117–19







	Personal identity

	Religious language: John Hick’s response to Ayer (eschatological verification)

	
166–7







	Philosophers of language who aim to debunk metaphysics

	Religious language: The verification principle and the metaphysics of God

	
160–5







	Possible worlds and modal metaphysics

	Ontological argument: Norman Malcolm’s ontological argument

The problem of evil: criticism – there are better possible worlds than this one



	
52–56, 143







	Relativity

	The concept and nature of God: God as eternal or everlasting

	
15–17







	Space and time

	The concept and nature of God: God as eternal or everlasting

	
10–13







	Sufficient reason

	Cosmological arguments: Leibniz’s argument form the Principle of Sufficient Reason (an argument from contingency)

	
112–16









Metaphysics of mind



If wondering about the existence of God seems fundamental to the human condition, then so does pondering our souls: whether we have one, if we do have one what happens to it after we die, and how is it that we can be both bodies (who get injured, who fall, who stop working if our brains are removed) and minds (which perceive the beauty and pains of the world). One of the questions we would ask as we examine different cultures past and present is: how much ‘mind’ is there in the universe? Many societies believe and have believed that minds and spirits were everywhere: in the rivers, trees, wind and even the movements of the stars and planets, that lightning and floods were evidence of the wrath of the gods. Mind-like ‘intentions’ were often used to explain how the natural world worked, and whole pantheons of gods (the Greeks, the Romans, the Vikings) were used to explain the existence of natural phenomena.


The rise of science slowly displaced the need for ‘minds’ in our explanation of the universe. It seems we can predict many events (such as storms and eclipses), just by considering matter and fundamental forces. There is no need to use intentions (such as anger, reward or revenge) in our understanding of the natural world. However, the matter is not straightforward when it comes to human beings.


Will we one day be able to explain the behaviour of humans just by reference to matter (brain cells) and laws of biology/chemistry? Most people believe they have a mind which has thoughts, awareness, hopes for the future and intentions. Superficially it would seem that a complete explanation of any human action (for example, someone putting the kettle on) must involve intentions (for example, a desire for a cuppa). An explanation that did not include the intention (desire for a nice cuppa) would be missing something important. But this does not easily fit with the general direction of science. Atoms and cells do not have intentions. They blindly ‘follow’ laws of nature. So how do we fit ‘intentions’ into our scientific understanding of the universe? How are we to explain the fact that seemingly inert matter can arrange itself into conscious life forms? Indeed, the very existence of states of awareness is known in philosophy as ‘the hard problem’ of consciousness.


Just as with the discussion of God above, we can see that the metaphysics of mind soon descends into a discussion of the ultimate nature of reality. Are there two kinds of things in the world – matter and mind? Or just one thing – matter? Or just one thing – mind (as Berkeley thought)? If you believe there is just mind, then how is consciousness possible?
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Experimenting with ideas


Think of a green elephant. Now imagine that at that precise moment I froze your brain and proceeded to carve it into very thin slices (sorry about that!). Would I find anything green or anything elephant-like in your brain? Probably not. However, it would seem that you were genuinely thinking about, or picturing, a green elephant in your mind. The question is where was that thought of a green elephant?





A  Nowhere. There is no such thing as ‘the thought of a green elephant’.



B  It was in my mind. It occupied mind space which is different from physical space.



C  It occurred in my soul, which again is not part of physical space.



D  The thought of the green elephant occurred in my brain, but only looks green and elephanty to the thinker (me). We cannot observe the consciousness of others.



E  The language we use to talk about this is all wrong.



F  In the future we will be able to locate the thought in terms of the arrangements of neurons. Our understanding of the brain will change so much that we may no longer even talk about ‘having thoughts’, but may start to talk about having specific brain activity instead.



G  None of the above.
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We can see that many of these answers have metaphysical importance. If it is the case that there is something akin to mind space that is different from physical space then this has big implications for the ultimate nature of reality. Even if you believe there are just brains but thoughts are only accessible to the thinker – then how is this possible? What sort of thing is consciousness if it is only accessible from one perspective?


There are many areas in the philosophy of mind. Do you have free will, or are you just a complex machine made of atoms each following the laws of nature? Can computers ever think? Are you the same person over time? However, the syllabus focuses solely on this key question of accounting for the human mind. Is there a mind? And what is it?


In addition to consciousness, some of the key metaphysical ideas that you study within the philosophy of mind include:






	Key metaphysical concept

	Subsection in which it is discussed

	Page number






	What is ‘mind’?

	What is the mind?

	pp. 185–91







	The ultimate nature of the reality

	Dualism and physicalism

	pp. 192–307







	The mind is a kind of substance

	Dualism

Brain–mind identity theory



	pp. 192–261, 273–85







	The mind is not a substance

	Property dualism, philosophical behaviourism, eliminative materialism, functionalism

	pp. 212–13, 262–73, 285–306







	The mind as irreducible to matter

	Substance and property dualism, behaviourism, eliminativism

	pp. 192–281, 262–73, 285–94







	The mind as ontologically reducible to matter

	Brain–mind identity theory

	pp. 273–85







	The problem of interaction and nature of the relationship between mind and body

	Substance dualism, property dualism, identity theory, functionalism, epiphenomenalism, philosophical behaviourism

	pp. 192–231, 246–60, 262–73, 273–85, 294–306







	Knowledge of other minds

	The problem of other minds, behaviourism, philosophical zombies

	pp. 231–45, 213–19, 262–73








A timeline of key figures


In the Year 1 textbook we argued that it is important that as a philosopher you have a broad understanding of history, so that you can understand how ideas and arguments have developed over time, but also so that you can see how ideas and arguments emerge from a particular time or epoch.


In the timeline below (Figure 0.7) we have again divided up western, European thinking into three broad periods: the ancient or classical age, the Middle Ages, and the modern age (which includes a healthy chunk of ‘contemporary’ philosophers who have been writing in the last fifty years or so). If you compare the two timelines you will see that during the Middle Ages all the philosophers that you study fall into the ‘Metaphysics of God’ section of the A-level. But this is an exaggeration: it isn’t the case that medieval philosophers only contributed to the philosophy of religion; they also contributed to philosophical method (Okham’s razor), to the philosophy of language (the debate about nominalism and universals), to logic (refining and developing Aristotelian logic), and to ethics (Aquinas on Natural Law and virtue ethics). However, in general, the Middle Ages in Europe were a period in which thinkers learnt to read and write, to debate and define, and to interpret the world through the lens of religious thought, so the primary contribution of medieval philosophers has been to theology and the philosophy of religion. The philosophy of mind, on the other hand, exploded as a topic of philosophical analysis in the twentieth century, partly due to the breakthroughs in science, psychology and psychoanalysis, and we weren’t able to squeeze into this timeline all the contemporary philosophers that you’ll be studying.


Finally, as with the Year 1 timeline, you will notice that in this year 2 timeline there are some giants among the philosophical canon, who straddle both the metaphysics of mind and metaphysics of God. Those highlighted below are Descartes and, once again, Hume, but other philosophers have made equally valuable contributions to both these topics, including Kant, Wittgenstein and A.J. Ayer (those last two we couldn’t fit into the diagram!).
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Figure 0.7 Key figures in the history of philosophy you will be studying in the metaphysics of mind and the metaphysics of God





It would be helpful if you could draw your own timeline, with the three periods identified, and add philosophers as you encounter them in your journey through metaphysics.





Section 1 The metaphysics of God


If the stars should appear one night in a thousand years, how would men believe and adore; and preserve for many generations the remembrance of the city of God which had been shown! But every night come out these envoys of beauty, and light the universe with their admonishing smile.1


Ralph Waldo Emerson


The observation made by American essayist and thinker Ralph Emerson no longer holds: these days the stars don’t come out every night. Light pollution across the developed world (which is where you’re likely to be if you’re studying A-level Philosophy) prevents us from seeing the stars as our ancestors would have seen them, as an infinite canopy of light and wonder, in which the gods resided. If you are lucky, if on your bucket list is that journey to a remote island in the Pacific Ocean, then once in your life you might see the night sky unveiled, unadorned, unblinking. And it is hard, when looking upwards (or downwards if you’re in New Zealand), to avoid having certain thoughts about our own insignificance in relation to the billions of galaxies (each containing billions of stars) of the observable universe. What does this all mean? Why are we here? Where do we come from? What brought all this about? There is a dizzying, existential abyss of meaningless that you are teetering on the edge of when you look at the stars – but this vertiginous abyss of meaninglessness is avoided if, when looking at the infinite universe or thinking about those questions, you see not an abyss but instead a divinity up there in the night sky. And our ancestors did: the Roman gods of Mars, Jupiter and Venus; the Greek constellations of Hercules, and of Zeus (in his form as Taurus, the bull); the Egyptian Sun god Ra; the Moon goddess in religions across the world.


The gods, or God, help answer those questions, rarely asked, but lurking, smothered beneath the routines, habits, pleasures, pains and projects of our everyday life. And these questions are fundamental questions about our universe, about existence, about first causes – metaphysical questions. Believing in God can provide an answer to these questions (God created the universe, God gave us a purpose which we may or may not know, God is the source of all existence and the first cause and creator of the universe).


What particularly excites philosophers is interrogating the beliefs that people have about the world, and it is no surprise that philosophers have had much to say about the belief in God over the last two thousand years. A vast body of philosophical work has built up in western philosophy around the religious traditions of Europe and the Middle East. This philosophy of religion has dealt with questions such as:





•  Who is God?



•  Can his existence be proved?



•  How can God let innocent people suffer so much pain?



•  When we talk about God, what meanings do our words have?





In this section on the metaphysics of God we cover three of the most important clusters of issues that theologians and philosophers have debated over the last two millennia.





•  The concept and nature of God: Here we look at what philosophers have had to say about the nature of God, the attributes ascribed to God, and whether the concept of God emerging from these attributes is an incoherent concept.



•  Arguments relating to the existence of God: Here we look at three of the main attempts by philosophers to prove the existence of God, looking at how philosophical arguments are constructed and the different ways in which it is possible to prove that something exists. We then examine the problem of evil, and how religious philosophers have attempted to reconcile the pain and suffering in the world with the existence of God.



•  Religious language: Finally, we examine the meaning of religious language, the ways in which philosophers think we use, understand and make religious statements, and whether metaphysical language (in this case religious language) is even meaningful.





1.1 The concept and nature of God


Any examination into the METAPHYSICS of God must be able to delineate the central concept of that investigation:





•  Who or what is God?



•  How can God be understood or defined?



•  Is the idea of ‘God’ a coherent one?





The concept under scrutiny in this case is unlike any of those other concepts you have already explored: knowledge, happiness, morality, reason. Examining the concept of God is different in two very important ways: the first is that it is more important to many people than any other philosophical concept. Very little blood has been spilt, very few emotions raised, very few societies oppressed or mobilised for war, because of a strong belief in Kantian (as opposed to utilitarian) ethics or in the empiricist (as opposed to the RATIONALIST) foundations of knowledge.2 But disagreements about the concept of God have cast a long, bloody shadow over the history of our species.


The second difference is that at a closer glance the concept of God can appear vague, contradictory and without any common core. This is true both for those dispassionately analysing the concept of God (generally philosophers, theologians and slightly drunk first-year undergraduates eager to impress people through their knowledge of the paradox of the stone … – N.B. don’t bother, impressing people in this way doesn’t work … trust us), as well as for those deeply committed to their faith: from Christians who believe in a personal creator to Hindus who believe in multiple gods; from deists who believe in an impersonal first cause to pantheists who believe that all and only the universe is divine. Indeed, thinking about the nature of God ties people up in intellectual knots, and leads to strange, confusing statements – as the quotations below from Blaise Pascal (1623–62) and the Bible illustrate:


It is incomprehensible that God should exist and incomprehensible that God should not exist.3


Pascal


God said to Moses: I am what I am.


Exodus 3:13
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ACTIVITY





1  Write down as many words that you can think of associated with the idea of ‘God’.



2  Combine your words with those of your fellow students.



3  Now consider the source of these words or characteristics:







    a)  Which you think come from a religious text (for example, the Bible)?


    b)  Which come directly from people’s experience?


    c)  Which come from reason and from the analysis of the concept of God?
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Two approaches to investigating the concept and nature of God: revealed theology and natural theology


A promising place to start an investigation into the nature of God is the sacred texts on which religions are based, such as the Torah, the Bible or the Qur’an. These books record the foundations of the religion through the REVELATIONS of certain individuals who it is claimed have had some direct or indirect contact with God, and thus may be best positioned to reveal something of God’s nature. This approach to understanding God is called REVEALED THEOLOGY because it trusts sacred texts to reveal religious truths and an understanding of God.
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God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, not the God of the philosophers and scholars.


Pascal
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In a note found after his death, the seventeenth-century mathematician and philosopher Blaise Pascal distinguishes between ‘the God of the philosophers’ and the ‘God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’ as revealed in the Bible (Exodus 3:6). The implication of Pascal’s words is that if we seek to know and experience God then we should turn to the Bible, and not to those religious philosophers who go far beyond the revelations of the Bible in their quest to understand God. The God of the Bible is a God whose character develops as different facets of God’s nature are emphasised at different points in the Bible.4 Despite this difference in emphasis, there are some attributes that remain fundamental throughout:





•  God is holy – the object of worship, and worthy of worship, numinous. (Leviticus 11:44, Isaiah 5:16)



•  God is the only god – this is in stark contrast to the polytheistic religions that existed throughout the world during the time of the Bible’s writing. (Isaiah 45:5)



•  God is the creator. (Genesis 1:1)



•  God intervenes in his creation. (Joshua 10:13)



•  God is a personal god – God is loving, just, righteous, vengeful, protective, merciful, gracious, compassionate and so on. (Genesis 1:27, Exodus 15:3, Psalms 103:8, 1 John 4:16ff)





The nature of God as described above will be familiar to many believers, but these features of God have not usually been emphasised in the writings of philosophers. Instead, philosophers have chosen to focus on certain technical attributes of God, which are perhaps a consequence of the God of Abraham being a perfect, holy and unique creator. It is the analysis of these technical attributes that make up the ‘God of the philosophers’. Throughout this section, as we analyse the concept of God and look at proofs of God’s existence, believers in God might be struck by how different the ‘God of the philosophers’ is from the God experienced in churches and mosques, in synagogues and temples. One question that might occur to believers while studying the metaphysics of God is: ‘Is the God of the philosophers the God I actually worship?’5 Let us turn now to the God of the philosophers.


Revealed theology is one place in which we can begin to understand God, but an alternative starting point for a philosophical investigation into the nature of God would be to look around us at the universe he is said to have created. By analysing the various features of this universe (the types of things that exist, the laws that govern it, human behaviour, and so on) we might hope to establish what God must be like. This second approach is called NATURAL THEOLOGY, because it stresses the possibility of understanding God via human reason and observation alone. The believers who have pursued this rigorous, analytic investigation into the concept of God have done so to understand better the foundations of their belief and the concept at the heart of their belief.
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… one God, who is the author of this whole universe … immaterial … incorruptible … who is, in fact, our source, our light, our good.6


St Augustine
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God is that, than which nothing greater can be conceived.7


St Anselm
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By the word ‘God’ I mean a substance that is infinite, independent, supremely intelligent, supremely powerful, and the Creator of myself and anything else that may exist.8


René Descartes
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A person without a body, present everywhere, the creator and sustainer of the universe, able to do everything, knowing all things, perfectly good … immutable, eternal, a necessary being, and worthy of worship.9


Richard Swinburne
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Pascal, taking the approach of revealed theology, thought that God was infinitely beyond our comprehension, and he wondered who would dare to think they could know what he was or whether he existed.10 Despite this, philosophers down the centuries have dared to imagine they could tell us something specific about the nature of God, and they have made these claims on the basis of reason and natural theology. The quotations above, which span over a thousand years of religious philosophy, are representative of this theistic philosophical tradition. What these quotations emphasise is God’s greatness and perfection. For these philosophers, God is the most perfect and greatest of beings and hence he is supremely good, knowing and powerful; he cannot change and is eternal. At the same time he is the source of all other beings: the creator of the universe.
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Figure 1.1 The difference between revealed and natural theology. The foundations of revealed theology lie in faith (e.g. accepting the truth of religious beliefs based on spiritual experiences and holy texts); the foundations of the natural theology lie in reason (e.g. demonstrating the truth of religious beliefs based on experience, observation and argument).





There is a tension between the differing approaches of revealed and natural theology: as potential philosophers we are naturally drawn to reason, but as potential believers we cannot put aside faith. The goal of many religious philosophers down the ages has been to resolve the tension between these two.



1.1.1 God’s attributes



Here we examine in more detail some of the characteristics that philosophers have ascribed to God, and some of the issues that arise from claiming that God has these characteristics. These concepts have taken on a technical philosophical meaning that has become part of the language of the philosophy of religion – but we should remember that these concepts have their origin both in the work of pre-Christian philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle, as well as in the Bible. Because the writings of philosophers of religion, working in a Christian tradition, can sometimes seem very far removed from the original ‘revealed’ texts, we have tried to locate the origin of these concepts in specific quotations from the Bible. The specific attributes of God that we examine here are as follows (although we do occasionally refer to other attributes of God, where relevant):





•  God as OMNISCIENT




•  God as OMNIPOTENT




•  God as supremely good (OMNIBENEVOLENT)



•  God as either eternal or everlasting





God as omniscient: his infinite knowledge


By the nature of their profession, philosophers place a high value on knowledge, and we shouldn’t be surprised to find that religious philosophers consider perfect knowledge to be an aspect of God’s perfection. God’s omniscience (from the Latin omni, ‘all’, and scientia, ‘knowing’) is illustrated in the Bible by examples, rather than stated explicitly. Psalm 139:4 tells us that ‘even before a word is on my tongue, O Lord, thou knowest it altogether’ and Hebrews 4:13 says ‘nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of him.’ However, in some parts of the Bible God’s knowledge does not seem to extend so far: ‘But the Lord God called to the Man [Adam] and said to him “Where are you?”’ (Genesis 3:9).


Philosophers are interested in how far God’s omniscience extends. Is God’s knowledge only propositional, meaning it involves ‘knowing that …’ something is true, such as knowing that the world will come to an end in the year 2999, or that Adam has eaten a forbidden fruit? Does it involve having practical knowledge of how to do things, such as how to ride a bike or create human beings out of clay? If God is INCORPOREAL (that is, he lacks a body) or transcendent (that is, existing outside the universe), then it does not make sense to say that God knows how to engage in physical activity, although a theologian might wish to say that God knows the full set of truths about the activity.11 Other questions we might wish to ask are ‘Can God know what it is logically impossible to know, for example the area of a round square?’ and ‘Does God know what I’m freely about to do?’ We examine the problem of free will and omniscience on pages 25–7.


A more recent philosophical problem with omniscience was identified by Norman Kretzmann (1928–98). He argued in his paper ‘Omniscience and Immutability’ that there is a contradiction inherent in the claim that a perfect being can be both all-knowing and unchanging (or IMMUTABLE, see page 10). Broadly stated, his argument is this:





1  God isn’t subject to change.



2  God knows everything.



3  A being that knows everything, also knows everything in time (that is, in this, our changing world).



4  A being that knows things in time is subject to change.



5  Therefore God is subject to change – which contradicts premise 1 above.





For Kretzmann this problem is highly damaging to the concept of a perfect being, and he controversially suggests that it proves there can be no such thing as a perfect being (that is, no such thing as God). Kretzmann goes on to consider some of the objections to his argument, but he focuses on those objections to statement 4, which is the claim that if God knows everything, and he knows what is going on the changing world, and he knows what is going on in our heads as we change our beliefs in this changing world, then what God knows is changing too. For example, if I know how tall a building is, and then someone adds a mast to it, then what I know has changed. If God knows everything, including what I know, then his knowledge has changed too.


In order to defend the concept of omniscience against attacks such as these, Kretzmann considers the possibility that ‘omniscience’ may be refined in the same way that philosophers have refined the concept of omnipotence. We shall see in the section below that it is now accepted that omnipotence does not just broadly mean ‘can do anything’ but that it is now better understood by theologians to mean ‘can do anything which it is logically possible for God to do’. This modified explication of omnipotence rules out God having the power to do things that are logically impossible, and even rules out, perhaps, God having the power to do things which then place limits on his power (we explore this idea below in the paradox of the stone). The believer might then argue that we should try to understand omniscience within similar parameters: so, instead of stating ‘God knows everything’, statement 2 could be amended as follows:





2  a)  God knows everything which it is logically possible for God to know and which doesn’t limit his knowledge.





If this amendment is successful, then the remaining parts of Kretzmann’s argument wouldn’t follow (God could still be omniscient, in the revised sense, while not knowing things that would cause him to change). However, Kretzmann does not think that these refinements help avoid the criticism that he has aimed at omniscience. The first part of 2a) states that God only knows what it is logically possible to know, but for Kretzmann that adds nothing to our understanding of omniscience: knowledge (as you remember from your study of epistemology) is of things that are true, and logically impossible things are not true, so of course God can only know what is logically possible. What about the second part of 2a)? We shall see in the section below (page 8) that it appears possible to imagine God using his power to limit his power, hence the broad acceptance that omnipotence excludes those things. But Kretzmann says that we can’t think of anything that God could know that might limit his knowledge; knowledge of things isn’t limiting in the way that power is. There are a number of ways in which I can use my power to limit future use of my power (for example I could lock myself up, or chop my hands off, or row to a desert island and burn my boat). But according to Kretzmann there are no ways in which my knowing something can limit my future knowledge. So Kretzmann concludes that defences of the sort proposed in 2a) do not work against his argument, and his argument against omniscience still stands.



God as omnipotent: his infinite power


The God of Abraham was able to do anything; this is the message behind the countless examples in the Bible of what God could and did do: ‘He will not grow tired or weary, and his understanding no one can fathom. He gives strength to the weary and increases the power of the weak’ (Isaiah 40:28–30); ‘With God all things are possible’ (Matthew 19:26); ‘For with God nothing is impossible’ (Luke 1:37). The power of God to do anything has been termed ‘omnipotence’ by philosophers (from the Latin omni, ‘all’, and potens, ‘power’) and it takes a central position in God’s perfection. But there has long been a question mark over the meaning of omnipotence; can God do literally anything?


There are various ways in which we can try to understand the claim that God is omnipotent. The most obvious, yet most problematic, analysis is that:


a) God can do anything.


Religious philosophers such as the medieval theologian St Thomas Aquinas (1225–74) grappled with the concept of omnipotence hundreds of years ago, attempting to articulate it in a coherent way. When Aquinas asks, ‘Is God omnipotent?’12 he finds an immediate difficulty as all things can be moved and acted upon, yet God is changeless (‘immutable’) and so there is something God can’t do: namely change. There are other, related, problems with formulation a), and in Summa Contra Gentiles 2:25 Aquinas provides a long list of things that God can’t do; for example, he cannot alter what has already happened, or force us to choose something freely. Many theologians agree that God cannot change the laws of mathematics (he cannot, for example, make 2 + 3 = 6), or do what is self-contradictory, such as make something exist and not exist at the same time. These examples, and others, have led theologians to amend a) to the more qualified claim that ‘If it can be done then God can do it’, or, more formally:


b) God can do anything which is logically possible.


But even this isn’t quite the right formulation, as there are some things that believers agree God cannot do, even though they are logically possible. For example, Aquinas asks whether God can create anything evil, and his reply is no; God cannot sin. Now sinning isn’t logically impossible, yet theologians would agree with Aquinas that God is not able to sin. Nor can God act in any other way that goes against his fundamental nature, or which contradicts the other aspects of his perfection (such as his omniscience or immutability). So, as part of an even more nuanced account of omnipotence, religious philosophers may be prepared to offer further modification to their understanding of God’s omnipotence:
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c) God can do anything which it is logically possible and which does not undermine his perfection.


Theologians, then, have developed a more sophisticated understanding of omnipotence, and one that works alongside other essential perfections of God. But ATHEISTS, such as J.L. Mackie13 (1917–81), still return to the problem, eagerly pointing out the incoherence of the concept of omnipotence, and hence the incoherence of the idea of God. In the pages below (19–21), we return to some of the main problems emerging from the claim that God is omnipotent when we examine what Mackie calls the ‘paradox of omnipotence’. This includes the paradox of the stone (can God create a stone so large that he cannot later move it?) and the paradox of human free will (can God create a being that he later has no control over?).



God as omnibenevolent: his supreme goodness


There are several ways in which philosophers have understood God’s supreme goodness (also referred to as his omnibenevolence, or simply benevolence):





•  One approach emphasises the account of God’s goodness that is found in the Bible, which highlights his love for his creation and in particular for human beings.



•  A second approach interprets God’s goodness as a type of perfection, influenced by the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle.



•  The third way stresses God’s goodness in a moral sense, as the source of all value.





These three, and other, approaches are not incompatible, but looking at each of them in turn will help us to understand the different facets of God’s supreme goodness.


‘O give thanks to the Lord, for he is good, for his steadfast love endures for ever’ (Psalm 106:1, and 107, 117, 118, 136, and so on). In the Bible, God’s benevolence (from the Latin bene, ‘good’, and volens, meaning ‘will’) is recognisable and familiar to humans. In the Old Testament it is a goodness full of passion, based on righteousness, but carrying with it the consequence of angry retribution to those who disobey him. However, in the New Testament, God’s goodness becomes focused through the expression of love and mercy: ‘God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son’ (John 3:16); ‘[God’s] mercy extends to those who fear him’ (Luke 1:50). It is these more personal aspects of goodness that ordinary, non-philosophical believers may think about when discussing God’s goodness. However, theologians themselves have also drawn attention to God’s supreme goodness as exemplified through his love. When we come to examine the problem of evil (on page 129) we shall see that one of the reasons why the problem arises is because of the claim that God is loving (why would a loving God allow his creation to include so much pain and suffering?), but paradoxically one of the solutions to the problem of evil also depends upon seeing God as a God of Love14 who cares deeply about his creation.
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You are only one supreme good, altogether sufficient unto Yourself, needing nothing else but needed by all else in order to exist and to fare well.


St Anselm, Prosolgion 22
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The account of God’s goodness provided by religious philosophers such as St Anselm is more abstract and less personal, and influenced by the two giants of ancient Greek philosophy, Plato and Aristotle. Theologians such as Aquinas (who follow Aristotle’s philosophy) view goodness as a form of perfection, meaning that there is no flaw or deficiency and that all the necessary qualities are present. On a mundane level when we say (in Aristotle’s sense) that an athlete is good, we are commenting on the level of skill, speed, stamina, strength and other qualities that athletes need to have for high performance. In this sense God’s goodness is not just an extra characteristic (to be added to the list, like omniscience or omnipotence), but it is the single property that includes all those other essential characteristics that make God perfect. So saying that God is supremely good is a way of capturing how complete and perfect God is, containing all the attributes (such as those described by Descartes on page 4) necessary for perfection.


Some philosophers have emphasised the ethical aspects of God’s goodness: God is the moral standard and the origin of all moral goodness. On this interpretation God’s supreme goodness is seen as the source of all goodness, just as Plato’s form of the good is the source for all the other forms. According to philosophers like St Augustine, God’s goodness filters down through all of his creation, but all goodness has its origins in God: ‘this thing is good and that good, but take away this and that, and regard good itself if you can: so you will see God … the good of all good’.15 However, there is a problem that arises if God is seen to be the source of all moral goodness – this is known as the EUTHYPHRO DILEMMA, and we examine it on pages 21–5. In its narrower sense, God’s goodness could also refer to God’s own moral character, and is exemplified in his love, his justice and his wisdom. Even the Bible (in the Book of Job) recognises that God’s benevolence has to be reconciled in some way with the horrific pain and suffering that exists in this world. We revisit this in our examination of the problem of evil on page 129.


God as eternal or everlasting: his relationship to time


What is God’s relationship to time? The traditional view, drawn from both the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle along with certain passages in the Bible, is that God is eternal. This was understood to mean God exists outside of time, he is timeless, he is ATEMPORAL. But there is an alternative understanding of God’s relation with time, which is that God is not timeless (existing outside of time) but that he is everlasting (existing in time but without a beginning or end). We shall look first at the traditional philosophical view of God as eternal, then at the alternative view of God as everlasting, before returning to a modern account of God as eternal.


God as eternal – the traditional view
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You were not, therefore, yesterday, nor will You be tomorrow, but yesterday and today and tomorrow You are.16


St Anselm
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The passage from St Anselm, above, goes on to say that God does not exist yesterday, or today or tomorrow, for these are in time and yet God is absolutely outside of time. Support for the view that God is outside time can be drawn from the opening chapters of the Bible: God in his capacity as creator of the universe (Genesis 1:1–5) must exist outside of the universe in order to create it. So as the universe consists of space and time, God must exist outside of space and time: ‘The one who is high and lifted up, who inhabits eternity, whose name is Holy’ (Isaiah 57:15). The claim that God exists outside of space leads to attributing to God the property of TRANSCENDENCE; the claim that God exists outside time means also attributing to him the property of ETERNALITY.


Aquinas held the view that God is timeless because it is only by being timeless that God maintains his perfect immutability. God being ‘immutable’ is another aspect of his nature held to be the case by many theologians. The term ‘immutable’ is used to refer to things that never change, and cannot change, and as with the previous attributes, the idea of God’s enduring, immutable nature has its origins in the Bible. ‘They will perish, but you will endure … you will remain the same and your years will never end’ (Psalm 102:26–27); ‘For I, the Lord, do not change’ (Malachi 3:6). One aspect of God’s immutability is that he doesn’t change, while for Aquinas another aspect of immutability is that God doesn’t consist of different ‘parts’: his perfection is a single unity (Figure 1.2).
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Figure 1.2 For Aquinas, all God’s attributes are one





How does a belief in God’s immutable nature lead Aquinas to his conclusion that God is atemporal, a being outside of time? The argument draws on similar themes to the one outlined by Kretzmann above (pages 6–7): everything temporal (in time) changes: things fall apart, galaxies and stars are created and destroyed, time moves onward. If God existed temporally, and had relations with this temporal universe, then it would mean that God would change along with the world changing. But God cannot change, he is immutable, therefore he cannot be temporal. Aquinas concludes that God must be eternal, in the sense of atemporal, a being outside of time.
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ACTIVITY


Rewrite the argument outlined in the paragraph above in a formal way, using clear, numbered statements similar to the formal argument given below on page 12.
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What does it mean to be atemporal, or timeless? Aquinas illustrates how this might be possible by describing the perspectives of two people, one travelling along a busy road, and the other on a hill watching the travellers below. The person on the road cannot see all those people behind him, but the observer on the hill can see everyone simultaneously.17 In a similar way, all of time is simultaneously present to a timeless God (see Figure 1.3). This timeless or eternal aspect of God mirrors God’s position as a transcendent being, existing beyond the universe. Aquinas elsewhere offers another analogy which might also help us understand the difference between eternity and time. An hour, he writes, is part of a day and both can exist simultaneously; in the same way time is a part of eternity, except eternity both exceeds and contains time.
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Figure 1.3 God is outside of time





If neither of Aquinas’ analogies helps us to imagine what ‘seeing time’ from the perspective of a timeless being might be like, then this is probably because we have a completely different, and limited, experience of time. The novelist Kurt Vonnegut tries to describe what it might be like to see the world from outside of time in his novel Slaughterhouse 5. The Tralfmadorians, a super-intelligent and advanced alien species from the planet Tralfmadore, see the past, present and future simultaneously, and they find it difficult to understand what it must be like to see time in the limited, sequential way that Billy Pilgrim experiences it (Billy is a human whom they’ve kidnapped for their zoo). This is how the Tralfmadorian guide tries to explain the difference to the visitors at the zoo:




The guide invited the crowd to imagine that they [the Tralfmadorians] were looking across a desert at a mountain range on a day that was twinkling bright and clear. They could look at a peak or a bird or a cloud, at a stone right in front of them … But among them was this poor Earthling and his head was encased in a steel sphere.







… There was only one eyehole through which he could look, and welded to that eyehole was six feet of pipe … He was also strapped to a flatcar on rails, and there was no way he could turn his head or touch the pipe … Whatever poor Billy saw through the pipe, he had no choice but to say to himself, ‘That’s life.’18





Aquinas’ view is the classic account of God as an atemporal being. However, in recent years this account has been criticised because it is not in keeping with the nature of God as understood by believers and as described in the Bible (the ‘God of Abraham’, page 3). There has been a movement since the mid-twentieth century towards the God of Abraham, the god of ordinary believers rather than of scholastic philosophers, and with this movement philosophers have rejected the traditional account of God as timeless, and have sought an alternative more in keeping with their faith. This alternative is to understand God’s eternality as everlasting, which we look at in the next section. However, other modern philosophers have sought to revise and update the traditional account of God as eternal, and we return to this modern account on page 13.


God as everlasting


There is a growing modern tradition that queries the classical view that God is atemporal, and looks to an alternative understanding of God’s relationship with time, that God is everlasting. A more technical term to describe God as everlasting is ‘sempiternal’, and both terms mean that he is a being existing throughout time but without beginning and without end. For many believers, a sempiternal God is one who is more obviously capable of a personal relationship with humans and of love for them and the world. This new approach is perhaps more in keeping with the layperson’s understanding of God and how he interacts with his creation. The contemporary philosopher Nicholas Wolterstorff (1932–) suggests that an eternal God, existing outside of time, undermines the account of God in the Bible and renders the Bible false or at best a long series of metaphors.19 After all, if God is eternal, and exists out of time, then it does not seem possible for him to act in the world; in particular, Wolterstorff says that God cannot be the Redeemer if he is outside of time – so God must be everlasting and not timeless.


This tension between the God of Abraham (the God that loves the world and interacts with it, and so must be everlasting) and the God of the philosophers (the God that is immutable and changeless, and so must be atemporal) becomes transparent if we use a more formal, logical, mode of expression as follows:





1  God is atemporal.



2  God interacts with the world [this is an essential tenet of Christianity].



3  The world is temporal.



4  God has a real relationship with the temporal world [from 2 and 3].20




5  Any being that has a real relationship with the temporal world is itself temporal.



6  Therefore God is temporal [from 4 and 5].



7  Therefore 1 is false.





The dilemma that a believer faces is this: do you give up on the belief that God is immutable and the creator of space and time (both of which point towards an atemporal God)? Or do you give up on the belief that God is active in the world (which points towards a temporal God)?


There are elements of this argument (for example 2 and 4) that seem to be an essential part of the believer’s understanding of God, and which cannot be given up without surrendering certain core beliefs about God. It is critically important that theists do not believe that God is a being who created the world and then removed himself from it (that is DEISM). Instead, a Christian God is understood to be a personal God, one who is aware of the pain and suffering in the world, and he is understood to be a loving and redeeming God who, because of his love, set about giving humans the opportunity for redemption through the life, then death, then the resurrection of Jesus.


Support for the view that God is everlasting can also be drawn from scriptures. For example, throughout the Old Testament, God is described as without a beginning and without an end (Genesis 21:33, Deuteronomy 33:27, Isaiah 57:15) and, although this is consistent with God being eternal, it is also consistent with the alternative interpretation – namely that God is everlasting: ‘Before the mountains were born or you brought forth the earth and the world, from everlasting to everlasting you are God’ (Psalm 90:2). In this sense God may be described as always having existed in the past and always going to exist in the future – but he is not eternal (existing outside of time); instead he is everlasting, living alongside and through his creation – which suggests a God who changes.


We might summarise the reasons for a belief in an everlasting (as opposed to a timeless) God as follows:





•  An everlasting God is a personal God. (It is hard to see how an atemporal being can be a person.)



•  An everlasting God can love his creation, which does involve suffering with the world. (It is hard to see how an atemporal God could have the feeling of love.)



•  An everlasting God is closer to the concept of God as written about in the Bible, including God as a being who interacts with the world, and who changes as a result of that interaction.21






Learn More


God as eternal – a modern view


The belief that God is everlasting, rather than timeless, has become the prevailing view among theologians and modern believers who seem to have a more personal, less conceptual relationship with God than philosophers such as St Thomas Aquinas. But the discussion about whether God is timeless (atemporal) or everlasting (and temporal) is not settled, and the debate was sparked again by the influential 1981 article ‘Eternity’ by Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann.
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Eternity then, is the complete possession, all at once, of illimitable life.22


Boethius
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Their article weaves both a positive and a negative strand together, and is aimed firmly at showing that God is an atemporal, not an everlasting (sempiternal), being. The more positive strand is Stump and Kretzmann’s efforts to explain the classic view as espoused by the Roman philosopher Boethius (480–524) that an eternal God is atemporal. The more negative strand is their defence of the concept of ‘eternal’ against claims made by some philosophers that the concept is incoherent. The two strands of the Stump–Kretzmann article are interwoven as both strands require a clear-sighted account of eternity: a clearer explanation of Boethius’ position can be achieved through a robust defence of the concept of ‘eternal’ against the claim that it is incoherent.


Stump and Kretzmann identify four ingredients in Boethius’ definition of eternity. First, anything eternal has life; secondly, that it is illimitable (beginningless and endless); thirdly, that it is a life of (infinite) duration; fourthly, that an eternal being possesses this life of infinite duration all at once (simultaneously), which means it is atemporal. We have attempted to illustrate this simultaneity in Figure 1.3 (see page 11).


The incoherence of the classic concept, in which all time is simultaneous for an eternal being, is brought out by Anthony Kenny: ‘On St Thomas’ view, my typing of this paper is simultaneous with the whole of eternity. Again, on this view, the great fire of Rome is simultaneous with the whole of eternity. Therefore, while I type these words, Nero fiddles heartlessly on.’23 (See Figure 1.4.) We might express this in more formal terms as follows:





•  (P1): According to the classic conception of eternity, Rome burning to the ground in 64 CE (while the Emperor Nero allegedly played the lyre) is simultaneous with eternity.



•  (P2): According to the classic conception of eternity, me typing this sentence now, in 2017, is simultaneous with eternity.



•  (P3): Intermediate conclusion: Therefore, according to the classic conception of eternity, 64 CE is simultaneous with 2017.



•  (P4): This is absurd, as the past, present and future cannot be simultaneous with one another.



•  (C): Therefore the classic concept of eternity is incoherent.
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Figure 1.4 An eternal God sees Rome burning in 64 CE and a philosopher writing in 2017 simultaneously





There are various steps and stages that Stump and Kretzmann have to take in order to try to demonstrate that Kenny is wrong, and that eternity is not incoherent, but we shall focus only on a few of the most critical stages in their argument. The first step taken by Stump and Kretzmann is to identify different types of simultaneity so that the concept can accommodate different types of beings (for example, those temporal beings like us, and those atemporal beings like God). They propose that there is a general definition of simultaneity, which is that of things existing or occurring ‘at once (together)’. What ‘at once’ means is different for different types of entities, so when applied to temporal beings, ‘at once’ means ‘at the same time’, and when applied to atemporal beings, ‘at once’ means ‘at the same eternal present’. This enables them to describe two different types of simultaneity:





•  T-simultaneity (applying to temporal beings like us) = existence or occurrence at the same time




•  E-simultaneity (applying to eternal beings like God) = existence or occurrence at one and the same eternal present






Having made this distinction, the second step for Stump and Kretzmann is to come up with a coherent way of relating what is simultaneous for us (T-simultaneity) with what is simultaneous for God (E-simultaneity). They achieve this by looking towards an analogous situation within Einstein’s theory of special relativity (difficult enough to understand in itself, never mind as an analogy with the philosophical concept of eternity!). One corollary of Einstein’s theory is the concept of the ‘relativity of simultaneity’. According to this concept, whether two unconnected events occur at the same time depends on the frame of reference of the observers: if one of these frames of reference is moving relative to the other, then one observer might see the two events as simultaneous, whereas the other might not. For example, imagine one person is on top of a very fast train (we mean a really fast train, one travelling at over half the speed of light), while another person is on the ground – imagine then that lightning suddenly strikes the front and back of the train.


Figure 1.5 illustrates Einstein’s idea of the ‘relativity of simultaneity’24. The ground observer sees the lightning strike the front and back of the train simultaneously (panel A2). But the train observer sees the lightning hit the front of the train first because they are travelling towards that light (panel B2) so quickly that it reaches them first; and they then turn round to see the other lightning strike the back of the train second, as the light takes slightly longer to reach their eyes (panel B3). Each observer has a different frame of reference (one is stationary, one is travelling) and it is these different frames of reference that explain why one observer sees the lightning as simultaneous, whereas the other observer doesn’t.


The next step for Stump and Kretzmann is to show how they can use Einstein’s idea of frames of reference to throw light onto their own argument. There is an apparent incoherence in saying ‘the lightning strikes both did, and did not, occur at the same time’ as that is impossible. But this incoherence is resolved within Einstein’s theory: the two observers have different frames of reference so to one person the events occurred simultaneously, but to the other person they didn’t. A similar approach could be taken to solve the apparent incoherence that Anthony Kenny raised above. Stump and Kretzmann propose that relative to the frame of reference of God all events and entities are simultaneous (E-simultaneity), but that relative to the frame of reference to temporal beings like ourselves events happening at the same time are simultaneous (T-simultaneity). So, to God everything is simultaneous, but to us only things that happened at the same time are simultaneous. They go on to propose a new species of simultaneity, which connects E-simultaneity with T-simultaneity, on the rare occasions when what is simultaneous to God is also simultaneous to us. This new species they call ‘ET-simultaneity’ and it resolves the problem put forward by Kenny by saying that two events or entities are ET-simultaneous if and only if they are both present to an eternal being (from its atemporal reference frame) and both are present to a temporal being (from its temporal reference frame).
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Figure 1.5 Within Einstein’s theory it is possible for an event to be seen as simultaneous by one observer, but not as simultaneous by another observer





Stump and Kretzmann hoped to have shown that arguments against eternity, of the sort put forward by Kenny, fail to demonstrate any incoherence in the underpinning concept of simultaneity. They argued that a more nuanced understanding of simultaneity, allowing for different species or types of simultaneity, allowed for events to be simultaneous for beings with different frames of reference. So, from God’s atemporal frame of reference me typing this sentence and the Battle of Waterloo happening are E-simultaneous, but from my temporal frame of reference they definitely are not simultaneous (although other things, like my desire to stop writing about Stump and Kretzmann, having done so for what seems like an eternity, are T-simultaneous with me writing this sentence).


‘Eternity’, the article containing all these ideas, prompted a wide variety of criticism (for example, for their reliance on the Einstein analogy, taken from theoretical physics, at the centre of the argument) but the effect of the article was to put the idea that God is eternal in the sense of atemporal back on the table.


1.1.2 Arguments for the incoherence of the concept of God


We have now looked at the main characteristics of God and sketched some of the problems with these attributes. Several of the issues clustered around each attribute emerge because they don’t exist in isolation, but sit alongside other aspects of God’s perfection. Once the characteristics are combined with each other, then further contradictions start to emerge, and the question arises as to whether the concept of God, as delineated by these five or so characteristics, is really a coherent concept. Here we examine in more detail some of the arguments to support the claim that the concept of God is incoherent. The arguments that we look at focus on one, or more, of God’s attributes:





•  The argument arising from God’s omnipotence: the paradox of the stone




•  The argument arising from God’s supreme goodness: the Euthyphro dilemma




•  The argument arising from God’s omniscience: the compatibility of God’s omniscience and free human beings




•  The argument arising from God’s omnipotence, omniscience and supreme goodness: the problem of evil






The idea of ‘compossibility’ may be helpful in this context: it is taken from the philosophy of Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz (1646–1716) and it captures the idea that a number of things (or people, or attributes) can exist as possibilities alongside each other, at exactly the same time, without giving rise to any contradictions.25 The question is: are God’s attributes compossible? In other words, can all these perfections co-exist in the same being at once?


Figure 1.6 shows which attributes, when combined, lead to inconsistencies or contradictions that need to be addressed by the believer. (Obviously these inconsistencies are not a concern for atheists, and can be seen as further evidence that ‘God’ is not a term that refers to anything in, or out of, the universe.)
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Figure 1.6 Some of the problems associated with the attributes of God
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ACTIVITY


In the left-hand column opposite are some of the properties attributed to God by believers; in the right-hand column are properties attributed to the universe by believers.





1  Try to think up as many potential problems with the concept of God as you can by combining properties from either column (for example, 2 and D). You may find that a single property is problematic in itself or you may combine three or four properties together to create a problem.



2  How might a believer go about resolving these problems?






	Properties of God

	Properties of the universe






	1 God is omnipotent

	A Evil exists in the world






	2 God is omniscient

	B Humans have free will






	3 God is omnipresent

	C There is evidence of God in the world






	4 God is supremely good

	D Humans can have private thoughts






	5 God is beyond understanding

	E God intervenes in the world






	6 God has free will

	F The universe is governed by physical laws






	7 God defines morality

	G The universe exists in space and time






	8 God is outside of time

	H The universe is made up of matter






	9 God acts morally

	I The universe had a beginning






	10 God is immaterial

	J Humans sometimes act immorally
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The paradox of the stone


Here we examine in more detail one of the issues with the concept of omnipotence that we have already briefly discussed. The type of question a sceptic might ask about the idea of an all-powerful being is, ‘Can such a being create a round square?’ or ‘Can they make 2 + 2 = 5?’ We know that theologians are happy to concede that saying ‘God is omnipotent’ does not mean that ‘God can do anything’; God could still be described as omnipotent, even though he is not able to perform acts that are self-contradictory or logically impossible. Both believers (such as Aquinas) and atheists (such as J.L. Mackie26) accept that omnipotence as a concept can be amended along the lines suggested above (page 8) to make it more coherent.


However, there is a more damaging issue that can be found in the idea of omnipotence, and this is the problem of whether an omnipotent being can use its powers to do something that will limit these powers. For example, can God create a stone so large that he cannot move it? This is known as the paradox of the stone, and an early version of this can be found in the work of the medieval Islamic philosopher known as Averroes (also known as Ibn Rushd, 1126–98). Sceptics and atheists argue that the paradox of the stone is a strong indicator that the concept of ‘omnipotence’ is incoherent and therefore the whole concept of God is undermined.


George Mavrodes gives a more recent version of the paradox, together with his defence of omnipotence. His version starts with the question ‘Can God create a stone too heavy for him to lift it?’27 This question poses a dilemma for the believer as it seems to offer two choices, both of which undermine the claim that God is omnipotent. The first choice is to say that God can create such an unliftable stone, in which case there is something God cannot do (that is, lift such a stone) and he is not omnipotent. The second choice would be to say that God cannot create such a stone. In this case there is also something God cannot do (that is, create such a stone) and he is not omnipotent. So, either way there is something an omnipotent being cannot do. The sceptic is likely to conclude that this is because ‘omnipotence’ is an incoherent concept, and if so then omnipotence isn’t a possible attribute of any being, not even God.


However, Mavrodes thinks that this dilemma fails to undermine the notion of God’s omnipotence (in a similar way that not being able to create a round square, and other self-contradictory tasks, also fail to undermine it). His defence explores two possibilities: the possibility that God is not omnipotent (which we can call assumption 1) and the possibility that he is (assumption 2). Let us look at assumption 1 and apply this to the paradox. If we assume that God is not omnipotent then the dilemma simply tells us that a being that isn’t omnipotent cannot do certain things (that is, lift a certain stone, or create a certain stone). But this, Mavrodes points out, is a trivial conclusion: if someone is not omnipotent then of course their powers are limited. So the dilemma is insignificant on the basis of assumption 1. He goes on to explore assumption 2: what follows if we assume that God is omnipotent, and is a being with the power to do anything (including lift anything)? In this case the original question, ‘Can God create a stone too heavy for him to lift?’ becomes ‘Can a being whose power is sufficient to lift anything create a stone which cannot be lifted by him?’


For Mavrodes this clarification, based on the assumption that God is omnipotent, reveals the task to be a self-contradictory task. Now we have already seen that it is generally agreed that omnipotent beings are not limited in their power by not being able to do self-contradictory things. This takes us back to Aquinas’ point that ‘It is more appropriate to say that such things cannot be done, than that God cannot do them.’28 And so Mavrodes concludes that the paradox of the stone proposes a limitation (not being able to lift unliftable stones) that turns out to be no limitation at all, and the doctrine of God’s omnipotence remains unaffected by this paradox.


Learn More
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Criticism


Another recent philosopher, C. Wade Savage, has argued that the solution proposed by Mavrodes is wrongheaded, and Savage offers a better solution to the paradox.29 Savage suggests that Mavrodes has presented a version of the paradox (which Savage calls version A) that aims to prove that ‘God is not omnipotent’. Proceeding in the way that Mavrodes does will quickly lead to the conclusion that this paradox misses its mark – because assumption 2 asks us to assume that God is omnipotent, and it obviously (and even trivially) then follows, as Mavrodes says, that the task is self-contradictory. But for Savage, version A is not really the main problem, and Mavrodes has been led astray by attacking this version. The paradox of the stone, according to Savage, is not trying to show that ‘God is not omnipotent’, but instead it is aiming to prove that ‘the concept of an omnipotent being is logically inconsistent’ and therefore that the existence of an omnipotent being is logically impossible.


Version B, as outlined by Savage, is very general and carefully avoids any reference to ‘God’. It begins by offering two possibilities: the first is that a being (X) can create a stone which X cannot lift; the second is that X cannot create a stone which X cannot lift. In the first case, X cannot do something (lift the stone) and in the second case X cannot do something (create the stone) and therefore there is at least one thing X cannot do. But if X is omnipotent then X can do anything. Savage then concludes at the end of version B that X is not omnipotent, and that the existence of an omnipotent being is logically impossible. So it is version B that really needs to be addressed if believers wish to show that existence of God is not logically impossible.


Savage argues that the weakness in the paradox lies in the claim that ‘if X cannot create a stone which X cannot lift therefore there is a task which X cannot do (i.e. create the stone)’. Savage does not believe that the second part of this claim (in italics) follows from the first part of this claim; and if he is correct then the rest of the paradox falls apart. His argument is a subtle one, but he asks us to imagine two beings, X and Y. X makes stones and Y lifts stones (it’s a boring job, but somebody has to do it). Let us assume that Y can only lift stones that are up to 70 lb. In which case if X cannot create a stone that Y cannot lift (that is, more than 70 lb) then X really does have a limitation on his power. Let us now assume that Y is omnipotent. X can create stones that are 70 lb, 700 lb, 7000 lb, 7 billion trillion lb, and so on, but every stone that X makes Y can actually lift. Savage argues that the fact that X cannot create a stone that Y cannot lift does not mean that X’s power is limited.




If X can create stones of any poundage, and Y can lift stones of any poundage, then X cannot create a stone which Y cannot lift, and yet X is not thereby limited in power.30





The next step that Savage takes is to say that this conclusion holds true even if X and Y are the same person. In which case the fact that X cannot create a stone that X cannot lift does not mean that X is limited in power – and omnipotence is not a logically incoherent concept. Savage concludes that the two possibilities put forward by the paradox are nothing more than the consequences of these two facets (being able to create anything, and being able to lift anything) of God’s omnipotence.
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The paradox of the stone may seem a trivial, if logically engaging, paradox, but it is essential to philosophers of religion that God’s perfections are defended and clarified against such logical attacks. But the atheist may ask other, related questions which are not trivial and do get to the heart of what it is to believe in God. The question ‘Can an omnipotent God create something that later he will have no control over?’ can be focused on whether God can create a being with genuine free will. This is a more serious problem for the believer since it touches on our own nature and our relationship to God. If God is truly all-powerful, then surely we would not have any power over our own actions. Everything would be under his control. On the other hand, if he were truly all-powerful he should be able to give us power over our own actions. So, once again, either way there is a limitation on his power. We explore further the idea of human free will in relation to God on page 25.


The Euthyphro dilemma


This dilemma was first highlighted by the ancient Greek philosopher, Plato. The usual format for Plato’s philosophy was his dramatic dialogues in which his characters, led by Socrates, tried to define and explain a big philosophical idea: justice, love, ethics, courage, knowledge, the soul. The Euthyphro, which is one of Plato’s earlier dialogues, is no different and it starts with two characters, Euthyphro and Socrates, engaged in conversation at an Athenian court. They quickly turn to the topic of piety, or holiness, as Euthyphro is prosecuting his father for manslaughter (his father allowed a slave to die) and he is very confident that he is doing the right thing and is acting piously. Socrates is surprised at the confidence Euthyphro shows in claiming to know what piety is; after all, piety has a close connection with the rules laid down by God (or gods), and is not easily known. Moreover, Socrates himself is at the court because he is being charged with impiety for corrupting the young people of Athens through his philosophical ideas and debates (a charge on which he would eventually be found guilty and executed). So Socrates engages Euthyphro in a philosophical discussion about what piety is, saying that it will help him in his own court defence.


As is the case in several of Plato’s dialogues, Socrates’ proffered ignorance of the topic under discussion is a method for revealing that the person who is so certain, and confident in their knowledge of the topic, is actually the ignorant one. And this is true here, as each definition of piety that Euthyphro offers falls apart when Socrates starts to analyse it. Euthyphro’s first definition of piety is only an example, not a definition, as Socrates points out. In his second definition Euthyphro says that piety is what is pleasing to the gods, what they love; but Socrates rightly shows that the gods are divided among themselves about what pleases them, and so the same action might be considered both pious and impious according to this definition. Moving towards a third definition, Euthyphro proposes that piety means those things that all the gods love, and impiety is what all the gods hate. It is here that Socrates first poses the question that underpins the Euthyphro dilemma:
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The point which I should first wish to understand is whether the pious (or holy) is beloved by the gods because it is holy, or holy because it is beloved of the gods.


Plato, Euthyphro, 10a
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We can clarify Socrates’ question here: he is asking whether the gods love what is pious (good actions) because it good; or whether the action is good because it is loved by the gods. So is goodness separate from the gods (the first option) or is goodness defined by the gods (the second option)? Socrates points out that these cannot both be true, because if they were then we would arrive at a circular argument: ‘The gods love what is good; and what is good? … It is what the gods love.’ At this point both Socrates and Euthyphro agree that the gods love what is pious (good actions) because they are pious; and in agreeing this Euthyphro is being forced to move away from the position that the gods are the most important thing when it comes to morality. We should not be surprised by this as Plato went on to propose in his later dialogues the existence of an external, objective realm, the world of ‘forms’, which was also the source of universal moral values.


But Socrates’ question poses a dilemma that has taken on a significance beyond the one intended by Plato in his original dialogue, and this remains known as the Euthyphro dilemma. Let us now try to understand the Euthyphro dilemma in terms that give it relevance to the philosophy of religion. We have seen that Euthyphro attempts to define morality (piety) as that which is the will of the gods, or, in his phrase, that which is ‘dear to God’ or ‘loved by the gods’. Socrates then raises the question of whether everything that God wills, or commands, must therefore be moral, or whether everything God commands is ‘moral’ because he is following some external moral authority. The two choices identified by Socrates form a dilemma because they offer two equally unpalatable options to a theist:





1  Every action that God commands us to do (even cruel and despicable ones) is good.



2  Every action that God commands us to do is good because it accords with some other moral authority.
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Figure 1.7 The two horns of the Euthyphro dilemma





Let us examine the consequences of following each option, or horn, of the dilemma.


The first ‘horn’


The first option assumes that God is the source and standard of all moral goodness, and that whatever he commands will automatically be good. So God could command us to do completely trivial things (such as not stepping on the cracks in the pavement) and these would be morally good. God could even command us to perform cruel, dishonest or unjust acts, which run counter to our moral intuitions. But, according to this interpretation of God’s goodness, a believer would be obliged to do these things and they would be morally right because God had commanded them. It is possible to find many examples in the Old Testament of God’s commands that seem to us to be morally questionable; for example, the command to Moses to commit acts of genocide while on the journey to Canaan (Deuteronomy 3:2; Numbers 31), or the command given to Abraham to sacrifice his own son Isaac:
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God tested Abraham and said to him ‘Abraham … Take your son, your only son Isaac whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah and offer him there as a burnt offering.’


Genesis 22:2
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Earlier on in Plato’s original dialogue, Socrates asks Euthyphro why we should worship a God who could command us to do horrific acts. But this horn of the dilemma, that is, this interpretation of God’s goodness, forces us into a position where any act, however terrible, is good when it is commanded by God. This is a conclusion we might wish to avoid; as Job says:
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It is unthinkable that God would do wrong, that the Almighty would pervert justice.


Job 34:12
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Criticism


However, Søren Kierkegaard (1813–55) is quite prepared to accept that God may tell us to commit acts that require us to suspend our ethical beliefs, and that we would be obliged to carry out those acts. In Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard defends Abraham’s decision to kill his son, on the grounds that God has commanded it as proof of his faith.31 In doing so Kierkegaard challenges the assumption that ethical values should be placed above all other values. For Kierkegaard there is a higher value, known only by God, and yet we must have faith in God’s will if he commands us to perform an apparently unethical act. Such faith cannot be rationally explained, nor supported by evidence, yet faith may, in some situations, require the suspension of our ethical beliefs. It was just so with Abraham: he was, as Kierkegaard says, a ‘knight of faith’ and was prepared to murder his own son in the faith that he was doing it for some higher purpose or ‘telos’. Kierkegaard refers to this as the ‘teleological suspension of the ethical’, where the will of God comes above mere ethics.


But Kierkegaard’s position is also one that many believers would be uncomfortable with. Both Aquinas and St Augustine believed that God cannot will evil because he is perfectly good, in an ethical sense. It seems tempting to reject an account of moral goodness which implies that God could tell us to do anything and it would by definition be good. In which case, what makes God’s commands good?


The first horn of the dilemma throws doubt onto what we could mean by saying God is supremely good. If goodness simply means ‘whatever God wills’ then saying ‘God is good’ simply means ‘God does whatever God himself wills’, which seems to empty the concept of goodness of any meaning. Perhaps we should look to the second horn of the dilemma to better understand God’s goodness.
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The second ‘horn’


We saw in Figure 1.7 that there is a second option, which is the preferred choice of Plato, which states that goodness exists independently of God’s will. In this case what makes God good, and everything he says or wills or commands good, is that these conform to some external moral authority. In this case God does not issue commands which then automatically become ‘good’; instead God issues commands which are good only insofar as they comply with a moral code that lies beyond God. This approach conforms with Plato’s metaphysical theory of forms in which the ‘good’ has an objective reality discoverable by reason. Philosophers would say that if we agree with the second option then we believe that morality has an objective status, and we would be referred to as realists or cognitivists about religious statements (see page 156). However, for the traditional theist this is a problematic way of accounting for the goodness of God’s commands, and it raises a number of other issues:





•  Objective morality does not need God. For if moral goodness lies beyond God then we can bypass God if we wish to be moral. In this case God’s status as a being worthy of worship is undermined here: why should we worship a God who is bound by the same independent moral rules as ourselves?



•  Objective morality limits God’s power. If there is a moral law that exists independently of God then God cannot change this and determine for himself what is good and what is bad. His omnipotence is being called into question here, and God cannot command us to do what is morally wrong (for example, instruct Abraham to sacrifice Isaac) and by commanding it make it right.



•  Objective morality defines God’s benevolence. When we assert that God is supremely good, we are referring to an independent set of moral standards that God conforms to. So isn’t it the case that it is those moral standards that are supremely good, and not God?





For these reasons, and others, the second horn of the dilemma seems as unacceptable as the first horn for many believers. Plato’s dilemma, first proposed in a dialogue over two thousand years ago, remains very much a live issue within the philosophy of religion.
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Criticism


However, both horns of the dilemma may be avoided by philosophers who do not locate goodness either in God’s will or in God’s commands. An alternative theological account of moral goodness can be found in Aquinas’ Natural Law ethics. This moral philosophy originates in Aristotle (Aquinas made it his life’s work to reconcile Aristotle’s philosophy with Christian THEOLOGY) and it sees goodness as related to being good at something, or good for something. You may remember that this TELEOLOGICAL account of morality looks to function and purpose in order to understand what is good. Aquinas adds to Aristotle’s theory by arguing that a universe created by God, and everything in it, will have a function and purpose and it is up to us to determine what these Natural Laws are and then strive to reach our ‘good’.


If Aquinas’ approach works (and as always in philosophy there are many criticisms that can be made of it) then it avoids the first horn of the Euthyphro dilemma. Having created the world, in line with the Natural Law, God cannot now just arbitrarily ‘decide’ what is good or bad, as our nature and function (and hence what is good) have already been determined. Aquinas’ theory leans towards the second horn of the dilemma by agreeing that the Natural Law is objective, but that it flows from God’s omnibenevolent nature. In this way it avoids the claim that morality must exist independently of God.
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The compatibility, or otherwise, of God’s omniscience and free human beings


We have already looked at one of the problems that arises from claiming that God is omniscient (see pages 6–7). How can we maintain that God knows things in time, when things in time change and so God’s knowledge changes, while also maintaining that God is unchangeable (immutable)? Here we look more closely at another issue that emerges from God’s omniscience, namely whether it is possible for humans to freely choose an action if God (in his omniscience) already knows what we’re going to do.


We explore the concept of free will in more detail when looking at the problem of evil (page 129); the question here is how can we reconcile God’s omniscience with human free will? If God really knows everything, then it seems as if he must know the future, and, in particular, he must know what choices we are going to make. But if God knows what action I will perform before I decide to do it, then I cannot have chosen to do otherwise than I did. But if we cannot choose otherwise, then the actions we appear to choose are not really freely chosen at all. I may feel as though I freely choose to do some philosophy rather than watch a movie, but God knew all along that I would do some philosophy. I couldn’t have done otherwise than ‘choose’ philosophy, and so, it seems, this choice was predetermined. It follows that the feeling of free choice is just an illusion.


Anthony Kenny puts forward the problem by asking whether the following two statements are compatible:32





1  God knows beforehand everything that men will do.



2  Some actions of people are free.





It appears that these two statements are incompatible, and that one of them must be false. If God knows beforehand what we are going to do, then it is not in our power not to do that thing. This is because knowledge, of any kind, is of what is true, and if God knows my future actions then it must be true that I will do these future actions. There is nothing I can do to prevent it, which firmly suggests that I am not free. So, either God doesn’t in fact know what we will do (we give up the first statement) or the actions of people are not free (we give up the second statement).


Now, faced with this dilemma, the believer could surrender their belief in human freedom. Perhaps we are all just robots living out our predetermined lives. But this view of humankind does not sit at all well with the notion that we are responsible for our actions, and with the associated claim, so crucial to most religious systems, that we are accountable to God for our choices. In Christian theology, for example, it is often said that at Judgement Day we will have to account for our actions before Christ, and that if we are found wanting we will be subject to eternal damnation. Now, if I have no genuine choice about the sins I have committed, then I appear to have good reason to feel aggrieved by this arrangement. If God knew I would sin, and made me so that I would sin, then what do my sins have to do with me? If I couldn’t help it, why punish me? Surely on this view of human freedom God is the only person responsible for all the crimes of humanity.


Clearly then, denying free will to humans has not been a popular option for believers, since it appears to put the blame for all sin onto God. But neither do believers normally wish to surrender claims to God’s omniscience. So how can the problem be resolved?


Kenny highlights one of Aquinas’ solutions to this problem, and that is to say that God is eternal and outside of time. This means that for God there is no future or past; or rather, future and past co-exist on a continuum laid out before his gaze. Human actions are not predetermined and we freely choose to act as we do. But, at the same time, God is able to see what actions we do happen to choose. So, just because God knows what I will do, this doesn’t mean that I was somehow forced to do it. To explore this thought, consider our own knowledge of what we do. Think back to your decision to read this philosophy book rather than do something even more interesting. You now know that you chose to do some philosophy, because that is exactly what you are doing; but the fact that you know that you chose to read some philosophy, does not mean that you did not freely choose to read philosophy. You might have chosen to watch television instead. In the same way, the thought goes, the fact that God can know what our choices will be does not mean that they could not be otherwise. He may know that you will choose to do more philosophy next weekend. But when the choice comes, you are still freely choosing to do philosophy instead of watching television, and it is still true to say that you could, if you wanted, choose to waste away your life watching daytime TV.


According to Aquinas’ solution then, God has knowledge of our actions, which to us lie in the future, but which to God are not in the future. So God does not have foreknowledge of our actions but he does have knowledge of them, as the point at which he knows them does not lie in the future but in an all-seeing present. However, Aquinas’ solution does depend on the claim that God is eternal, and we saw above (page 12) that recently philosophers have argued that God is everlasting, and not eternal, in which case Aquinas’ solution is not an option for these philosophers.


The problem of evil


The final and most significant challenge to the concept of God that we examine in this book is the PROBLEM OF EVIL. This is one of the oldest and most pressing concerns faced by the believer. How is it possible that an omnipotent, omniscient and supremely good God allows such horrific pain and suffering to exist within his creation? After all, he knows about it (he is omniscient), he has the power to stop it (he is omnipotent) and he cares about stopping it (he is supremely good). It seems as if God cannot have all the perfections that we ascribe to him, otherwise he would surely do something to stop the suffering of his creatures on Earth. We explore this problem in detail on pages 129–51.
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ACTIVITY


Consider the problems below. How might a philosophically minded believer respond to each of them?





1  God cannot do what it is logically impossible to do (for example, make a stone so large that he cannot move it). Therefore God is not omnipotent.



2  God cannot create a being whom he can control yet who has genuine free will. Therefore God is not omnipotent.



3  God cannot know what a being with genuine free will is about to do. Therefore God is not omniscient.



4  God has created beings whom he knew would do evil to one another. So, ultimately God is to blame for our wicked acts. Therefore God is not good.



5  God is outside of space and time. Therefore God cannot intervene in the world, and he cannot perform miracles.



6  God is present in the world, existing inside of space and time. Therefore he cannot have created space and time and cannot have created the universe.



7  God is present in the world, existing in all parts of it, including all that is evil and horrific. Therefore God is not perfectly good.



8  Ultimately, the God as described by the philosophers (omnipotent, benevolent, omniscient and so on) cannot possess all the properties they ascribe to him. The very concept of God is an incoherent one, and belief in such a God is irrational.
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Summary: The concept and nature of God


One of the skills that you practise when studying philosophy is that of defining or clarifying your terms – trying to be as clear as possible what you mean when you are talking about an idea, a concept and in general the thing that you are discussing. This is a difficult skill to develop for a number of reasons.





1  You are normally having to define terms that other people think are significant; so in a way these are second-hand ideas that you are expected to know and think of as ‘important’.



2  These terms are generated by philosophers who are often talking about ideas and concepts which you may never have come across in your life before, possibly because these concepts are obscure, or remote from ordinary experience, or possibly because the philosophers have invented these terms themselves because they are trying to describe something new.



3  Dictionaries are not much use when it comes to defining philosophical terms. This is partly because people who compile dictionaries are not philosophers (and so do not know the technical way in which philosophers use words) but partly because philosophers are describing the world in new and different ways, to help them to understand the world. Writers of dictionaries, on the other hand, are just describing how the general population happen to use a term; they are not describing anything new at all.





There are several techniques that you can use to help you to define a term, many of which have been employed since the start of western philosophy by Plato. You can think of lots of examples which illustrate a concept, and try to spot what those examples all have in common. You could look at how philosophers have used the concept in the past, and pull together a definition based on where these different accounts overlap. You could identify some very specific conditions, or criteria or features, which distinguish this concept from other ideas. As a good philosopher you should indicate where people disagree about a concept (where it is a ‘contested’ term), as it is rare in philosophy that there is full agreement. Many of the activities in this textbook encourage you to practise these techniques, so that eventually you will be able to define your terms with clarity and useful illustrations.


The key metaphysical concept in the philosophy of religion is the concept of ‘God’ and this needs clarifying before you can begin to try to prove the existence of God, or ask questions about God’s relationship with the world (such as why God allows such pain and suffering to exist). Being clear about what we mean by ‘God’ will help you to address these issues, or at least be clearer about why they are issues in the first place. We have seen that there are two approaches to investigating the nature of God. The first (called ‘revealed theology’) looks to the revelations of sacred texts and prophets for help in our understanding. The second (called ‘natural theology’) looks to human observation of the world, combined with reason and analysis, to aid our investigation of the concept of God. It is this second approach that is pursued by philosophers, although philosophers who also have faith will not want to lose sight of the first approach.


By adopting the natural theology approach, philosophers have described God in ways that help them to make sense of the world that God created, and make sense of God as a creator. Some of the key attributes of a God who created the world are that this being must have immense power (omnipotence); immense knowledge (omniscience); must be the source of values (supremely good); and must have an unusual relation with time (be eternal or everlasting). However, when philosophers have gone on to analyse these further concepts in more detail, even those thinkers who are devoutly religious, such as St Aquinas, have quickly realised that these attributes appear to be inconsistent and can lead to paradoxes when combined, or even incoherence if not properly defined. Three of the most important issues that arise when analysing God’s attributes are as follows:





1  The paradox of the stone, which questions whether God has ‘unlimited’ omnipotence; for example, does God have the power to limit his own power?



2  The Euthyphro dilemma, first posed by Plato, which asks what it means to say that God is good; does it mean that literally anything God does is good, or does it mean there is an external standard of goodness which God conforms to?



3  Is the existence of an omniscient God who knows everything (including what you are about to do) compatible with the existence of human beings who have genuine free will (which means you can change what you are about to do)?





You may have found it frustrating that these dilemmas were not easily solved, or that God was not easily defined, or that we did not dismiss some of these ideas at the very beginning because they are obviously wrong, or contradictory, or perhaps even irrelevant (if you are a devout atheist). But unfortunately that is not how philosophy, or any form of careful thinking, works. As a philosopher-in-training you need to adopt a considered approach to defining and analysing terms, to addressing problems that arise internally within these terms, to resolving as best you can criticisms made against these terms. Through this considered approach you will arrive at something you can work with: providing a definition and clarity to a key concept that moves you forward in your thinking about the metaphysics of God.





1.2 Arguments relating to the existence of God



Revision of philosophical proofs


We have seen how philosophers have attempted to analyse who God is; now we turn to look at their attempts to prove that God is. As we are going to be looking in detail at three of the main arguments for God’s existence (ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS, TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS and COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS), it is worth revisiting some of the features of arguments that you hopefully examined in your first year of your Philosophy A-level.


Recalling how arguments are generally structured


You will now know, after a year or more of study, that when philosophers talk about arguments they are not referring to a quarrel, or some kind of personal battle of words involving a denial of everything the other person says, combined with gentle sarcasm and incisive put-downs. An argument, in the sense that philosophers are interested in, consists of one or more statements offered in support of a further concluding statement (you can see examples of these above on pages 6 and 14). The supporting statements, the ones that provide the justification, are referred to as the PREMISES of the argument, and the concluding statement is obviously referred to as the CONCLUSION. There are certain ‘argument indicator’ words which can help to identify arguments. Thus if a passage contains the words ‘and so’, ‘therefore’ or ‘hence’, then this is a good indication that a conclusion is being drawn and that an argument has been made to support the conclusion. The premises may need to be combined in order to support the conclusion, or they may support the conclusion individually. And the move made between the premise or premises and the conclusion is called an inference.
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Figure 1.8 All proofs or arguments have the same basic structure





The goal of an argument is to convince us of the truth of the conclusion, and so to persuade us to believe it. As the conclusion rests on the supporting premises it is essential that every premise in an argument be true. This means that when constructing, or evaluating, arguments we must pay careful attention to each premise. There are various types of premise which can combine to provide grounds to support the conclusion, for example:





•  general observations (for example ‘politicians have always done whatever it takes to keep themselves in power’)



•  statements of fact (for example ‘there were only enough lifeboats on the Titanic to save half the passengers’)



•  theoretical assumptions (for example ‘everything in the world has a purpose or function’)



•  definitions (for example ‘God is a perfect being’)



•  HYPOTHETICAL STATEMENTS (for example ‘if you eat carrots then you’ll be able to see in the dark’).





It is helpful to make the premises explicit when evaluating or constructing an argument, so that each one can then be weighed up and considered. As you can see from the Anthology extracts, arguments usually take the form of densely written prose, so you may have to tease out each premise. Many philosophers do this by assigning the premises numbers, and presenting them as a list. This is sometimes called presenting the argument ‘formally’ or in ‘standard form’. Breaking down the arguments in this way can make them easier to understand and evaluate.


Revisiting the logical forms of arguments
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Demonstration [of God’s existence] can be made in two ways: One is through the cause, and is called a priori … The other is through the effect, and is called a demonstration a posteriori.1


Aquinas
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Deductive arguments


Valid arguments are known as deductive or ‘deductively valid’. In a DEDUCTIVE ARGUMENT the truth of the premises guarantees the truth of the conclusion, so long as no errors have been made. The key word here is ‘guarantee’. With a valid deductive argument, if we accept the premises to be true then we absolutely must accept the conclusion to be true. If, as we have claimed, the goal of an argument is to persuade people to believe its conclusion, then deductive arguments must be a powerful tool; after all, if we can guarantee the truth of a conclusion, we have good reason to believe it. However, this great strength can also appear as a weakness. For deductive arguments cannot establish anything new with their conclusions: they simply reveal what is already contained in the premises. For this reason, they don’t really get us beyond what is already known. Another weakness is that, while we can know that the conclusion must follow if the premises are true, we still cannot guarantee that the premises actually are true. Knowing that the conclusion has to follow from the premises is all very well, but it simply passes the buck and we still have to find a way to establish the truth of the premises. To make clearer the strengths and weakness of such arguments, take the following example of a deductively valid argument (an example that has been the staple of dull philosophy books since time immemorial, or at least since Sextus Empiricus in 200CE2):





•  Premise 1: All men are mortal.



•  Premise 2: Socrates is a man.
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