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The Ontological Argument for the Existence of God

I. Introduction

In the 11th century, St. Anselm developed a controversial a priori argument for the exis-

tence of God. Having receded from the forefront of intellectual thought after being refuted

by St. Thomas Aquinas in the 13th century, it was revived in the 17th century by René Des-

cartes, only to be refuted once more by Immanual Kant in the 18th century. Kant named An-

selm’s argument the Ontological Argument, but was unable to have the last word due to the

evolution of modal logic. Contemporary philosophers such as Charles Hartshorne, Norman

Malcolm, and Alvin Plantinga, have utilized modal logic to develop new versions of the On-

tological Argument. Thus, keeping the Ontological Argument alive for 900 years.

I believe that there are two reasons the argument has received so much attention for

so long. First of all, the answer to the question of theism is relevant to everyone, and the an-

swer is undeniably important. Secondly, the dialectic of the argument is significant, because

the argument purports to prove the existence of something not only a priori, but by defini-

tion. George Boolos was well known for using a version of the lier’s paradox to prove the

existence of Santa Clause. Could the Ontological Argument be like Boolos’ proof of Santa

Clause, or is it actually a good proof of the existence of God? Many different philosophers

have responded to this question in many different ways. In this paper, I am going to take a
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ÒAnd certainly that than which a greater cannot be imagined cannot be in the understanding

alone. For if it is at least in the understanding alone, it can be imagined to be in reality too,

which is greater.Ó Thus the Fool is self-contradictory when claiming to understand that God

is that which nothing greater can be imagined, but at the same time claiming that God is only

in the understanding, because the Fool can also imagine that God does exist, which is

greater.

Therefore if that than which a greater cannot be imagined is in the under-

standing alone, that very thing than which a greater cannot beimagined is

something than which a greater can be imagined. But certainlythis cannot be.

There exists, therefore, beyond doubt something than which a greater cannot

be imagined, both in the understanding and in reality. (Barnes 3)

St. Anselm then moves to claim that it follows that God exists.

AnselmÕs argument can be laid out like the following:

(1) God is something than which a greater cannot be imagined. (Barnes 4-7)

(2) Something than which a greater cannot be imagined exists. (Barnes 4)

therefore (3) God exists (Barnes 4)

where (2) is derived from a complicated piece of reasoning in the form of areductio adabsur-

dum(Barnes 8) which has these 5 premises (Barnes 12):

(P1) The Fool understands (the phrase) Ôsomething than which agreater can-

not be imaginedÕ.

(P2) If anyone understands a word or phrase forX, thenX is in his under-

standing.

(P3) If X is in someoneÕs understanding, then he can imagine thatX exists in

reality.


