

Critically evaluate the Ontological Argument. Does it succeed in proving God's existence?  
The original ontological argument was founded by Anselm in the eleventh century, the argument itself is based on analytical and logical deductions, making it a priori, to conclude the existence of God. Anselm first documented the ontological argument in the book Proslogion where he stated that “God cannot be conceived not to exist. God is that, than which nothing greater can be conceived. That which can be conceived not to exist is not God.” (Proslogion Chapter III). It is clear that Anselm has deduced the fact that God must exist due to the premise that in their mind they are the greatest conceivable being. In the book Anselm also describes his argument as ‘evident’ and ‘rational’ as well as describing those who don’t believe in God as ‘fools’. He used the Bible to support his points as Psalm 14:1 stated “The fool says in his heart, "There is no God." They are corrupt, their deeds are vile” (The Holy Bible, Psalm 14:1). Supporters of the ontological argument would also point out the necessity of God and the contingency of everything else due to their nature of being the greatest conceivable being. Philosopher René Descartes followed Anselm in developing an ontological argument to prove the existence of God in his own book Meditations of Philosophy, where he makes very similar points deducing the existence of God.

The most notable criticism of the ontological argument was made by Gaunilo who uses an analogy of a lost island to show the weaknesses in the ontological argument. He believed that the ability to think of something great is not a predicate for existence, this is why his island theory was developed to oppose the ontological argument and force it to have a definitive answer. This was documented in the response to the Proslogion, “Gaunilo’s argument comes to this: either there is a distinction between existing in the mind and existing in actual reality, in which case Anselm has to prove by an ‘unquestionable argument’ that the notion of ‘that than which nothing greater can be thought’ is such that, if it is understood or ‘in the mind’, we can infer certainly that it exists also in reality; or, there is no distinction between existing in the mind and existing in reality, in which case whatever can be thought of actually exists, which would be absurd.” (M.J. Charlesworth, P.85). For Gaunilo it is clear that the mind has no real limits as to what it can make up, no matter how big, grand or necessary but it can never exist simply because of this which completely nullifies the ontological argument of any real meaning.

Immanuel Kant was also opposed to the ontological argument but unlike Gaunilo, Kant focused on Descartes version of the theory in his Critique of Pure Reason. In particular he rejects the analytical nature of the claims made by the ontological argument, he stated this opposition in the book The Critique of Pure Reason “By the term Analytic Conceptions, I do not understand the analysis of these, or the usual process in philosophical investigations of dissecting the conceptions which present themselves, according to their content.” (Kant, J.M.D. Meiklejohn, p.132). It is evident that Kant sees no credibility in the ontological argument as an analytical statement, Kant proposes that this argument is more of a synthetic argument meaning that it is not necessarily true unlike an analytical statement. Kant believed that the idea of God existing necessarily belongs to them but it doesn’t mean that they have to exist in the first place.

Overall the ontological argument is very limited in the extent to which it can succeed in proving God’s existence. Its deductive nature does help the argument somewhat in proving the existence of God as it requires less evidence making it a very simplistic argument. This would mean that the argument is favourable if the concept of Occam’s razor is being used (the most simplistic argument is the most favourable). Due to the reference of the Bible in Proslogion it’s value to faith however is quite high as many believe that the Bible is the word of God itself. For theists this can be enough to prove that the ontological argument is analytical. Karl Barth however believed that Anselm didn’t even intend to prove the existence of God in the ontological argument, this has been made clear in a book on Barth’s stance on the argument “In the light of Barth’s uncompromising rejection of “natural theology”, it might seem surprising at first that he would accept or even consider any “proof” for God’s existence. In a way, he does not, and this gives a clue to his interpretation of Anselm’s argument. Barth contends that this argument is not philosophical at all.” (V.G. Potter, p.309). The plethora of scholars discrediting the ontological argument for not being analytical or even philosophical limits any real proof that it can claim.

In conclusion the ontological argument cannot be seen as absolute proof of God's existence because of its limited evidence and the very basis of the argument as analytical is questionable at best. Its failure to address the claim that it isn’t analogical does very little to help this issue and the arguments' credibility. Many including Karl Barth believe that the existence of God cannot be proved through ‘logic’ such as the ontological argument but through some sort of revelation.
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