
Ontological Arguments: Exploring Classic
Philosophical Arguments

Philosophy has always been about exploring the profound questions of human
existence and understanding the nature of reality. Ontological arguments, one of
the classic philosophical arguments, seek to prove the existence of God through
reason alone. These arguments have fascinated philosophers, theologians, and
thinkers for centuries and continue to be subjects of intense debate and analysis.

Understanding Ontological Arguments

Ontological arguments, often attributed to St. Anselm of Canterbury, are
philosophical arguments that aim to demonstrate the existence of God based on
the concept of a perfect being. These arguments start with a simple logical proof
and employ various reasoning techniques to arrive at the that God must exist.
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The key idea behind ontological arguments is the notion of existence as a
necessary property of a perfect being. Proponents of these arguments claim that
if the concept of a perfect being, who possesses all conceivable perfections, can
be clearly and coherently defined, then it must exist in reality. They argue that
existence is an inherent attribute of perfection, and a perfect being cannot be
thought of as lacking existence.

The Classic Ontological Arguments

Several prominent philosophers have presented unique versions of ontological
arguments throughout history. In this section, we will explore some of the most
influential classic ontological arguments:

1. Anselm's Ontological Argument

St. Anselm's ontological argument is perhaps the most well-known and widely
studied. He famously defined God as "that than which nothing greater can be
conceived." Anselm argued that if we can conceive of a being that possesses all
perfections, including existence, then such a being must exist in reality. He
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believed that God's existence is necessary and self-evident, much like the laws of
logic.

2. Descartes' Ontological Argument

René Descartes, a renowned philosopher, presented his ontological argument in
his "Meditations on First Philosophy." He argued that the idea of a perfect being
with all perfections, including existence, is innately present in our minds.
Descartes claimed that since existence is an essential attribute of a perfect being,
God must exist. He believed that the idea of God is not a mere invention of
human thought but rather an innate idea present within all individuals.

3. Leibniz's Modal Ontological Argument

Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, a polymath, formulated his modal ontological argument
based on the concept of possible worlds. He argued that among all possible
worlds, the best possible world is the one that includes a necessary being,
namely God. Leibniz claimed that the very concept of a necessary being implies
its existence. He used the example of a mathematical equation to illustrate that a
necessary being, like God, cannot be conceived as non-existing.

Critiques and Counterarguments

While ontological arguments have captivated philosophers and intellectuals, they
are not without critiques and counterarguments. Throughout history, many
objections have been raised against these arguments, challenging their validity
and underlying assumptions.

One common criticism centers on the idea that existence is not a property that
can be attributed to concepts or ideas alone. Some argue that existence is a



relational property, dependent on empirical evidence and not deducible purely
through reason.

Another critique questions the coherence and soundness of defining a perfect
being. Critics argue that the concept of a perfect being is subjective and varies
among individuals. Therefore, the argument's premises might not hold true for
everyone.

Ontological arguments have endured the test of time and remain significant topics
of philosophical inquiry. While the debate surrounding these arguments
continues, they have undeniably shaped the course of philosophical discourse on
the existence of God. Whether you find them convincing or not, ontological
arguments demonstrate the role of reason and logic in exploring the mysteries of
our existence.
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Ontological arguments are one of the main classes of arguments for the
existence of God, and have been influential from the Middle Ages right up until
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the present time. This accessible volume offers a comprehensive survey and
assessment of them, starting with a sequence of chapters charting their history -
from Anselm and Aquinas, via Descartes, Leibniz, Kant and Hegel, to Gödel,
Plantinga, Lewis and Tichý. This is followed by chapters on the most important
topics to have emerged in the discussion of ontological arguments: the
relationship between conceivability and possibility, the charge that ontological
arguments beg the question, and the nature of existence. The volume as a whole
shows clearly how these arguments emerged and developed, how we should
think about them, and why they remain important today.
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