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WILLIAM J. WAINWRIGHT

THE expression “philosophy of religion” did not come into general use until the
nineteenth century, when it was employed to refer to the articulation and criticism
of humanity’s religious consciousness and its cultural expressions in thought, lan-
guage, feeling, and practice. Historically, philosophical reflection on religious
themes had two foci: first, God or Brahman or Nirvana or whatever else the object
of religious thought, attitudes, feelings, and practice was believed to be, and,
second, the human religious subject, that is, the thoughts, attitudes, feelings, and
practices themselves. The first sort of philosophical reflection has had a long
history. In the West, for example, discussions of the nature of God (whether he
is unchanging, say, or knows the future, whether his existence can be rationally
demonstrated, and the like) are incorporated in theological treatises such as An-
selm’s Proslogion and Monologion, Thomas Aquinas’s Summas, Maimonides’ Guide
for the Perplexed, and al-Ghazali’s Incoherence of the Philosophers. They also form
part of influential metaphysical systems like Plato’s, Plotinus’s, Descartes’, and
Leibniz’s. Hindu Vedanta and classical Buddhism included sophisticated discus-
sions of the nature of the Brahman and of the Buddha, respectively. Many con-
temporary philosophers of religion continue to be engaged with these topics (see,
for example, chapters 1 through 5 and 8).

The most salient feature of this sort of philosophy of religion is its attempts
to establish truths about God or the Absolute on the basis of unaided reason.
Aquinas is instructive. Some truths about God can be known only with the help
of revelation. Examples are his triune nature and incarnation. Other truths about
him, such as his existence, simplicity, wisdom, and power, are included in his
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revelation to us but can also be known through reason. And Aquinas proceeds
to show how reason can establish them. What we would today call philosophy of
religion (or natural theology) is thus an integral part of his systematic theology.
Early modern philosophers like Descartes, Leibniz, and Locke are only incidentally
concerned with purely theological issues, but they too insist that some important
truths about God can be established by purely philosophical reflection.

The notion that we should accept only those religious beliefs that can be
established by reason was not commonly expressed until the later part of the
seventeenth century, however, and not widely embraced until adopted by the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment. The consequences of the new commitment to
reason alone depended on whether important religious truths could be established
by natural reason. Deists believed that they could. Human reason can prove the
existence of God and immortality and discover basic moral principles. Because
these religious beliefs are the only ones that can be established by unaided human
reason, they alone are required of everyone. They are also the only beliefs needed
for religious worship and practice. Beliefs wholly or partly based on some alleged
revelation, on the other hand, are needless at best and pernicious at worst. Others,
such as Hume, adopted a more skeptical attitude toward reason’s possibilities. In
their view, reason is unable to show that “God exists” or that any other important
religious claim is significantly more probable than not. The only proper attitude
for a reasonable person to take, therefore, is disbelief (atheism) or unbelief (ag-
nosticism). The result of this insistence on reason alone was thus that religion
either became desiccated, reduced to a few simple beliefs distilled from the rich
traditional systems that had given life to them, or ceased to be a live option.

Reaction was inevitable, and took two forms. One was a shift from theoretical
to practical (moral) reason. Kant, for example, was convinced that “theoretical”
or “speculative” reason could neither prove nor disprove God’s existence or the
immortality of the soul. Practical reason, on the other hand, provided a firm basis
for a religion lying within the “boundaries of reason alone.” The existence of God
and an afterlife can’t be established by theoretical reason. A belief in them, how-
ever, is a necessary presupposition of morality. Others, such as Friedrich Schleier-
macher, shifted their attention from intellectual belief and moral conduct to re-
ligious feelings and experience. In their view, the latter, and not the former, are
the root of humanity’s religious life. Both approaches were widely influential in
the nineteenth and early twentieth century. The first fell into neglect with the
waning of philosophical idealism in the first half of the twentieth century, al-
though interest in it has recently resurfaced (see chapter 14). The second has
continued to be attractive to many important philosophers of religion (see chap-
ters 6 and 10).

Philosophy of religion was comparatively neglected by academic philosophers
in the first half of the twentieth century. There were several reasons for this. One
was the widespread conviction that the traditional “proofs” were bankrupt. Be-
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lievers and nonbelievers alike were persuaded that Hume and Kant had clearly
exposed their fatal weaknesses. Another was the demise of nineteenth-century
idealism. The twentieth-century heirs of the German and Anglo-American ide-
alists (Hastings Rashdall, W. R. Sorley, A. C. Ewing, and A. E. Taylor, among oth-
ers) had many interesting things to say about God, immortality, and humanity’s
religious life. But their views increasingly fell on deaf ears as analytic philosophy
replaced idealism as the dominant approach among English-speaking academics.
(The “process philosophy” of A. N. Whitehead and his followers emerged as an
alternative to idealism and analytic philosophy that could accommodate religious
interests. It was never more than a minority viewpoint, however, and finds itself
today in much the same position that philosophical idealism was in in the early
part of the twentieth century; its demise too seems immanent.) This is not to say
that nothing of interest to philosophers of religion was transpiring during this
period.

Five developments were especially important. The first was the impact of
theologians like Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, and Paul Tillich on philosophers in-
terested in religion. The second was the influence of religious existentialism, in-
cluding both the rediscovery of Seren Kierkegaard and the work of contempo-
raries like Gabriel Marcel and Martin Buber. A third was the renewal of Thomism
by Jacques Maritain, Etienne Gilson, and others. A fourth was the rise of religious
phenomenology; Rudolf Otto and others tried to accurately describe human re-
ligious experience as it appears to those who have it. Finally, philosophers who
were sympathetic to religious impulses and feelings yet deeply skeptical of religious
metaphysics attempted to reconstruct religion in a way that would preserve what
was thought to be valuable in it while discarding the chaff. Thus, John Dewey
suggested that the proper object of faith isn’t supernatural beings but “the unity
of all ideal ends arousing us to desire and actions,” or the “active relation” between
these ideals and the “forces in nature and society that generate and support” them.
In Dewey’s view, “any activity pursued in behalf of an ideal end against obstacles
and in spite of threats of personal loss because of a conviction of its general and
enduring value is religious in quality”! (see chapter 9).

After a half century of comparative neglect, analytic philosophers began to
take an interest in religion in the 1950s. Their attention was initially focused on
questions of religious language. Were sentences like “God forgives my sins” used
to express factual claims, or did they instead express the speaker’s attitudes or
commitments? If those who uttered them did express factual claims, what kind
of claims were they? Could they be empirically verified or falsified, for example,
and, if they could not, were they really cognitively meaningful? (For more on this
debate, see chapters 9, 10, 18, and 19.)

What was unanticipated was that the young analytic philosophers of religion
who were being trained during this period were to become responsible for a
resurgence of philosophical theology that began in the mid-1960s and continues
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to dominate the field in English-speaking countries today. The revival was fueled
by a comparative loss of interest in the question of religious language’s cognitive
meaningfulness (it being generally thought that attempts to show that religious
sentences do not express true or false factual claims had been unsuccessful), and
a conviction that Hume’s and Kant’s allegedly devastating criticisms of philo-
sophical theology did not withstand careful scrutiny. On the positive side, devel-
opments in modal logic, probability theory, and so on offered tools for introduc-
ing a new clarity and rigor to traditional disputes.

Three features of the revival are especially noteworthy. The first was a renewed
interest in the scholastics and in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century philosoph-
ical theology. There were at least two reasons for this. One was the discovery that
issues central to the debates of the 1960s and 1970s had already been examined
with a sophistication and depth lacking in most nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century discussions of the same problems. The other was the fact that a significant
number of analytic philosophers of religion were practicing Christian or Jewish
theists. Figures such as Aquinas, Scotus, Maimonides, Samuel Clark, and Jonathan
Edwards were attractive models for these philosophers for two reasons. There is
a broad similarity between the philosophical approaches of these medieval and
early modern thinkers and contemporary analytic philosophers: precise defini-
tions, careful distinctions, and rigorous argumentation are features of both. In
addition, these predecessors were self-consciously Jewish or Christian; a conviction
of the truth or splendor of Judaism or Christianity pervades their work. They
were thus appealing models for contemporary philosophers of religion with sim-
ilar commitments.

A second feature of contemporary analytic philosophy of religion is the wide
array of topics it addresses. The first fifteen years or so of the period in question
were dominated by discussions of issues traditionally central to the philosophy of
religion: Is the concept of God coherent? Are there good reasons for thinking that
God exists? Is the existence of evil a decisive reason for denying God’s existence?
However, beginning in the 1980s, a number of Christian analytic philosophers
turned their attention to such specifically Christian doctrines as the Trinity, the
Incarnation, and the Atonement. Most of the articles and books on these topics
were attempts to show that the doctrines in question were coherent or rational.
But some were more interested in the bearing of theological doctrines on prob-
lems internal to the traditions that include them. Marilyn Adams, for example,
has argued that Christian martyrdom and Christ’s passion have important impli-
cations for Christian responses to the problem of evil, and Robert Oakes has made
similar claims for the Jewish mystical doctrine of God’s withdrawal (tzimzum).
Still other analytic philosophers of religion have tried to show that theism can
cast light on problems in other areas of philosophy—that it can give a better
account of the logical features of natural laws, for example, or of the nature of
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numbers, sets, and other mathematical objects, or of the apparent objectivity of
moral claims.? (On the last, see chapter 14.)

A third characteristic of recent philosophy of religion is its turn toward epis-
temology. Medieval and seventeenth-century philosophical theology exhibited a
feature that has been insufficiently appreciated since the eighteenth century and
is especially prominent in Augustine and Anselm: its devotional setting. Anselm’s
inquiry, for instance, is punctuated by prayers to arouse his emotions and stir his
will. His inquiry is a divine-human collaboration in which he continually prays
for assistance and offers praise and thanksgiving for the light he has received. His
project as a whole is framed by a desire to “contemplate God” or “see God’s face.”
Anselm’s attempt to understand what he believes by finding reasons for it is largely
a means to this end.> Several hundred years later, Blaise Pascal argued that al-
though the evidence for the truth of the Christian religion is ambiguous, it is
sufficient to convince those who seek God or “have the living faith in their hearts.”
Reflection on the work of predecessors like these suggests two things. The first is
that the aim of philosophical theology is not, primarily, to convince nonbelievers
of the truth of religious claims but, rather, self-understanding: to enable the be-
liever to grasp the implications of, and reasons for, his or her religious beliefs.
The project, in other words, is faith in search of understanding. The second is
that a person’s attitudes, feelings, emotions, and aims have an important bearing
on his or her ability to discern religious truths. C. Stephen Evans, for example,
has suggested that faith may be a necessary condition of appreciating certain
reasons for religious belief. I have argued that a properly disposed heart may be
needed to grasp the force of evidence for theistic belief.* Common to much recent
religious epistemology is a rejection of any form of evidentialism that insists that
religious beliefs are reasonably held only if they are supported by evidence that
would convince any fair-minded, properly informed, and intelligent person re-
gardless of the state of his or her heart (see chapters 10 and 13).

As its history indicates, the aims of philosophers of religion can be quite
diverse. Arguments are sometimes employed apologetically. For example, Samuel
Clarke and William Paley attempted to construct proofs that would convince any
fair-minded and intelligent reader of God’s existence and providential government
of human affairs. These proofs had begun to lose their power to persuade educated
audiences by the end of the eighteenth century, however, and so Friedrich
Schleiermacher and others turned to religious feelings (a sense of absolute depen-
dence or of the unity of all things in the infinite) to justify religion to its “cultured
despisers.” But although Schleiermacher thought that the heart and not the head
is religion’s primary source, the aim of his argument was still apologetic.

Yet philosophy of religion can have other purposes. Theistic proofs, for ex-
ample, have been used to persuade nonbelievers of the truth of theism. But, as
we have seen, they can also be used devotionally, and this is sometimes their
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primary purpose. Thus, Udayana’s Nyayakusumanjali (which can be roughly
translated as “A bouquet of arguments offered to God”) has three purposes: to
convince unbelievers, to strengthen the faithful, but also to please Siva “by pre-
senting it as an offering at his footstool.” Regardless of the success Udayana’s
arguments may or may not have had in achieving his first two goals, they have
value as a gift offered to God; their construction and presentation is an act of
worship.’

Philosophy of religion is sometimes part of a larger philosophical project. For
example, for Hegel, religion is the self-representation of Absolute Spirit in feeling
and images. As such, it is a stage in a historical process that culminates in phi-
losophy (i.e., in Hegel’s philosophy!). Descartes provides another example. His
Meditations introduce ontological arguments for God’s existence to help resolve
skeptical doubts raised earlier in the text (see chapter 4).

Philosophy of religion can also be part of the so-called Enlightenment project.
Religious beliefs, institutions, and practices are critically examined in an attempt
to eliminate those that can’t survive the scrutiny of impartial reason. Hume’s
Dialogues and The Natural History of Religion and Kant’s reflections on religion
and morality are examples. The “hermeneutics of suspicion” practiced by Marx,
Nietzsche, and Freud is an extension of the same project. According to these
thinkers, religion is an expression of “false consciousness.” Its beliefs, feelings, and
practices lack rational support and rest on motives that cannot be consciously
acknowledged without destroying their credibility (see chapter 19).

Finally, philosophy of religion can be an attempt to make sense of, or account
for, religion, and not a reflection on its object (God, Nirvana, and the like). George
Santayana’s interpretation of religion as a kind of poetry, a feelingful contempla-
tion of ideal forms, is an example; Hume’s Natural History of Religion is another.
As these examples indicate, attempts of this sort are seldom neutral. Santayana,
for instance, takes naturalism for granted, and Hume is independently convinced
that historical religions are not only irrational but morally and socially pernicious.
Wittgensteinians, on the other hand, insist that their attempts to make sense of
religion are an exception to this rule; their project, they claim, is to simply un-
derstand religion, not judge it (see chapter 18).

Until quite recently, philosophy of religion has been somewhat myopic. Since
the only religions with which Western philosophers have been intimately ac-
quainted are Judaism and Christianity (and, to a lesser extent, Islam), it is not
surprising that they have focused their attention on theism. (Discussions of mys-
ticism have proved one noteworthy exception.) Increased knowledge of Asian and
other traditions has made this attitude seem unduly parochial. There is no in-
trinsic reason, however, why the tools of analytic or continental philosophy can’t
be profitably applied to non-Western doctrines and arguments, and good work is
currently being done in this vein by Stephen Phillips, Paul Williams, Steven Col-
lins, Gerald Larson, and a number of others. Paul Griffiths, for example, has
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suggested that “perfect being theology” (the attempt to explore the implications
of the concept of a reality greater than which none can be thought) can be
deployed to explain (and criticize) the emergence of doctrines of the cosmic Bud-
dha in the Mahayana traditions. Work of this sort is essential because a defense
of one’s favored religion’s perspective should include reasons for preferring it to
its important competitors. The Western doctrine of creation ex nihilo, for in-
stance, should be compared with the Visistadvaitin notion that the world is best
viewed as God’s body.’ Again, because the Buddhist’s claim that everything is
impermanent is logically incompatible with the assertion that God is eternal and
unchanging, both theists and Buddhists need to attend to the views of each other.
(For more on these issues, see chapters 3 and 16.)

Another weakness of contemporary philosophy of religion is that the analytic
and continental traditions have developed in comparative isolation from each
other. This is due to several factors. For one thing, analytic philosophers of reli-
gion are usually trained and housed in departments of philosophy, and most of
the best departments in English-speaking countries are dominated by analytic
philosophy. Continental philosophers of religion, on the other hand, are often
(although not always) trained and housed in departments of religion or theology.
Their interests, too, are different. Analytic philosophers of religion have tended
to focus on God or the religious object and on the rational credentials of claims
about it. Continental philosophy of religion has tended to focus on religion and
the human subject; it has also been more concerned with religion’s ethical im-
plications, especially its bearing on oppression and liberation.

The isolation of the two traditions is unfortunate because each needs what
the other has to offer. Analytic philosophers of religion, for instance, need to take
the hermeneutics of suspicion seriously, for, as Merold Westphal has said, they
have been largely blind “to the cognitive implications of finitude and sin.”” As a
result, they have usually ignored the ideological uses and abuses of theistic meta-
physics and the ethical issues this raises. The critiques of Marx, Nietzsche, Freud,
Jacques Derrida, and contemporary feminists can and should alert analytic phi-
losophers of religion to these perils (see chapters 19 and 20).

Continental philosophers of religion, on the other hand, too often ignore
questions of truth and rational adequacy. This is unfortunate for two closely
related reasons. The first is ethical: we fail to respect the men and women whose
beliefs and practices we examine if we don’t treat their claims to truth and rational
superiority with the same seriousness that they do. The second is this: if Chris-
tianity, say, or Buddhism is true, it matters infinitely. So if either is a live possi-
bility, a deeply serious concern with its truth or falsity, its reasonableness or
unreasonableness, is the only rational option. Inattention or indifference to the
truth and rational credentials of the traditions one examines is a clear indication
that one doesn’t take them as live possibilities, and hence doesn’t invest them
with the same importance or seriousness that their adherents do.
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There are some indications that analytic and continental philosophers of re-
ligion are beginning to learn from each other. One can only hope that this trend
increases in the future.

The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Religion is divided into two parts. Part
1 covers the most frequently discussed problems in the field. Part 2 consists of
essays assessing the advantages and disadvantages of the four currently most in-
fluential ways of doing philosophy of religion; each is by a well-known practitioner
of the way he or she discusses. The essays in Part 2 are a unique feature of this
volume and are important for two reasons. First, one’s philosophical approach
affects one’s selection of problems and the way one frames them, and this, in
turn, affects one’s results. For example, followers of Emmanuel Levinas or feminist
philosophers of religion have different takes on the problem of evil than do an-
alytic philosophers. No picture of the philosophy of religion that ignores them
can be complete. Second, although the analytic approach dominates the practice
of philosophy of religion in English-speaking countries and is beginning to make
significant inroads on the continent, there are other historically important and
potentially illuminating ways of doing philosophy of religion. It is therefore im-
portant that a general reference work of this sort acquaint the reader with the
variety of approaches to the discipline.

The twenty chapters of this volume are written by prominent experts in the
field. Each chapter is expository, critical, and representative of a distinctive view-
point. In being expository, the chapters formulate and elucidate important com-
peting positions on their topic (e.g., religious experience or the problem of evil)
or the history and nature of the philosophical approach to the philosophy of
religion that they are discussing (the analytic, say, or feminist). In being critical,
the chapters carefully assess the views presented on their topics or the strengths
and alleged weakness of their approach to the philosophy of religion. Readers will
thus see not only what the prominent views and approaches in philosophy of
religion are but encounter noteworthy criticisms of them as well. In being rep-
resentative of a distinctive viewpoint the chapters present their authors’ own views
on the topic or approach. Readers will thereby encounter not only exposition and
criticism but the substantial development of a viewpoint on the subject under
discussion by a well-known author in the discipline. Finally, in addition to ex-
position, criticism, and original philosophical development, each chapter includes
topical bibliographies identifying key works in the field. It is our hope that the
Handbook’s combination of topical and methodological comprehensiveness, crit-
icism, and original philosophical development will provide the reader with a
unique and invaluable reference work on the philosophy of religion.
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CHAPTER 1

DIVINE POWER,
GOODNESS, AND
KNOWLEDGE

WILLIAM L. ROWE

In the major religions of the West—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—the dom-
inant theological tradition has long held that among the attributes constituting
the nature of God are to be counted his unlimited power (omnipotence), perfect
goodness, and unlimited knowledge (omniscience). Within this theological tra-
dition stands the work of many influential theologians and philosophers such as
Maimonides (1135-1204), Aquinas (1225-1274), and al-Ghazali (1059-1111), who
have labored to explain how we should understand these fundamental aspects of
the divine nature. Our aim here is both to explain these three attributes of the
divine nature and to discuss some of the difficulties philosophers and theologians
have suggested arise when we endeavor to conceive of a being possessing such
extraordinary attributes. Before beginning this task, however, we should note that
the attributes ascribed to God in the historically dominant theological tradition
within the major Western religions—including unlimited power (omnipotence),
perfect goodness, and unlimited knowledge (omniscience)—are not characteristic
of the entire history of thought about God in these religious traditions. Indeed,
in the early religious texts that are authoritative in these traditions one can find
descriptions of the divine being that do not suggest, let alone imply, that God is
omnipotent, perfectly good, and omniscient. In the Old Testament of the Chris-



16 PROBLEMS

tian Bible, to cite just one example, God, through his prophet Samuel, orders
Saul to totally exterminate a tribe of people, the Amaleks, to “kill both man and
woman, infant and suckling, ox and sheep, camel and ass” (1 Samuel 15). Upon
receiving his orders from on high Saul dutifully kills the Amalek men, women,
children, and infants, but takes for himself and his men the best of the oxen,
sheep, and lambs. On learning of this, God is angry and regrets making Saul king
because, although Saul carried out his order to kill all the men, women, children,
and infants, he did not follow God’s order to slaughter all the livestock as well.
On reading such a story one can hardly avoid the conclusion that the being giving
such orders is viewed as a tribal deity rather than an omnipotent, perfectly good,
omniscient being. And just as in the youthful periods of these three great religions
one can find indications that God was then thought to be something less than an
omnipotent, perfectly good, omniscient being, so too in the modern period one
can find views of God, even among prominent theologians, that are clearly de-
partures from the dominant conception of God in the great religions of the West.
Some theologians in the modern period, for example, have conceived of God as
a natural process in nature (Wieman 1958), or as a nonpersonal power of being
(Tillich 1957). Nevertheless, if one considers the long history of theological thought
in the West, it is clear that the dominant view of God is that he is a person who
is eternal, all-powerful (omnipotent), all-knowing (omniscient), and perfectly
good. Moreover, it is understandable why this should be so. For central to the
idea of God is that God is worthy of unreserved praise, admiration, and worship.
And when we seriously reflect on the qualities in a being that are most deserving
of unreserved praise, admiration, and worship, we naturally think of qualities such
as knowledge, wisdom, power, goodness, and justice. Hence, it is no accident that
over time there emerged the idea of God as a being that is perfectly good, all-
knowing, and all-powerful. And it is fitting that we should seek an understanding
of what is meant when one thinks of God in this way.

When we consider the idea of a being possessing power, we generally think of
that being as able to bring about certain things or certain states of affairs. We
might ask, for example, “Does God have sufficient power to bring it about that
the earth should cease to revolve around the sun?” In asking this question we
assume that there is a certain state of affairs (a way things could be): the earth’s
not revolving around the sun. We know that this state of affairs isn’t actual, that
in fact the earth’s revolving around the sun is the way things actually are. But we
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wonder whether God has sufficient power to bring it about that from now on the
earth’s not revolving around the sun is the way things are. In short, we wonder
whether God can make actual (actualize) the state of affairs: the earth’s not re-
volving around the sun. And one useful way of approaching the question of
whether God is omnipotent, whether God possesses unlimited power, is to ask
whether God can actualize states of affairs that involve massive changes from the
way things are, states of affairs like the earth’s not revolving around the sun. If God
lacks the power to actualize that state of affairs, then, clearly, God is not omnip-
otent. For there would be a state of affairs, the earth’s not revolving around the
sun, that God is unable to make actual. One way, then, of considering the extent
of God’s power is to focus on various states of affairs that are not actual and ask
ourselves whether God has sufficient power to make them actual, to actualize
them. And if we find that there are states of affairs God cannot actualize, we then
must consider whether his being unable to actualize those states of affairs shows
that he is deficient in power and, therefore, not omnipotent. Before proceeding
with that task, however, it will be helpful to distinguish three different types of
states of affairs.

Some states of affairs are necessary; they are such that they simply cannot fail
to be actual. Other states of affairs are contingent; they are such that they can be
actual and they can fail to be actual. And still other states of affairs are impossible;
they are such that they simply cannot be actual. Consider 2 + 2s being 4, George
W. Bush’s being the 54th president of the United States, and Smith’s being exactly
20 years old and 35 years old at the same time. The first of these is a necessary state
of affairs; it cannot fail to be actual. The second is a contingent state of affairs; it
is such that although it is actual, it might not have been actual at all. (Al Gore’s
being the 54th President of the United States is also a contingent state of affairs. It
is such that although it is not actual, it could have been actual.) And our third
example is an impossible state of affairs. It is such that it simply cannot be actual.
Of it we might say: “Even God could not bring about Smith’s being exactly 20
years old and 35 years old at the same time.” For no matter how powerful a being
is, no being can bring it about that an impossible state of affairs (a state of affairs
that simply cannot be actual) is, nevertheless, an actual state of affairs. Having
distinguished these three sorts of states of affairs, we can now see that it would
be a mistake to think that for God to be omnipotent he must be able to actualize
any state of affairs whatever. For, as Aquinas clearly saw, power extends only to
what is possible. Whatever is impossible does not come within the scope of power
because it cannot have the aspect of possibility. Thus, Aquinas says, “It is more
appropriate to say that such things cannot be done, than that God cannot do
them” (1945, Summa Theologica, 1, 25, art. 3). And surely he is right about this.
The fact that no one, including God, can actualize an impossible state of affairs
does not detract from the power of anyone, including God.

Thus far, it looks as though we might characterize God’s being omnipotent
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as God’s having the power to actualize any state of affairs that isn’t impossible.
But consider some necessary state of affairs such as 2 + 2% being 4. Necessary
states of affairs aren’t impossible. Indeed, they are actual no matter what any
agent does or does not bring about. So, it makes no sense to think that some
being can “bring it about” that a necessary state of affairs is actual. For it is
possible to bring it about that a state of affairs is actual only if that state of affairs
can fail to be actual. And, as we’ve seen, a necessary state of affairs cannot fail to
be actual. Perhaps, then, we should characterize God’s being omnipotent as God’s
having the power to actualize any state of affairs that is contingent—neither im-
possible nor necessary. But consider George W. Bush’s not being the 54th President
of the United States. This is a contingent state of affairs. For although Bush is the
54th President, it logically could have been otherwise. But is it now in God’s power
to bring it about that George W. Bush is not the 54th President of the United
States? Well, if it is now in God’s power to bring it about that George W. Bush
is not the s54th President of the United States, then it is in God’s power so to act
that some fact wholly about the past would not have been a fact at all. And while
it is true that at some time in the past God could have prevented Bush’s victory,
few would think that it is now, after the fact, in his power to do so. As Aristotle
observed, “No one deliberates about the past but only about what is future and
capable of being otherwise, while what is past is not capable of not having taken
place; hence Agathon is right in saying: ‘For this alone is lacking, even in God,
to make undone things that have once been done’” (1941, Nicomachean Ethics,
VII, 2. 1139).

In light of these considerations, perhaps we should say that for God to be
omnipotent is for God to have the power to bring about any state of affairs that
is contingent and not inconsistent with some fact wholly about the past. But while
this seems right as far as it goes, it does not go far enough. For not only does
God now lack the power to bring about a state of affairs (e.g., George W. Bush’s
not being the 54th president of the United States) that directly conflicts with some
fact wholly about the past, but he cannot now actualize a state of affairs that both
has already been actualized and is such that it cannot be actualized again. For
some states of affairs, like Franklin Roosevelt’s being elected president of the United
States in 1932, are such that, once actualized, they can never be actualized again,
whereas others, like Franklin Roosevelt’s being elected president of the United States,
are such that they can be actualized more than once. So, perhaps we should say
that for God to be omnipotent is for God to have the power to bring about any
state of affairs that is contingent, not inconsistent with some fact wholly about
the past, and not already actualized and such that it can never be actualized again.
This broader account accords with our sense that God cannot now actualize dated
past facts such as Franklin Roosevelt’s being elected president of the United States
in 1932.

It would be a relief now to declare victory on what it is for God to be
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omnipotent, and move on. But there are two further issues in the account of
God’s absolute power that need to be considered. First, suppose we humans some-
times are free to perform some action and free not to perform it. Suppose, for
example, that Jones causes his decision to change jobs while having at the time
the power not to cause that decision. In short, Jones freely decides to change jobs.
Is it in God’s power to cause Jones’s freely deciding to change jobs? It does not
seem so. God can, of course, cause Jones to decide to change jobs. But if God
does so, then Jones lacks the power not to decide to change jobs: Jones doesn’t
freely decide to change jobs. This means that, although omnipotent, God cannot
cause Jones’s freely deciding to change jobs, or any other free acts of beings other
than himself. At best, God can arrange for Jones to be in a situation in which
God knows that Jones will freely decide to change jobs. So, we have to add the
free decisions of agents other than God to the list of states of affairs that God,
although omnipotent, cannot directly cause to be actual.

The second issue concerns the fact that God lacks powers with respect to
what actions he himself performs. That God lacks certain powers with respect to
himself follows from the fact that God is essentially morally perfect, essentially all-
knowing, and essentially eternal. Because it is an impossibility for a being whose
very nature is to be eternal, morally perfect, and all-knowing to cease to exist (to
not be eternal), to perform a morally wicked act (to not be morally perfect), or
to believe to be true something that is false (to not be all-knowing), God’s infinite
power cannot be understood as implying that God can do what is morally wrong,
make a mistake due to ignorance, or commit suicide. Because our powers do
extend to such activities, it may appear that God’s power is limited by virtue of
some of his other essential attributes.

One way of understanding the issue before us is to consider the difference
between

a. God’s causing there to be a square circle
and

b. God’s causing there to be an innocent person who suffers intensely for no
good reason

Both (a) and (b) are impossible states of affairs. But (a) is impossible because
what God is said to cause is itself an impossible state of affairs (something’s being
a square circle), whereas (b) is not impossible by virtue of what God is said to
cause (someone’s suffering intensely for no good reason) being impossible. There
is nothing inherently impossible in some person’s suffering intensely for no good
reason. The impossibility of (b) is not due to the state of affairs God is there said
to cause; it is due to God’s causing that state of affairs to be actual. For intrinsically
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bad states of affairs that are not required by any outweighing good are simply
impossible for an all-knowing, morally perfect being to bring about. And yet those
very same intrinsically bad states of affairs may lie within the power of other
beings to cause, beings who are not hampered by being essentially morally perfect.
This means that given God’s other essential attributes, there are states of affairs
that we may have the power to bring about that God is unable to bring about.
Before addressing this concern, however, let’s complete our account of what it is
for God to be omnipotent. For God to be omnipotent is for God to have the
power to bring about any state of affairs that is contingent provided it is not
inconsistent with some fact wholly about the past, not already actualized and such
that it can never be actualized again, not consisting of a free action of some other
agent, and not such that God’s bringing it about is inconsistent with any of his
essential attributes.

The question we’re left with is whether God can truly be omnipotent given
that there are states of affairs some of us can bring about that God (by virtue of
some other essential attribute) does not have the power to bring about. This is
an interesting issue. There is some intuitive pull to the idea that—putting aside
an agent’s free acts—an omnipotent being must be able to cause to be actual any
state of affairs that any other being is able to cause to be actual. Alternatively,
there is some intuitive pull to the idea that an omnipotent being need only be
more powerful than any other being. And this latter idea may allow that some
being can bring about a state of affairs that the omnipotent being cannot. Still,
if we compare the idea of an omnipotent, essentially perfect being to the idea of
an omnipotent being who, say, behaves in a morally good way but is not essentially
morally perfect, we may be inclined to think that the latter being would be more
powerful than the former by virtue of having the power to cause there to be an
innocent person who suffers intensely for no good reason, even if, by virtue of
being morally good but not essentially morally perfect, the being in fact always
refrains from doing so. These are interesting issues that philosophers continue to
discuss (for an illuminating discussion of this issue, see Morris 1987, ch. 3).

As we've seen, it is no easy matter to present a complete account of what it is
for God to be omnipotent. Indeed, one influential philosopher (Geach 1977) has
concluded that the task is impossible. Others (Flint and Freddoso 1983; Rosen-
krantz and Hoffman 1980b; Wierenga 1989) have pressed on with the task and
produced quite promising accounts of what it is for God to be omnipotent. In
these and other discussions, one particular example has been rather widely dis-
cussed, the so-called paradox of the stone. Because God is all-powerful, it seems
that he must be able to create a stone of any possible weight. The question then
arises: Can God create a stone so heavy he cannot lift it? If he can, then he is not
omnipotent, for he cannot lift a stone that he can create. On the other hand, if
he cannot, then he is not omnipotent, for he cannot create a stone so heavy he
cannot lift it. So, God is not omnipotent. Various solutions to this paradox have
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been offered. The solution favored here is perhaps the simplest. Given that God
is omnipotent, it is impossible that there should be an object so heavy he cannot
lift it. Therefore, a solution to the paradox is that God cannot create a stone so
heavy he cannot lift it, for it is logically impossible for there to be a stone—or
any other object, for that matter—that God is unable to lift. And, as we have
seen above, it is no limitation of power to be unable to bring about something
that is logically impossible. For power extends only to what is possible.

GGOODNESS

The idea that God is perfectly good, like the idea that God is all-powerful, is
connected to the view that God is a being who deserves unconditional gratitude,
praise, and worship. For if a being were to fall short of perfect goodness, it would
not be worthy of unreserved praise and worship. So, God is not just a good being,
his goodness is unsurpassable. Moreover, according to the classical theology of
the principal religions of the West, God doesn’t simply happen to be perfectly
good. As with his absolute power and total knowledge, it is his nature to be that
way. God necessarily could not fail to be perfectly good. It was for this reason
that we observed in the section on God’s power that God does not have the power
to do what would be morally wrong for him to do. For intentionally doing what
is morally wrong for one to do is inconsistent with being perfectly good. It is
worth noting that in saying that God is essentially good, we are doing more than
saying that necessarily God is a perfectly good being. We are saying in addition
that the being who is God cannot cease to be perfectly good. Necessarily, a bachelor
is unmarried. But someone who is a bachelor can cease to be unmarried. Of
course, when this happens (the bachelor marries), he no longer is a bachelor.
Unlike the bachelor, however, the being who is God cannot give up being God.
The bachelor next door can cease to be a bachelor. But the being who is God
cannot cease to be God. Being a bachelor is not part of the nature or essence of
a being who is a bachelor. But being God, and thus being perfectly good, is part
of the nature or essence of the being who is God.

We’ve noted that an essential aspect of God’s perfect goodness is his being
morally perfect. Moral goodness is applicable only to conscious agents. Trees, flow-
ers, and the like are not capable of moral goodness. Among conscious agents,
however, there is, in addition to moral goodness, a kind of goodness we can best
think of as nonmoral goodness. The difference between moral and nonmoral good-
ness in beings capable of consciousness is reflected in two statements that might
be made on the occasion of someone’s death: “He led a good life” and “He had
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a good life.” The first statement concerns his moral goodness; the latter centers
chiefly on nonmoral goodness such as happiness, good fortune, and so on. God’s
perfect goodness involves both moral goodness and nonmoral goodness. God is
a morally perfect being, but it is also a part of his perfect goodness to enjoy
supreme happiness. God’s supreme happiness, as well as his moral perfection,
constitutes an essential aspect of his goodness.

God has been held to be the source or standard of our moral duties, both
negative duties (e.g., the duty not to take innocent human life) and positive duties
(e.g., the duty to help others in need). Commonly, religious people believe that
these duties are somehow grounded in divine commandments. A believer in Ju-
daism, for example, may view the ten commandments as fundamental moral rules
that determine at least a good part of what one is morally obligated to do or
refrain from doing. Clearly, given his absolute moral perfection, what God com-
mands us to do must be what is morally right for us to do. But are these things
morally right because God commands them? That is, does the moral rightness of
these things simply consist in the fact that God has commanded them? Or does
God command these things to be done because they are right? If we say the
second, that God commands them to be done because he sees that they are
morally right, we seem to imply that morality has an existence apart from God’s
will or commands. But if we say the first, that what makes things right is God’s
willing or commanding them, we seem to imply that there would be no right or
wrong if there were no commands issued by God.

While neither answer is without its problems, the dominant answer in reli-
gious thinking concerning God and morality is that what God commands is mor-
ally right independent of his commands. God’s commanding us to perform certain
actions does not make those actions morally right; they are morally right inde-
pendent of his commands and he commands them because he sees that they are
morally right. How, then, does our moral life depend on God? Well, even though
morality itself need not depend on God, perhaps our knowledge of morality is
dependent on (or at least greatly aided by) God’s commands. Perhaps it is the
teaching of religion that leads human beings to view certain actions as morally
right and others as morally wrong. Also, the practice of morality may be aided
by belief in God. For although an important part of the moral life is to do one’s
duty out of respect for duty itself, it would be too much to expect of ordinary
humans that they would relentlessly pursue the life of moral duty even though
there were no grounds for associating morality with well-being and happiness.
Belief in God may aid the moral life by providing a reason for thinking that the
connection between leading a good life and having a good life (now or later) is
not simply accidental. Still, what of the difficulty that certain things are morally
right apart from the fact that God commands us to do them? Consider God’s
belief that 7 + 5 = 12. Is it true that 7 + 5 = 12 because God believes it? Or does
God believe that 7 + 5 = 12 because it is true that 7 + 5 = 122 If we say the
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latter, as it seems we should, we imply that certain mathematical statements are
true independent of God’s believing them. So, we already seem committed to the
view that the way some things are is not ultimately a matter of God’s will or
commands. Perhaps the basic truths of morality have the same status as the basic
truths of mathematics.

In addition to both his moral goodness and his nonmoral goodness, there is
a third sort of goodness that God has been thought to possess, a goodness that,
unlike the two kinds just discussed, is found throughout the entire realm of
existing beings or things, a form of goodness best described as metaphysical good-
ness. This idea of goodness flourished in the writings of the neo-Platonists and
profoundly influenced religious thinking in the West, chiefly through the writings
of Augustine and Pseudo-Dionysius. Two related ideas make up metaphysical
goodness. The first is that whatever has being is good. This idea lies behind the
medieval theme that evil is simply a privation of being, an absence of good. So,
nothing that exists can be fully evil, for insofar as something exists it has some
degree of goodness. The second idea contained in the notion of metaphysical
goodness is that the value of the created universe increases in proportion to the
variety of kinds of beings God creates. For the purpose of the created world is to
reflect the infinite goodness of God. And this is best reflected by God’s creating
a variety of kinds of creatures, rather than only one kind of creature.

The main problem connected with the classical view that God is necessarily
perfectly good is the problem of determining to what extent it makes sense to
praise or thank God for his good acts. As we’ve seen, it is very important to the
theistic view of God that he deserves our unconditional gratitude and praise for
his good acts. But if God’s being essentially perfectly good makes it necessary for
him to do what he sees as the best thing to be done, then it is difficult to make
any sense of thanking him or praising him for doing what is best for him to do.
It seems that he would not be deserving of our gratitude and praise for the simple
reason that he would act of necessity and not freely. After all, being perfect, he
couldn’t fail to do what he sees as the best thing to be done. Of course, if God
had acquired his perfections by his own free will, developing himself to be wise,
powerful, and morally perfect, then we could in some derivative sense thank him
for doing what he sees to be best and wisest on the whole. For he would be
responsible for possessing the perfections that now make it necessary for him to
do what he sees to be the best for him to do. But because God’s absolute perfec-
tions are part of his nature, and not acquired by him over time as a result of his
own efforts, it would appear that he is not responsible even in a derivative sense
for doing what he sees to be best and wisest on the whole. In short, so the
objection goes, when God does what he sees to be the best and wisest course of
action he acts of necessity and not freely. That being so, it makes no sense to
praise God for doing what he sees to be the best and wisest course of action.

One way of trying to make sense of praising and thanking God for doing
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what he sees to be the best and wisest course of action is to note that in human
affairs we distinguish between acts that constitute one’s moral duty and acts that
are good to do but are not morally required, acts that are superogatory, beyond
the call of duty. Sometimes the best act one can perform is an act that is beyond
what duty demands. Such an act—giving all one has to help others in need, for
example—is superogatory, beyond what one’s moral duty requires, and failing to
do it is not a failure to do what morality requires of you, whereas giving none of
what one has to help others in need may well be a failure to fulfill one’s moral
duty to help those in need. If this distinction applies to God, we might see God’s
nature as necessitating his doing what duty demands, but not requiring him to
do those acts beyond the call of duty. In which case, we can indeed praise God
and thank God for his gracious acts that are beyond what moral duty requires.
But we should note that a number of religious thinkers have held that this dis-
tinction does not apply to an omnipotent, essentially perfect being. As the
eighteenth-century British theologian Samuel Clarke insisted, “Though God is a
most perfectly free agent, he cannot but do always what is best and wisest on the
whole” (1738/1978, IV, 574). In short, given his absolute perfections, God is not
free to fail to do what is best and wisest on the whole. Freely doing what is
beyond the call of duty is an option only for beings who are free to fail to do
what they see to be the best thing for them to do.

It is important to note that the difficulty of reconciling thanking and praising
God for doing what is best and wisest to be done is limited to situations in which
there is a best action available for God to perform. Leibniz, the prominent
eighteenth-century German philosopher, relying on the principle that God must
always create what he sees to be the best, concluded that the actual world is the
best of all possible worlds. If there is a best possible world, then it would appear
that God had no choice other than to create it. But if there is no best world, if
for every world creatable by God there is a better world God can create, then
even God could not create a best world. If that were so, it might be reasonable
for God to choose a good world to create, and his selection of that world rather
than some better or worse world might be a free choice for which he is respon-
sible. The inhabitants of that world might then be grateful to God for creating
them, for he could have created some other world instead. Alternatively, if there
are several possible worlds equally good and none better, God would be free to
select one of those worlds to create and may be responsible for creating it.

The conclusion we’ve reached—that God’s absolute goodness and moral per-
fection preclude his being free to create a world less than the best, provided there
is a best world he can create—has seemed to many to unduly restrict God’s powers
with respect to creation. In a well-known article, “Must God Create the Best?”
Robert M. Adams (1972) argued that even if there is a best world that God can
create, he would do no wrong in creating a world less than the best provided the
lives of its creatures were on the whole good. Suppose, to come to the heart of
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Adams’s argument, we concede this point and allow that a perfect being need not
be doing something morally wrong in creating a world less than the best provided
the world he did create was one in which its inhabitants lived good and productive
lives. Still, if a perfect being had a choice between creating a world in which its
creatures are happier, more understanding of others, more loving, and so on than
the creatures of some other world, wouldn’t such a being prefer to create the
better world? Wouldn’t God’s choice of the inferior world indicate some defect
or mistake? Adams’s response to this objection is that God’s choice of a less
excellent world could be explained in terms of his grace, which is considered a
virtue in Judeo-Christian ethics. It is Adams’s understanding of the Judeo-
Christian view of grace that lies at the core of his objection to the Liebnizian view
that the most perfect being “cannot fail to act in the most perfect way, and
consequently to choose the best.” So, any answer to Adams’s view that God need
not choose to create the best world must take into account his view that the
Judeo-Christian view of grace implies that God may create a world less than the
best.

Adams defines the concept of grace as “a disposition to love which is not
dependent on the merit of the person loved” (1972, 324). Given this definition
and given two worlds, W1 and W2, that differ in that the persons in W1 are
happier and more disposed to behave morally than are the persons in W2, with
the result, let us suppose, that W1 is a better world than W2, it is clear that a
gracious God would not love the persons in W1 more than the persons in Wa.
Or, at the very least, it is clear that were God to love the persons in W1 more
than the persons in W2 it would not be because they are morally better and/or
happier. As Adams remarks, “The gracious person loves without worrying about
whether the person he loves is worthy of his love” (324). So, by virtue of his
grace, either God would love all persons to an equal degree, or the fact that he
might love one person more than another would have nothing to do with the
fact that the one has a greater degree of merit or excellence than another. As
Adams puts it, “The gracious person sees what is valuable in the person he loves,
and does not worry about whether it is more or less valuable than what could be
found in someone else he might have loved” (324). And he explains that in the
Judeo-Christian tradition, grace is held to be a virtue that God has and humans
ought to have.

Given that grace is as Adams has defined it and that grace is a virtue God
possesses, what may we infer about the world, God creates? Can we infer with
Leibniz that if there is a best world, God must create that world? It is difficult to
know what to say here. All that we’ve learned from Adams thus far is that it
would be something other than love that would motivate God to choose the best
world, or any other world, for that matter. For because grace is a disposition to
love without regard to merit, God will be unable to select one world over another
if all he has to go on is his grace. His grace (love toward creatures independent
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of their degree of merit) will leave him free to create any world that has creatures
able to do moral good or evil, regardless of how good or bad they may be in that
world. So, if God has a reason to choose one creaturely world over another—
rather than blindly picking one out of the hat, so to speak—that reason will have
little or nothing to do with his grace. For given the doctrine of grace, God’s love
for creatures is not based on the quality (moral, religious, etc.) of the lives they
lead, and it is difficult to see what else about their lives it could be based on. In
fact, the implication of the Judeo-Christian doctrine of grace for God’s selection
of a world to create seems to be entirely negative: rather than giving a reason
why he might select a particular creaturely world, or rule out other creaturely
worlds, it simply tells us that if God creates a world with creatures, his love of
the creatures in that world cannot be his reason for creating it. For his love for
creatures is entirely independent of who they are and the kind of lives they lead.
To base his love on who they are and the kind of lives they lead would be to take
those persons and their lives as more deserving of his love than other persons
and their lives.

What we’ve seen thus far is that God’s grace—his love of creatures without
respect to their merit—cannot provide God with a reason to create the best world,
or any particular world less than the best. This means that whatever reason God
has for choosing to create one creaturely world over another cannot be found in
his gracious love for creatures. In what, then, given that God has a reason for
creating one world over another, would that reason reside? It would reside, I
suggest, in his desire to create the very best state of affairs that he can. Having
such a desire does not preclude gracious love. It does not imply that God cannot
or does not equally love the worst creatures along with the best creatures. Loving
parents, for example, may be disposed to love fully any child that is born to them,
regardless of whatever talents that child is capable of developing. But such love
is consistent with a preference for a child who will be born without mental or
physical impairment, a child who will develop his or her capacities for kindness
toward others, who will develop his or her tastes for music, good literature, and
so on. And in like manner, God will graciously love any creature he might choose
to create, not just the best possible creatures. But that does not rule out God’s
having a preference for creating creatures who will strive not only to have a good
life but also to lead a good life, creatures who will in their own way freely develop
themselves into “children of God.” Indeed, although God’s gracious love extends
to every possible creature, it would be odd to suggest that, therefore, he could
have no preference for creating a world with such creatures over a world in which
creatures use their freedom to abuse others, use their talents to turn good into
evil, and devote their lives to selfish ends. Surely, God’s graciously loving all pos-
sible creatures is not inconsistent with his having a preference to create a world
with creatures who will use their freedom to pursue the best kind of human life.
How could he not have such a preference? Furthermore, if God had no such



DIVINE POWER, GOODNESS, AND KNOWLEDGE 27

preference, his gracious love for creatures would give him no reason to select any
particular possible world for creation. For his gracious love for each and every
creature fails to provide a reason to create one creature rather than another, or
to create the creatures in one possible world rather than those in another. So, if
God is not reduced to playing dice with respect to selecting a world to create,
there must be some basis for his selection over and beyond his gracious love for
all creatures regardless of merit. And that basis, given God’s nature as an abso-
lutely perfect being, would seem to be to do always what is best and wisest to be
done. And surely the best and wisest for God to do is to create the best world he
can. Doing so seems to be entirely consistent with God’s gracious love of all
creatures regardless of their merit.

Adams, however, rejects this view, a view that sees God’s gracious love of
creatures without respect to merit as entirely consistent with his having an all-
things-considered preference to create the best world he can. After noting that
divine grace is love that is not dependent on the merit of the person loved, Adams
proceeds to draw the conclusion that although God would be free to create the
best creatures, he cannot have as his reason for choosing to create them the fact
that they are the best possible creatures: “God’s graciousness in creating does not
imply that the creatures He has chosen to create must be less excellent than the
best possible. It implies, rather, that even if they are the best possible creatures,
that is not the ground for His choosing them. And it implies that there is nothing
in God’s nature or character which would require Him to act on the principle of
choosing the best possible creatures to be the object of His creative powers” (1972,
324). By my lights, God’s disposition to love independent of the merits of the
persons loved carries no implication as to what God’s reason for creating a par-
ticular world may be, other than that his reason cannot be that he loves the beings
in this world more (or less) than the beings in other worlds. And, of course,
having an all-things-considered preference for creating the best world need not
be rooted in a greater love for beings who are better than other beings. God’s
grace does rule out choosing to create the best world because he loves its inhab-
itants more than the inhabitants of some lesser world. But it does not rule out
God’s choosing to create the best world so long as he does not love its inhabitants
more than he loves the inhabitants of lesser worlds. Adams must be supposing
that if God’s reason for creating one world rather than another is the fact that
the creatures in the first world are much better than the creatures in the second
world, it somehow logically follows that God must love the creatures in the first
world more than he loves the creatures in the second. But there is nothing in his
presentation of the view that God’s love for creatures is independent of their merit
that yields this result. It is doubtful, therefore, that the Judeo-Christian concept
of grace rules out the view of Leibniz and Clarke that God must create the best
world if there is a best world to create.
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KNOWLEDGE

As we’ve seen, a being worthy of unconditional praise and devotion will possess
certain perfections in the highest possible degree, for otherwise, one could con-
ceive of a being more worthy of our praise and devotion. In addition to maximal
power and goodness, the long tradition of classical theism has maintained that
God possesses the perfection of maximal knowledge. For a being who is im-
mensely powerful and good but somewhat lacking in knowledge would not be as
deserving of our respect, reverence, and awe as a being who, in addition to being
all-powerful and perfectly good, possessed complete knowledge of all that is pos-
sible to be known. But, as with God’s possession of total power and perfect good-
ness, there are difficulties in understanding what it would be for a being to be
omniscient, knowing all there is to be known. In addition, there is the question
of whether God’s knowledge of all the truths there are is compatible with other
features of the theistic worldview, such as the strong emphasis on human freedom
and responsibility.

What is possible to be known? The most obvious answer is propositions that
are true. If a certain claim is true—whether about the past, the present, or the
future—then unless it’s like “No one knows anything,” it seems possible that
someone should know that proposition to be true. Accordingly, if God is all-
knowing, we should expect God to know all the propositions that are true. So, if
God exists, he now knows that two World Wars occurred in the twentieth century.
And he knows that it is now the twenty-first century. Moreover, if it is true that
no World Wars will occur in the twenty-second century, then God now knows
that no World Wars will occur in the twenty-second century. If he did not know
all these truths he would be lacking in knowledge of what is possible to be known
and, therefore, would not be omniscient. Moreover, God’s knowledge is generally
held to be immediate or direct, not inferred from evidence that he has gathered.

In suggesting that God now knows truths about the future we inevitably
suggest that, like us, God is a temporal being, existing in time. Of course, he is
not a temporal being in the sense of having a beginning or an end in time. He
is temporal in the sense of being everlasting, existing at every moment from a
beginningless past to an unending future. While this is the dominant view of God
in the modern period, it must be noted that from the time of Augustine up
through the medieval period a number of important religious thinkers viewed
God as outside of time and having a knowledge of events in time (past, present,
and future) akin to the knowledge we have of what happens in the present. They
took the view that temporal existence imposes limitations not appropriate with
respect to God. For if we consider our lives spread over time, we cannot but note
that we possess only one part of our temporal lives at a time. As Boethius (480—
524) put it, “For whatever lives in time lives in the present, proceeding from past
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to future, and nothing is so constituted in time that it can embrace the whole
span of its life at once. It has not yet arrived at tomorrow, and it has already lost
yesterday; even the life of this day is lived only in each moving, passing moment”
(1962, The Consolation of Philosophy, prose VI).

In contrast to beings in time, the medievals in question viewed God as having
his infinite, endless life wholly present to himself, all at once. Thus, they held that
God exists outside of time and comprehends each event in time in a way similar
to our comprehension of our experiences at the moment they are happening to
us. On this view of God there is no such thing, strictly speaking, as divine fore-
knowledge, and, therefore, it may seem, no problem about how, given God’s
knowledge of our future acts, we can be free in the future to do something other
than what God has always known we would do. For, so the argument goes, since
God is not a temporal being his knowledge of events is not temporally prior to
their occurrence.

However, a number of contemporary philosophers of religion are doubtful
that it is coherent to think that God fully comprehends what is going on now if
he exists outside of time. Moreover, it is difficult to comprehend how God can
act in the world unless he exists in time. He would have to will eternally that a
certain event occur at a particular time, even though when that time comes he
does not at that time bring that event about—for he could at that time bring it
about only if he existed at that time. So, the view that God is not in time has
significant implications for how one understands God’s actions and his knowledge
of the events that happen in time. But we will here regard the eternalist’s view as
a minority report on the nature of God’s knowledge, and continue to examine
the problem of God’s knowledge on the more generally accepted position that
God is eternal in the sense of being everlasting, existing at every moment from a
beginningless past to an unending future.

Because God’s knowledge of the past, present, and future is both complete
and infallible, God unerringly knew before we were born everything we will do.
But how does God acquire his knowledge of future events? One way would be
for God to simply ordain or predetermine the events that take place in the future.
As the Westminster Confession states, “God from all eternity did ... freely and
unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass.” Clearly, if God has determined
in advance everything that will occur in the future, then by knowing his own
determining decrees he thereby knows all the events that will transpire in the
future. But although such a view may express the majesty and power of God over
all that he has created, it makes it difficult to understand how our future lives
may in some significant ways be up to us. How can we be free in the future to
do this or that if before the world began God determined everything that will
come to pass? Indeed, the authors of the Westminster Confession seemed to have
recognized the difficulty, for its next line reads, “Yet... thereby is no violence
offered to the will of the creatures.” But few nowadays think that it is possible
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for God to determine at the moment of creation all future human actions and
still provide for humans to be free to act otherwise than God has ordained for
them to act. If God determined before you were born that on a certain day in
the future you will do X, then when that day comes it won’t be in your power
to refrain from doing X. For if it were, it would be in your power on that day to
prevent an event (your doing X) from occurring that God long ago decreed to
occur on that day. And no one seriously thinks that creatures enjoy that degree
of power over God’s eternal decrees. So, however it is that God knows from
eternity our future free actions, actions we bring about but have the power not
to bring about, it cannot be that he knows them because he has decreed from
eternity that we should perform those actions. Should we then say that God’s
knowledge of our future actions derives from his determining decrees, but that
our future actions are not performed freely? Although that position has the virtue
of consistency, it deprives God’s creatures of moral responsibility for their actions,
since they lack the power not to perform those actions. So, however it is that
God knows in advance what we will freely do, his knowledge cannot be based on
his predetermining decrees.

It may seem that the only problem concerning divine foreknowledge and
human freedom concerns the source of God’s foreknowledge of human free acts.
But there is an equally serious problem concerning whether divine foreknowledge
itself—whatever its source may be—is consistent with human freedom. We can
see what this problem is by considering the following argument:

1.  God knew before we are born everything we will do.

2. If God knew before we are born everything we will do, it is never in our
power to do otherwise.

3. If it is never in our power to do otherwise, then there is no human free-
dom. Therefore,

4. There is no human freedom.

If we replace “knew” in premise 2 with “decreed,” there is, as we’ve seen, a very
good reason to accept premise 2. But why should the mere fact that before you
were born God knew that you would now be reading this sentence deprive you
of the power not to have read it? The answer given by those who accept 2 is that
to ascribe to you the power not to have read the sentence you just read is to
ascribe to you a power no one can possess: the power to alter the past. For since
you did read the sentence it is true that before you were born God knew that you
would read it. But if a few moments ago it was in your power not to read it, it
seems that it was then in your power to change the past, to make it the case that
before you were born God did not know that you would read that sentence today.
But no one has the power to change the past. And it is not acceptable to say that
until you actually read the sentence in question there was no past fact to the



DIVINE POWER, GOODNESS, AND KNOWLEDGE 31

effect that God knew before you were born that you would read that sentence at
the moment you did. For that simply denies the doctrine of divine foreknowledge,
that God knew in advance what you would do.

Although there is more than one response to this line of argument, the one
we shall consider here is due to William of Ockham (1285-1349) and can be briefly
stated. The basic point Ockham makes is to note a distinction between two sorts
of facts about the past: facts that are simply about the past, and facts that are not
simply about the past. To illustrate this distinction, consider two facts about the
past, facts about the year 1941

fi:  In 1941 Japan attacks Pearl Harbor.
f2:  In 1941 a war begins between Japan and the United States that lasts five
years.

Relative to the year 1950, f1 and f2 are both simply about the past, for all the facts
they state are, as it were, over and done with before 1950 occurs. Relative to 1943,
however, while fi is simply about the past, f2 is not simply about the past. Although
f2 is a fact about the past relative to 1943—for f2 is in part about 1941, and 1941
lies in 1943’s past—f2, unlike f1, implies a certain fact about 1944, a time future
to 1943. f2 implies

f3:  In 1944 Japan and the United States are at war.

Since f2 implies {3, a fact about the future relative to 1943, relative to 1943 f2 is a
fact about the past, but not simply a fact about the past. And the important point
to note is that in 1943 it may have been in the power of generals and statesmen
in the United States and Japan so to act that f2 would not have been a fact about
the past at all. For there may well have been certain actions that were not but
could have been taken by one or both of the groups in 1943, actions that, had
they been taken, would have brought the war to an end in 1943. If that is so, then
it was in the power of one or both of the groups in 1943 to do something such
that had they done it a certain fact about 1941, f2, would not have been a fact
about 1941.

It is important to note that had the generals and statesmen in 1943 exercised
their power to end the war in 1943 they would not have changed the past relative
to 1943. It is not as though prior to their action it was a fact that the war would
end in 1945, and what they would have done was to put a different fact into the
past than was there before they acted. Power over the past is not power to change
a fact that the past contains. It is power to determine what possible facts that are
future to the time of one’s action are contained in the past, provided those future-
oriented facts depend on what one does in the present. Thus, if we suppose that
it was in your power a moment ago not to read the first sentence of this para-
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graph, a power you did not exercise, then before you were born God knew that
you would read that sentence a moment ago. But, on Ockham’s view, if you had
exercised your freedom not to read it, what God would have known before you
were born is that you would not read that sentence a moment ago. By thus
distinguishing facts that, relative to a certain time, are simply about the past from
facts that are not simply about the past, Ockham sought to harmonize God’s
temporal foreknowledge with human freedom to have acted otherwise than we
in fact did act.

MAXIMAL PERFECTION

We’ve considered the three divine perfections that constitute the core of the clas-
sical concept of God in Western civilization. If God is, as this tradition holds, the
greatest possible being, then he must possess each of these perfections in the
highest possible degree. And for that to be so, these three perfections must be
mutually compatible and each perfection must have a highest possible degree.
We’ve noted that there may be a difficulty in establishing the compatibility of
perfect goodness and omnipotence, because a being whose nature is to be perfectly
good is incapable of doing evil. But so long as omnipotence is understood to
require only that no other being could possibly be as powerful, the fact that God,
being necessarily good, cannot do evil will not imply that he cannot be both
perfectly good and omnipotent. The more significant difficulty in establishing the
possibility of a being having these three perfections in the highest possible degree
is that some aspects of God’s goodness do not appear to possess a highest possible
degree. We’ve noted three aspects of God’s goodness: moral goodness, nonmoral
goodness, and metaphysical goodness. What is unclear is whether nonmoral good-
ness, specifically happiness, or metaphysical goodness, is such that there is a high-
est possible degree of it that a being can possess. It does seem, however, that
although beings differ in their degrees of moral goodness, there is an upper limit
to moral goodness such that it is not possible to have a greater degree of moral
goodness. Consider increasing degrees of largeness in angles. An angle of 20 de-
grees is larger than an angle of 15 degrees, and so on. On one standard account
of what an angle is there are angles of ever increasing size that approach the limit
for an angle at 360 degrees. So the largest possible angle is an angle of 360 degrees.
If the degree of moral goodness that may be exhibited by conscious beings has
an upper limit, then God will be a morally perfect being having the highest
possible degree of moral goodness. But also consider the series of positive integers.
As opposed to our series of angles, the series of positive integers does not converge
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on a limit. To any positive integer we can always add 1 and produce a still larger
integer. Hence, while given our standard definition of an angle, there is such a
thing as an angle than which a larger is not possible, there is no such thing as a
positive integer than which a larger is not possible. And the question we face is
whether the increasing degrees of happiness or increasing degrees of metaphysical
goodness converge on an upper limit, or instead are such that no matter what
degree of happiness or metaphysical goodness something possesses it is always
possible that it (or something else, perhaps) should possess a still greater degree
of happiness or metaphysical goodness. If the latter should be the case, then the
theistic God, as traditionally conceived, is not a possible being. But it is fair to
say that at the present time we lack demonstrative proof on either side of this
issue.
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CHAPTER 2

DIVINE SOVEREIGNTY
AND ASEITY

WILLIAM E. MANN

SEARCHING for a way to avoid the rude anthropomorphism of his contemporaries,
the Presocratic philosopher Xenophanes said of God that “always he remains in
the same state, in no way changing; nor is it fitting for him to go now here now
there”; that “without effort, by the will of his mind he shakes everything”; that
“he sees as a whole, he thinks as a whole, and he hears as a whole” (Barnes 1979,
1: 85, 93). Xenophanes’ pronouncements are the first recorded sallies into philo-
sophical theology. Although he may have had the first word, he did not have the
last: his descendants include Plato, Philo, Augustine, Anselm, Aquinas, Spinoza,
and a host of others.

Xenophanes emphasizes the differences between God and creatures. For many
religious believers, however, it is the similarities that are most important. The
God of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam is supposed to care for his creatures,
know their innermost hopes and fears, respond to their prayers, strengthen them
against adversity, share in their joy, console them in their sorrow and grief, judge
their deficiencies, and forgive them their sins. These divine activities are personal;
they could issue only from a being with beliefs and desires similar, in some re-
spects at least, to ours. Any characterization of God that denied him these personal
activities or negotiated them away in favor of some advantage to philosophical
theology would be rightly regarded by believers as akin to replacing your loved
ones with their cardboard cutouts. Thus, it happens that many theists become
wary of theories in philosophical theology that emphasize the differences between
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God and creatures. Perhaps no one really believes that God is Just Plain Folks.
Even so, if the ascription of a particular attribute to God were to entail that God
does not or cannot engage in the kinds of personal interactions mentioned above,
then so much the worse for that ascription. To the extent to which philosophical
theologians wish to emphasize that God is not an ordinary being, they are liable
to bear the accusation that in making God Wholly Other, they have made God
wholly disconnected.

Still, many of these same theists think they have excellent warrant for believing
the following propositions about God, propositions that surely mark significant
differences between God and creatures:

(A) Everything that exists depends on God for its existence.

(B) Every situation that is the case depends on God for its being the case.
(C) God depends on nothing for his existence.

(D) God depends on nothing for his being what he is.

(E) God is perfectly free.

(A) and (B) are important components of a doctrine about God’s metaphysical
sovereignty. (C), (D), and (E) are central elements of a doctrine about God’s
metaphysical independence or aseity (from the Latin a se, from or by itself).

Widespread surface allegiance to (A)—(E) can mask deeper disagreements
about how to interpret the theses and what they entail. Thus, consider the pair
of theses (A)—(B). We can ask of (A) how we are to understand the scope of
“everything.” Are there features of reality that are not literally things, and that
thus might be independent of God’s sovereignty even while (A) is true? Does God
himself fall within the scope of “everything,” and if so, what sense can we make
of the notion that God depends on himself for his existence? In similar fashion,
we can ask how widely to interpret the phrase “every situation” (alternatively,
“every state of affairs”) in (B). Do such propositions as 2 + 2 = 4, If Jefferson is
president, then Jefferson is president, and God is essentially omniscient pick out
situations that fall within the scope of (B)? If so, how should we understand (B)’s
claim that even these situations depend on God for their being as they are? Or
consider the proposition Smith freely chooses to sin: if true, it certainly picks out
a situation. But how can Smith freely choose to sin if, as (B) maintains, that very
situation depends on God for its being the case? And if it does depend on God,
does that not make God an accomplice in Smith’s sin?

Related questions beset the aseity assumptions, although perhaps not (C) so
much as (D) and (E). How, for example, can God be essentially omniscient with-
out depending on the possession of some sort of faculty for acquiring and re-
taining knowledge? At the core of theistic belief lies the tenet that God is a creator.
How does this tenet comport with theses (D) and (E)? Many theists, from Plato
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on, have insisted that it is God’s nature to be a creator. But if God must be a
creator then there must be creatures, and so it would seem to follow, contrary to
(D), that God depends on the existence of creatures for his being what he is.
Moreover, if it is God’s nature to create, it would seem to follow that God cannot
refrain from creating something, and thus that God is not, as (E) maintains,
perfectly free.

I shall discuss the issues raised in the previous two paragraphs. I do not,
however, intend to remain above the fray. I shall argue for the tenability of a set
of positions that many contemporary philosophical theologians regard as under-
cutting God’s personal nature. As might be expected, I shall argue that that regard
is unwarranted.

DIVINE SOVEREIGNTY

Parsimonious philosophers will suspect that (A) and (B) are one thesis too many.
Some might contend that every situation is, after all, some kind of thing; thus,
that thesis (B) collapses into a generously interpreted thesis (A). Others, on the
contrary, might argue that a proper ontology would dispense with things as basic,
construing them as complexes constructed out of situations, thereby relegating
(A) to the status of corollary of (B). I do not propose to take a stand on the issue
of thing- versus fact-ontologies. I shall treat (A) and (B) as relatively independent
theses, commenting, however, on their interconnections as we proceed.

Creation

If asked to articulate the sense in which things depend on God for their existence,
theists are apt to respond that God created things. Construed in this way, depen-
dence as being created is a causal notion. Opinions begin to diverge as we press
for details.

For all their impressive complexity, artistic creation and biological procreation
simply involve, in different ways, the reworking of matter already on hand. If one
thinks of God’s creative role along these lines, one may arrive at a picture of
creation like the one put forward by Timaeus (Plato 1997, 1234—36): the universe
is the ultimate artifact, the handiwork of an enormously powerful and benevolent
craftsman. If we find reason to complain about the imperfections we find in the
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product, the blame is to be laid on the refractory nature of the chaotic, preexisting
matter with which the craftsman had to work. (Not even the most skilled violin
maker can achieve much success if the only raw materials available are Styrofoam
and cotton string.)

Timaeus’s account models creation on a causal process with which we are
familiar enough. The familiarity, however, comes at a price that many theists are
unwilling to pay. Matter, on Timaeus’s account, exists and has its nature in in-
dependence from the craftsman-creator. A fairly straightforward application of
(A) tells against construing divine creation as a species of material rearrangement.

The doctrine of creation ex nihilo removes Timaeus’s limitation. According
to Augustine, for example, the universe was made out of “concreated” matter,
that is, matter created simultaneously with the creation of the universe (1960,
367). A natural extension of Augustine’s claim is to suppose that in creating the
universe, God created the fundamental particles, stuff, or energy that makes up
the universe, and that God set the laws and parameters that describe thereafter
the behavior of the physical processes that occur in the universe.

Creation ex nihilo is a significant departure from Timaeus’s folksy account.
It is one thing to give you titanium tubing and ask you to build a bicycle. It is
quite another to ask you to build a bicycle out of nothing whatsoever. But for
many believers, Augustine included, the doctrine of creation ex nihilo, although
true, is insufficient by itself to express the nature of God’s creative activity and
the dependency of creatures on God. For one thing, the doctrine gives us no
reason to think that the creator still exists: sometimes artifacts outlast their artif-
icers. For another, the doctrine by itself does nothing to validate the sentiment
that God created us. Without such validation it is hard to see why it is appropriate
for believers to respond to God as a spiritual parent. It is difficult to conjure up
an attitude of filial piety toward a being whose sole contribution was to set into
motion a chain of events that resulted, say, approximately 15 billion years later,
in one’s coming into existence. Although compatible with the doctrine of creation
out of nothing, the deistic portrait of God as the cosmic artificer, whose craft is
so supreme that he need not—and thus does not—subsequently attend to what
he has created, is a poor resemblance to the believer’s picture of God as personal.

One way of retouching the deistic portrait is to suppose that God does in-
tervene in creation on occasion to perform miracles, not necessarily to adjust
anything that has gone awry, but rather to make manifest his providential con-
cern. Many believers, however, who may doubt ever having witnessed a miracle
do not stake their claim for God’s active, personal nature solely on such impressive
divine sorties. For these believers miracles, almost by definition, occur in stark
contrast to the way God sustains the everyday functioning of the world.
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Conservation

Traditional theology has a remarkable strategy for characterizing God’s sustaining
function. The strategy involves two maneuvers. The first is to distinguish gener-
ation and corruption from creation and annihilation. Reserve the term “creation”
for the bringing of things into existence out of nothing. Then the term for the
action opposite to creation is not “destruction” or “corruption” but “annihila-
tion,” the returning of a thing to nonbeing. It is easy enough to destroy a bicycle—
by hydraulic press, oxyacetylene torch, or teenage children. These are familiar
types of corruption. To annihilate a bicycle, in contrast, would entail the elimi-
nation, not just the transformation, of a certain amount of the universe’s mass/
energy. Just as no natural agent can build the bicycle out of nothing, so no natural
agent can annihilate it.

The second maneuver is to insist that despite the apparent inviolability of the
universe’s mass/energy, it has no inherent potentiality to continue to exist from
one moment to the next. This claim has sometimes been put forward as a con-
sequence of the doctrine of creation ex nihilo: anything having its origin in non-
being will, left to its own devices, collapse back immediately into nonbeing. Al-
ternatively, the claim has sometimes been defended by arguing that although the
laws of nature along with the initial conditions of things at an instant may entail
(in a suitably deterministic universe) what will occur at a future instant, since
every instant of time is logically independent from every other instant, the laws
and initial conditions are insufficient to guarantee that the future instant will
exist. It is compatible with this claim that created things have the power to bring
about changes both in themselves and among other created things. What created
things cannot do, however, is continue to exist without God’s ever-present con-
serving activity.

Proponents of the strategy maintain that God’s conserving power is “equi-
pollent” to God’s creative power. What they mean by this claim, at a minimum,
is that it takes as much divine activity to sustain the created world from one
instant to the next as it did to create it. Divine conservation is a kind of contin-
uous creation (see Quinn 1983 for details).

A protest to divine conservation is that whereas the deistic portrait places
God too far in the background, divine conservation makes God appear too near.
In Greek mythology, Atlas was required to support forever the heavens on his
shoulders. Divine conservation imposes a much more monumental burden on
God: not just this firmament, but all of creation; not just to keep one body from
falling through space but to keep everything from lapsing into nonbeing. More-
over, divine conservation appears to exacerbate the problem of evil. For it would
seem that God does not merely allow atrocities to occur; he aids and abets the
perpetrators by keeping them in existence throughout the commission of their
atrocities.
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One might cast about for some position that falls between the aloofness of
deism and the coziness of divine conservation. But it is hard to see what such a
position could be, such that it would not spawn even more serious problems of
its own. Will the hypothetical position maintain that only some things must be
continually sustained by God? If so, which ones? Why are the others privileged?
And would not their privileged status encroach on divine sovereignty? Or will the
position claim that some creaturely functions occur independently of God’s sus-
taining activity? At first blush, this version holds more promise. Some functions
can outlast their hosts: if God were to snuff out the sun, its function of irradiating
my garden would persist thereafter for approximately eight minutes. An adroit
theologian might even be tempted to try to exempt sinful functions from God’s
support. To be sure, this version will invoke questions analogous to those listed
earlier in the paragraph. But worse yet, it rests on a faulty assumption. A function
may outlast some of its ancestral hosts, but no part of it can occur without being
embedded in some host or other. And those hosts must be sustained in their
existence. The last photons emitted from the sun immediately prior to its anni-
hilation must themselves be sustained in existence if they are to irradiate my
garden eight minutes hence: after-effects do not earn an exemption just in virtue
of being after-effects. More generally, a function must be a function of some
ensemble or sequence of things. If the function is spread over a period of time,
the things on which the function depends must be kept in existence long enough
to host the function. Sins are no exception; they must have perpetrators. Even if
we suppose that a sinful act is freely committed, in some strong, indeterministic
sense of freedom, that supposition does not gainsay the fact that the sinner must
be kept in existence long enough to commit the sin.

It is not obvious, then, that intermediate positions are philosophically better
off than divine conservation. But how bad is the case against divine conservation?
Recall that two considerations were raised against it. One rested on a comparison
to the plight of Atlas. Theists are entitled to regard the comparison as invidious.
Atlas’s chore is burdensome because it is imposed as a punishment and his
strength is limited. But God is supposed by most theists to be a being of unlimited
power and a being against whom no other being can prevail. Thus, it is hard to
see how, for such a being, the conservation of creation could be exhausting drudg-
ery. Conservation would be a problem if it took all of God’s unlimited power to
create and conserve something ex nihilo, or if God inflicted the burden of creation
on himself as some sort of act of supreme self-flagellation. Neither hypothesis
seems remotely plausible.

The second worry about divine conservation was that it appears to confer on
theism a particularly nasty version of the problem of evil. Theists typically concede
that God permits evil to occur while denying that God commits evil. It is possible
to see too much moral difference in the distinction between doing and allowing
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to happen. But in this case, the strategy of downplaying the difference is a dan-
gerous one for the theist to pursue. It might have the unhappy result of assimi-
lating divine doing to a type of mere passive allowing. Alternatively, it might
promote divine allowing up to the level of active doing, which would validate the
second worry. I suggest a different strategy, one more narrowly tailored to divine
conservation. The strategy is to argue that divine conservation does not increase
the problem of evil for a theist who is willing to grant that God permits evil to
occur.
Let us begin by considering this principle:

(1) If x keeps y in existence while y does ¢, then x is also responsible for do-
ing 0.

(1) is surely false. An oxygen tank may enable an arsonist to continue breathing
while setting fire to a building, but the arsonist’s crime cannot be imputed to the
tank. If some modification of (1) is going to be plausible, it must incorporate
appropriate restrictions into x’s knowledge, x’s power, even the sort of responsi-
bility ascribable to x. Skipping a few intermediary iterations, we can examine this
descendant of (1):

(1) If x knows (a) that she is keeping y in existence while y does ¢, (b) that
¥’s doing ¢ is morally impermissible, and (c) that she could have termi-
nated y’s existence but chose not to, then x has done something that is
morally impermissible.

(I take the consequent of (1') to leave it open whether x is to be charged with
doing ¢ or with some other offense, such as being an accessory during the fact.)

As a general principle, (1) is implausible. Suppose that a medical technician
knowingly keeps a patient alive while the patient commits perjury. From knowing
just that much about the case one has no warrant to infer that the technician has
acted in a morally impermissible way. There are, of course, ways in which the
technician’s case is not parallel to God’s—indeed, that is one of the consequences
of the doctrine of divine conservation—but they do not affect a general point
that emerges here. An agent’s knowingly and voluntarily keeping another agent
in existence while the other agent does something forbidden is just one way an
agent can allow evil to occur. Some cases of allowing evil to occur are culpable,
but some, like the medical technician’s case, need not be. Until shown otherwise,
a theist is entitled to assume that divine conservation, insofar as it allows evil to
occur, is nonculpable. Nothing I have said here diminishes the seriousness of the
problem of evil. But I do not think that divine conservation adds to the problem.
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Space and Time

It is natural to suppose that the scope of creation includes all beings. There are
two ubiquitous features about creation, however, that deserve special treatment,
namely, space and time. Space and time seem not to be part of the cast of char-
acters in the drama of creation, but rather more like the theater in which the
drama unfolds. Were they then always just there, so to speak, waiting to receive
creatures? Newton thought so: Newtonian absolute space and time exist in splen-
did indifference to the objects that might occupy them. Leibniz dissented from
Newton’s absolutist conception, maintaining that space and time are essentially
relational. Instead of a Newtonian container, impervious to whatever its contents
might be, think of space and time as a network constituted in its entirety by
existing things and the spatial and temporal relations—relations like above, be-
tween, to the left of, earlier than—among the existing things. On Newton’s view,
God could have created the world so that it consisted solely of an infinitely ex-
tended space and time populated by nothing. On Leibniz’s view, not even om-
nipotent God could have done that, any more than God could have created a
nephew without an aunt or uncle. Relations cannot exist without their relata.
Leibniz contended, in addition, that relations are “unreal,” in the sense that at-
tributions of relations holding among things reduce to or can be analyzed into
properties inherent only in the things themselves. Thus, for Leibniz the existence
of a spatiotemporal manifold requires that there be a plurality of things bearing
spatiotemporal relations among themselves, and that the relations thereby borne
are nothing over and above the properties inherent to the things (see Alexander
1956).

Theists need not choose sides on the issue of absolute versus relational space
and time. It might seem initially as though Leibniz’s view accommodates divine
sovereignty more easily than Newton’s. For on Leibniz’s view, the creation of space
and time is simply a by-product of the activity of creating a world of sufficient
complexity to involve its creatures in spatiotemporal relations. But Newtonians
can rejoin that God’s sovereignty also extends to the creation of absolute space
and time. Perhaps the most startling feature of the rejoinder is that, when com-
bined with the thesis that time is infinitely extended—more precisely, the part of
that thesis that maintains that time has no beginning—the rejoinder entails that
God created something that has no beginning! But a similar result will follow on
Leibniz’s view for any Leibnizian who maintains that some created things have
existed forever.

The doctrine of divine conservation may help to dispel some of the air of
paradox. According to divine conservation, the only difference between creation
and conservation is that “creation” applies to the divine activity that results in a
thing’s first coming into being and “conservation” applies to the divine activity
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that keeps the thing in existence once it has come into being. If some things, like
Newtonian space and time, have no beginning, then they have been perpetually
conserved; they just have no first coming-to-be. (Note that it would seem to be
a consequence of divine conservation that if some things are beginningless and
have been conserved at all times by God, then God must be infinitely old. I argue
later that the inference is invalid.)

Contingent Truth

Let us say that a proposition is contingently true if it is true but might have been
false. In the idiom of possible worlds, a contingently true proposition is one that
is true in the actual world but false in some possible worlds. The Leibnizian
imagery of God’s choosing among the possible worlds extends God’s creative
sovereignty not only to creating and sustaining the actual world, but also to
determining which world would be actual by his selecting which set of contingent
propositions would become the set of contingently true propositions. Theists
should have no qualms about much of this imagery. It grounds a theistic expla-
nation for the phenomenon of “fine-tuning,” that is, the observation that if the
physical parameters had had virtually any other values than the ones they actually
have, then a vastly different kind of universe, most likely to be inhospitable to
life, would have existed. But other aspects of the Leibnizian imagery are more
controversial. For centuries there has been a thriving cottage industry devoted to
the problem of divine foreknowledge and future contingents: Does the set of
contingent propositions selected by omniscient God include in it propositions
specifying what his creatures would freely do in the future? Is it coherent to
suppose both that God knowingly selected a world in which, say, the proposition
In 2020 Smith will cheat on her income taxes is true and that Smith will cheat on
her income taxes freely? If God selects a world in which that proposition is true,
what role, if any, is left for Smith’s selection? Compatibilists, philosophers who
maintain that human freedom is compatible with determinism, will see no par-
ticular problem here: divine determination is just one kind of determination and
not a kind of coercion. In contrast, libertarians, who insist that human freedom
requires the absence of any kind of determination, will tend to stake out a class
of propositions specifying free human decisions about which not even God knows
the truth-values in advance. It is not the purpose of this essay to provide adequate
treatment of the problem. It is more in this essay’s ambit to ask a different ques-
tion, one that concerns the very status of contingent propositions: Even if God
gets to determine which contingent propositions will be true, who got to deter-
mine that the propositions were contingent?
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Necessary Truth

Many philosophers have alleged that the necessary propositions stand apart from
the contingent propositions. Necessarily true propositions are true and could not
have been false. They are true in every possible world. Necessarily false proposi-
tions are false and could not have been true; they are false in every possible world.
According to Leibniz, God surveyed all the infinitely many, infinitely diverse pos-
sible worlds in the process of selecting which world would be made actual by his
creative choice. The imagery alone does not settle the issue of what God saw when
he surveyed the possible worlds. Did God perceive that there were some propo-
sitions that just kept on coming up true in each possible world, some that always
turned out false, and still others that were true in some worlds and false in others?
This way of describing things suggests that God was a passive observer of the
galaxy of possible worlds, able to single out one of them, to be sure, for creation,
but not able to alter the modal status—contingent or necessary—of the propo-
sitions describing the worlds. Or was it rather that God’s “seeing” the possible
worlds was God’s determining their structure, thereby conferring modal status on
propositions?

The dichotomy of propositions, contingent versus necessary, is typically un-
derstood to be exclusive (no proposition is supposed to be both contingent and
necessary) and exhaustive (no proposition is supposed to be neither). Philoso-
phers as diverse as Descartes and Quine have, for reasons as diverse as the phi-
losophers themselves, challenged the dichotomy. Quine regards the distinction as
invidious, founded on bad metaphysics and having no more classificatory warrant
than, say, the distinction between thoughts about the natural numbers and
thoughts entertained on Tuesdays.

There is scholarly controversy about what Descartes’ views on the subject are
(see Curley 1984). There is one defensible interpretation, however, that goes like
this. God’s omnipotence extends even over what we call the necessary truths. God
has it in his power, for example, to make the sum of 2 and 3 not equal to 5. On
this interpretation, every proposition is, from the point of view of God’s power,
metaphysically contingent. Yet God also made us so that, given our cognitive con-
stitution, it is epistemically necessary for us that 2 + 3 = 5. That is, we are incapable
of conceiving what it would be like for the sum of 2 and 3 not to equal s.
Inasmuch as every proposition is metaphysically contingent, God’s power over
what propositions would be true is not constrained in any way. The firm belief
we creatures have that some truths could not have been otherwise than what they
are is a consequence not of their metaphysical necessity—for there is no such
thing—but rather of their epistemic necessity for us.

If Descartes’ motivation is to make God master of the modal economy, then
I think we must conclude that he has failed. For on the account just sketched,
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there remain metaphysical necessities over which God has no control. On this
Cartesian account it is impossible even for omnipotent God to hold our present
cognitive capacities fixed while enabling us to comprehend what it would be like
for 2 + 3 # 5. (An act of divine revelation could have the effect of warranting a
person in believing that the sum of 2 and 3 could have been 7. But unless the
revelation somehow enhances the believer’s intellect, the believer is not equipped
to know what it would be like for the proposition to be true.) The Cartesian
account has another consequence that may be unsettling for many theists. If every
proposition is metaphysically contingent, then propositions about God’s nature
are not exempt. To take examples, the propositions that God is omniscient, om-
nipotent (which, keep in mind, plays a central role in the present interpretation
of Descartes’ views), perfectly good, or even that God exists are at best contin-
gently true. But, to anticipate discussion coming later in this essay, it has generally
been taken to be a consequence of God’s aseity that God’s existence and nature
are metaphysically necessary.

The Cartesian strategy of demoting all necessary truths to contingent truths
thus comes with a cost. Perhaps it is a cost a theist would be willing to pay for
securing an especially strong version of divine sovereignty. Perhaps not. There is
another way of approaching the same issues that has its roots in the thought of
Augustine. The Cartesian strategy appears to be founded on the unlimited power
of God’s will. What I call the Augustinian strategy takes as its point of departure
the integrity of God’s intellect. Plato had said that the Forms, abstract entities
denoted by expressions like Justice, Beauty, and The Good (or Goodness Itself),
are eternal, unchanging, perfect exemplars, which concrete things only deficiently
resemble, and the objects on which objective knowledge depends. Augustine
claimed to be merely following Plato’s lead in locating the Forms in the mind of
God (1982, 79-81). Augustine’s move is an affirmation of God’s sovereignty: if the
Forms are God’s thoughts or ideas, then their very existence depends on God’s
thinking them.

We can, I believe, embellish the Augustinian strategy by connecting the notion
of Forms as divine thoughts to the notion of necessary truth. If they are to serve
the function of grounding necessary truth, and thereby ensure the possibility of
stable, objective knowledge as opposed to inconstant, wavering belief, the Forms,
construed as divine ideas, must at a minimum be eternal objects of God’s thinking.
Particular triangles scrawled in the sand or on the blackboard come and go and
may not (cannot?) have the sum of their interior angles quite equal to 180 degrees.
But The Triangle Itself never ceases to exist or falls short of having its interior
angles sum to 180 degrees. (Or at least this is true of The Euclidean Triangle
Itself!) But it is not clear that God’s eternally thinking of The Triangle is sufficient
to explain why it is a necessary truth that its interior angles sum to 180 degrees.
Even if we suppose that necessary truths are eternally true, it need not follow that
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eternal truths are necessarily true. We should not rule out of court the view
that God knew “from eternity” that Adam would sin at such and such a time,
yet that Adam’s sinning was contingent.

The embellished Augustinian strategy proceeds by pointing out that omnis-
cient God’s “thinking” about The Triangle is actually God’s having comprehensive
knowledge of The Triangle. Such comprehensive knowledge entails knowing The
Triangle’s essence. Generalizing, we may say that each Form has an essence, a set
of properties that the Form must have if it is to be the Form that it is. Many of
the necessary truths, then, are propositions specifying the essential properties of
the Forms. In knowing these propositions to be necessarily true, God knows,
among other things, that he cannot have comprehensive knowledge of The Tri-
angle without knowing that its interior angles necessarily sum to 180 degrees. To
say God cannot comprehend The Triangle in any other way is not to point out
a constraint on God’s powers, but rather to say something about the rational
structure of God’s mind.

Let us see if we can make this notion more precise. The Augustinian strategy
insists on three points. First, there are necessary truths. Second, the necessity of
these truths entails that it is impossible even for God to alter them. Yet—this is
the third point—these necessary truths depend on God’s cognitive activity for
their status. The apparent tension between the latter two claims can be alleviated
by appealing to the notion of supreme rationality to explain the necessary truths
rather than vice versa. The necessary truths are the deliverances of a supremely
rational mind. Had this mind failed to exist, there would have been no necessary
truths. Had this mind failed to have been supremely rational, there would be no
explanation of necessity. Of course, the Augustinian strategy maintains that the
proposition that supremely rational God exists is itself a necessary truth. What
follows from this, on the Augustinian strategy, is that God is the explanation of
his own existence. That consequence is an important part of a doctrine of God’s
aseity, to be discussed below.

Here are two final observations about the Augustinian strategy. First, although
we launched it from a Platonic platform, the strategy can be redeployed without
commitment to the existence of the Forms. We can, for example, replace reference
to The Triangle with reference to genuine triangles. The Augustinian strategy
delivers a theory about necessary truth dependent on supremely rational divine
cognitive activity. Whether it is accurate to describe that activity as trafficking in
Forms, ideas, or whatever is something about which we can remain agnostic. It
may just be that these descriptions are human ways of gesturing to an activity
that is otherwise literally incomprehensible to us. There is an additional benefit
of freeing the strategy from the Forms. I said earlier that on the “Formal” version
of the Augustinian strategy, many of the necessary truths are propositions speci-
fying the essential properties of the Forms. It is hard to see how to extend the
claim to all necessary truths. What about, for example, “God is omniscient”?
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Many theists claim that it is a necessary truth. But on the Augustinian view itself,
God is emphatically not a Form. If the Formal version does not provide a uniform
account of necessary truth, if we must make exceptions to it, perhaps we should
favor a version that does provide a uniform account.

Second, on the standard, modal-logical interpretation of necessity, necessary
propositions are necessarily necessary and contingent propositions are necessarily
contingent. That is, on the standard interpretation, every proposition has its mo-
dal status fixed necessarily. If one supposes that necessity is to be explained by
supremely rational divine activity, this modal-logical result is not unwelcome.

Summing Up

We have examined conceptions of divine sovereignty that have become progres-
sively more ambitious. We began with the thesis of creation ex nihilo, according to
which matter has no independent, primordial existence. We then observed that the
doctrine of divine conservation extends creatures’ dependence on God over
moment-to-moment continued existence. We noted briefly that on either an ab-
solutist or relational theory of space and time, these features too can be regarded
as dependent on God. We raised the issue of whether God is responsible for the
truth-values of all contingent propositions. Finally, we examined two versions of the
thesis that God is responsible for the modal status of all propositions. The Cartesian
strategy makes all propositions contingent and subject to God’s omnipotence. The
Augustinian strategy preserves the distinction between contingent and necessary
propositions while subsuming them all under God’s rational comprehension.

My guess is that thoughtful theists will converge on the doctrines of creation
and conservation and be willing to extend them to space and time. They may
diverge on the issue of whether God is responsible for the truth-values of all
propositions, primarily because different and controverted conceptions of human
freedom are at stake. Finally, many of them will regard the issue of God’s relation
to the modal economy with some indifference, not feeling strongly partisan about
the Cartesian or Augustinian strategies. On all of these topics I suspect that theists
will find no threat for God’s status as personal.

ASEITY

The impulse to ascribe some sort of aseity to the object of one’s worship has an
understandable basis. Ordinary things and people can be distressingly fragile, vul-
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nerable, inconstant, ephemeral. There are degrees: Everest is more stable and
secure than a mayfly. We know, nonetheless, that even Everest’s life span is finite.
We know that because we know that our planet’s life span is finite. We know our
planet’s life span is finite because we know our sun’s life span is finite. And so it
goes.

Theists have insisted that a God worthy of worship be exempt from these
sorts of vicissitudes. God is “from everlasting to everlasting.” Nothing can prevail
against him. He is supposed to be equally stable and steadfast in his resolve, not
subject to growth, decay, alteration, whim, or change of plan. As Xenophanes put
it, “Always he remains in the same state, in no way changing.” The philosophical
exploration of these sentiments yields a doctrine whose main contours are cap-
tured by theses (C)—(E).

Historical Dependency and Contemporaneous Vulnerability

Let us consider (C) and (D) in tandem. Dependency relations can be historical
or contemporaneous. To take a historical example first: for species that reproduce
by sexual means, an offspring organism owes its being the organism it is to its
parents. “Being the organism it is” can be understood in two ways. In the first,
an organism’s being the kind of organism it is depends on the kind of organism
its parents were. In the second, if identity of genotype is a necessary condition
for an organism’s being this individual rather than some other individual of the
same species, then this individual organism owes its existence to the historical
event of that particular sperm cell meeting that particular egg.

Theists will insist that there are no historical dependency relations to God’s
existence. Greek myth provides Zeus with an ancestry, but nothing is supposed
to correspond to that with God. Nor do there appear to be any other kinds of
historical relations on which God depends. But if God’s existence has no pedigree,
it is hard to see how what God is, or God’s nature, could depend historically on
anything either.

Turn now to contemporaneous dependency relations. Creatures with lungs
depend presently on an atmosphere rich in oxygen for their continued existence.
Because the presence of an atmosphere depends on the mass of the planet, crea-
tures with lungs also presently depend on the Earth’s continuing to have sufficient
mass. Here again theists will claim that there are no conditions or states on which
God depends for his continuing to exist. There is no Kryptonite that can make
God vulnerable, no cosmic spinach God must consume in order to save the
universe’s Olive Oyls from the clutches of the universe’s Blutos.
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Structural and Contentful Dependency

A persistent critic might concede that there are no vulnerability conditions on
which God is dependent but insist that God is subject nevertheless to structural
and contentful dependency relations. Here is one way to understand the critic’s
point. Many philosophers agree, partly or fully, with Locke about the identity of
persons. Hardly anyone will demur from Locke’s characterization of a person as
“a thinking intelligent Being, that has reason and reflection, and can consider it
self as it self, the same thinking thing in different times and places” (1700/1975,
335). Locke’s conception of a person attributes a partial structure to a person’s
mind by ascribing to it some essential capacities, such as the capacities for reason,
self-awareness, and memory. Somewhat more controversial is Locke’s criterion for
a person’s identity through time. Locke thought that a person’s identity through
time was a function of the person’s experiential memory. Roughly, x and y are
the same person at different times if and only if x remembers experiencing some-
thing that y experienced. What is experienced and hence what is remembered can
vary enormously among persons without the variation compromising their status
as persons. Thus, Locke’s theory of personal identity provides ample room for
the ascription of diverse mental content to persons. Of course, one does not need
to accept Locke’s theory to believe we have all sorts of diverse mental content.
Persons, then, have parts or components that are structurally essential to their
being persons, but they also have mental states that are accidental to their being
persons.

The persistent critic’s point is this. Theists insist that God is personal. In fact,
for theists, God would appear to pass Locke’s criteria for personhood with flying
colors. If so, then God must have those capacities that are essential to persons,
including the capacities for reasoning, self-awareness, remembering, and—some
items not mentioned by Locke but items that theists will not want to deny—
capacities for perceptual awareness and willing. Now, there is a powerful psycho-
logical theory to the effect that these capacities, or the modules that serve them,
are informationally encapsulated; that is, they operate on specific domains of
input and in relative isolation from each other (see Fodor 1983). It follows, says
the persistent critic, that God’s mind is internally structured, consisting of a suite
of diverse mental faculties on which God depends essentially in order to be the
being he is.

Finally, here is the persistent critic’s case for God’s having accidental mental
states that are dependent on the way the world is. Pick any contingent fact about
the created world, say, that it rained last night. An omniscient God must know
this fact. Part of the content of God’s mind, then, is dependent on the fact that
it rained last night. The example can be generalized to every contingent fact.
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Simplicity and Modularity

To examine the case of structural dependency first: if God’s mind were structured
by informationally encapsulated modules, then some parts of God’s mental activity
would be opaque to other parts. Perhaps the highest level of divine consciousness,
where all the information streams converge, could take in all the modular activity.
The modules themselves, however, would remain relatively blinkered. Such opac-
ity may be part of the human condition, but many theists would resist applying
to God’s mental activity the imagery of corporate structure, with underlings func-
tioning on a need-to-know basis.

Aquinas and others articulated a view that is consistent with the modularity
thesis about human minds yet denies the application of the thesis to God’s mind.
For present purposes we can single out one element of the view. It is the claim
that there is no diversity of modules or “faculties” that structures the divine mind.
Consider the augmented list constructed from Locke’s characterization of a per-
son: reason, self-awareness, memory, perceptual awareness, and will. Focus ini-
tially on perceptual awareness, self-awareness, and will. In humans, perceptual
awareness of the created world requires the possession of the right kinds of
healthy, functioning, physical organs operating in the right sorts of physical en-
vironment. If God is a spiritual being, then however God acquires awareness of
creation, it cannot be in virtue of possessing the right kinds of physical receptors
functioning in an environment to which they are adapted. Suppose, instead, that
God is aware of all of creation simply in virtue of having created it. God knew
every detail of the world he would select and knows that he has selected it. The
kind of awareness that God would thus have is immediate; in having complete
cognitive access to himself, God is aware of the world. Perceptual awareness and
self-awareness are two separate faculties in humans, but in God, what we call
perceptual awareness is subsumed under divine self-understanding.

The next step is to connect self-understanding to the will. Nothing could be
clearer than that in the case of humans, what we understand about ourselves
often conflicts with what we want. An integrated personality would be one in
which desires and self-knowledge are in harmony. Theists presume that such
integration is enjoyed by God. The more radical step is not merely to assume that
whatever God understands, God wills, and vice versa, but to claim that in God,
self-understanding and will are not two distinguishable modules or faculties. God’s
“will” is perfectly rational and God’s “understanding” is perfectly voluntary; better
yet, God is perfectly rational and voluntary, a being whose unimaginably rich
mental life is lived in complete, unfragmented transparency. Theists will no doubt
continue to describe God’s activity in terms of belief-desire psychology, but that
vocabulary is based on, and better suited for describing, compartmentalized hu-
man minds.

I cannot explore the issues more fully here, but what we have just encountered
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is one aspect of a doctrine about God’s simplicity. The core of the doctrine is the
principle that inasmuch as complexity is a source of fragility and dependence, a
perfect being must be perfectly noncomplex (see Aquinas 1948, 1: 14—20). The
aspect of divine simplicity deployed above denies modularity to God’s mind. We
will never know exactly what Xenophanes meant, but this denial may be what he
was struggling to express when he said of God that “he sees as a whole, he thinks
as a whole, and he hears as a whole.”

We deferred discussion of reason and memory. To put it in a way calculated
to shock, the campaign against divine modularity denies that God has reason.
Here is why. Distinguish reason from understanding, reserving the latter term for
the capacity to simply grasp or “see” some truth without inferring it from other
truths. You and I understand that 2 + 2 = 4; perhaps you but certainly not I
understand that 789 + 987 = 1776. In contrast, reason is a discursive practice,
passing from premises to conclusion by the canons of either deductive logic,
inductive logic, or decision theory.

Because God’s intuitive understanding of all things is maximal, God has no
need of reason. (Of course, God’s understanding of the principles of discursive
reasoning is also perfect. One need not be a soccer player to know the rules of
the game.)

That leaves memory. I propose to defer discussion of it a bit longer.

Simplicity and Accidental Properties

The persistent critic’s second claim is that the contents of God’s mind include
every contingent fact, knowledge of which God must have in order to qualify as
omniscient. Knowing that it rained last night, for example, is one of tremendously
many accidental properties that God has. The persistent critic’s claim is that God’s
mind is both complex in virtue of hosting an (infinite?) number of accidental
properties and dependent on the world as source of those properties.

We have already caught a glimpse of how one might respond to the depen-
dency claim if one espouses a doctrine of divine simplicity. Knowledge of the
world is part of God’s self-awareness, and God’s self-awareness and will are not
two separate things. The critic’s dependency claim appears to rest on the as-
sumption that as things are for us, so they are for God. We are consumers of
knowledge about the world, standing as recipients on many causal chains, begin-
ning with situations in the world and ending with states of our minds. God, in
contrast, is a producer of knowledge. The ordinary causal flow from thing known
to knower is reversed in God’s case. If God’s understanding the fact that it rained
last night is God’s will that it rained last night, then the divine noetic/volitional
activity is the cause of the fact; the fact is not the cause of the activity (see Mann
1985).
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Even if we accept all this, the critic may persist, will it not be true that to be
omniscient, God’s mind must be characterized by a host of accidental properties?
Only if we accept the inference from “God knows the contingent fact that p” to
“God exemplifies the accidental property of knowing that p.” The inference is easy
enough to resist. At the same time, it is easy to see the attractiveness of the related
inference from “Jones knows that p” to “Jones exemplifies the accidental property
of knowing that p.” As the etymology suggests, an accidental property is a property
that a thing acquires per accidens, a modification of the thing brought about by
the workings of some other thing. Jones knows that it rained last night because
he saw it raining, or saw that the streets were wet this morning, or read about it
in the newspaper. In each case Jones’s knowledge is caused, directly or indirectly,
by the fact. Given this account of accidental propertihood in terms of causal
dependency, we have seen reason to think that God has no accidental properties.
To put it in other terms, the doctrine of God’s simplicity, together with a causal
conception of an accidental property, entails that God has no such properties.

Simplicity and Eternality

Now to take up the case of memory. Never lacking in persistence, our critic bids
us consider the following dilemma. “Even the supercharged sort of self-awareness
that God is supposed to enjoy—no self-deception, complete transparency of self
to self—is, strictly speaking, a second-order monitoring capacity of God’s present
mental states. That is, by means of self-awareness God can perceive only what is
occurring in his mind now. Surely a being could have self-awareness and yet lack
memory. Memory is not so much a monitoring capacity as a storage-and-retrieval
capacity. Thus, if God has memory in addition to self-awareness, then the thesis
that God’s mind is nonmodular is false. But if God lacks memory, then the only
knowledge God can have of the past is by way of retrodictive inference from
present states of the world, or of God’s mind, to past states. You may suppose, if
you like, that God has time-indexed representations of all past events presently
open to his omnicompetent gaze, much as a person might have an album of dated
photographs open on a coffee table. To suppose this, however, is to concede that
a memoryless God’s knowledge of the past is inferential, from the representations
to the past events as the best explanation for the existence and content of the
representations. Retrodiction, however, is a kind of discursive reasoning that is
incompatible with God’s alleged simplicity. Thus, if God lacks memory, then either
God is not omniscient or God is not simple.”

Let us approach this issue by first recalling the motivation behind the ascrip-
tion of simplicity to God. God must be noncomplex, having no components or
parts, because if God had parts then God would be dependent on those parts.
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Begin by taking the notion of part in its most familiar sense. Theists believe that
God has no physical or material parts. Because the physical is bound so tightly
with space, theists are disinclined to attribute spatial dimensions to God. At the
same time, it is important to theists to be able to say that God is at or present
to various regions of space, indeed, all of them. As Xenophanes put it, it is “not
fitting” for God “to go now here now there”; not fitting, because God already is
here and there. Theists have insisted, moreover, that however this notion of divine
spatial presence is to be understood—here we might expect the thesis of divine
conservation to elucidate the notion—it does not entail that only a part of God
is in one place and another part in another. It is, rather, that God is present as
a whole, in his entirety, at every spatial region (see Augustine 1960, 85).

Can a parallel case be made for God’s relation to time? To be parallel, the
case would have to exhibit two features. Just as God is everywhere, so God is
everywhen, that is, there is no instant of time at which God is absent. If time is
infinitely extended, having no beginning or end, then God has a beginningless
and endless life. But suppose that time is not infinitely extended. Suppose, as
some theories in physical cosmology maintain, that there was a first moment of
time, or that there will be a last moment. Are we then to conclude that God’s life
is finitely circumscribed?

A theist who holds a reasonably strong version of God’s sovereignty will re-
mind us that time, as a feature of creation, depends for its existence on God, not
vice versa. For such a theist it should not be the case that questions about the
character of God’s life depend for their answers on the nature of time, any more
than they depend for their answers on the nature of space. That God is everywhen
is the first of the two features necessary to construct an account of time parallel
to the theist’s account of space. The second is that God in his entirety is present
at every instant of time. It is not the case that one temporal part or stage of God
is present at one moment of time and another at another. Ordinary creatures live
their lives successively, one moment at a time, passing from past to present to
future. God, in contrast, lives his life comprehensively, taking in all of a creation
that may be infinitely extended in time in one simultaneous act of comprehension.
Taken together, the two features, everywhenness plus comprehensiveness, yield a
doctrine about God’s eternality, or mode of existence in eternity, defined by Bo-
ethius as “the complete possession all at once of illimitable life” (1973, 422; see
Stump and Kretzmann 1981, 431).

The doctrine of God’s eternality comports nicely with the doctrine of God’s
simplicity. Simplicity rules out temporal parts or stages. Eternality emphasizes that
“x has no temporal parts or stages” does not entail “x exists for only an instant.”
A theist, armed with the doctrine of God’s eternality, now can reply to the per-
sistent critic’s dilemma concerning God’s memory. Memory is a faculty only of
time-bound creatures. The theist can cheerfully agree that God has no memory
because nothing that has happened is past to God. All is present—Tliterally pres-
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ent—Dbefore God, with no confusion, even so, about what events in creation are
temporally earlier than, later than, or simultaneous with other events. And the
doctrine of God’s eternality comports well with scripture: God is not merely ev-
erlasting, but from everlasting to everlasting.

Divine Freedom

The final thesis of our quintet, (E), claims that God is perfectly free. At a mini-
mum, we would expect a perfectly free being to be utterly unconstrained. Nothing
should be able to defeat or thwart such a being’s activities or plans. When we
reflect on this point, we may come to think that the threat to God’s freedom
comes not from without but from within. No creature or ensemble of creatures
can prevail over God, as Zeus prevailed over Kronos. But might there not be
features about God’s own nature that place constraints on what God can do? I
shall not attempt to canvass all the different forms this question might take. I
propose instead to look at one salient case, hoping that its discussion provides
insights about how to respond to related cases.

What latitude of choice did God have in creating? We can divide this question
into two: Could God have refrained from creating at all? and Given that God
decided to create something, must God create the best world that he can? There
are four possible combinations of answers to these questions. (1) Yes, God could
have refrained altogether from creating, but yes, if God has decided to create,
then God must create the best possible world he can. (2) Yes, God could have
refrained from creating and no, if God has decided to create something, he need
not create the best world he can. (3) No, God could not have refrained from
creating, and yes, God must create the best possible world he can. (4) No, God
could not have refrained from creating, but no, God need not create the best
world that he can. Although I do not document it here, I believe that each position
has had its advocates, and that the advocates have not taken their respective
positions to pose any problem for God’s freedom. For present purposes, let us
focus on position (3), as it appears to be the one whose acceptance would delimit
God’s freedom more than the others.

How can position (3) be reconciled with maximal divine freedom? Consider
the first half of (3). There are clearly cases in which we say that a particular person
could not have refrained from performing some action. Jill had to participate in
the bank robbery because her family was being held hostage. Gil had to shoplift
because he is a kleptomaniac. Jill’s case is an example of external compulsion:
some agency other than Jill compels her to do what she would not otherwise do.

The source of Gil’s compulsive behavior is within Gil. What makes Gil’s be-
havior a case of kleptomania is that Gil has a desire to steal that, at the moment
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of theft, overrides Gil’s other desires, notably Gil’s second-order desire not to have
a desire to steal. In the conflict between first-order desire and second-order desire,
the first-order desire triumphs. It is useful to contrast Gil’s situation with Will’s,
who is, let us say, a kleprophiliac. Will has a desire to steal but, unlike Gil, Will
has a second-order desire to maintain and nourish his first-order desire to steal.
Gil would like to disown his first-order desire, while Will cheerfully endorses his.
Setting aside further fictional elaboration about how Will came to acquire the
desires he has, we can say that Will’s thievery is more lamentable yet freer than
Gil’s. In particular, those theists who want to blame much of the world’s evil on
human misuse of freedom will deny the claim that because Will’s thievery is
wrong, it must be unfree.

If God is omnipotent, he cannot be subject to external compulsion. Thus,
God’s choosing to create cannot be like Jill's “choosing” to participate in a bank
robbery. But perhaps there is something in the structure of God’s desires that
makes him a compulsive creator? If God’s creative activity were to be labeled
compulsive, there would have to be a conflict between a first-order desire to create
and a second-order desire not to have that first-order desire, and the first-order
desire would have to drive God’s behavior. God would have to be in relevant
respects like Gil, not Will.

Theists are entirely within their rights to suppose that no such conflict char-
acterizes the divine mind, for a conflict of desires betokens an imperfectly inte-
grated personality. But in arguing for the lack of compulsion in God, have theists
left room for one of (3)’s distinctive claims, that God could not have refrained
from creating? A defender of (3) must suppose that the uncoerced desire to create
flows from God’s self-transparent, self-ordered, and self-endorsed nature. That
nature includes—or is—perfect goodness. A defender of (3) is likely to follow the
steps first taken by Plato, maintaining that a good being must want to share its
goodness with others. But others have to exist in order to share in this goodness.
Thus, a perfectly good being must have the desire to create (see Plato 1997, 1236).
The desire is an entailment of God’s nature; the desire along with the nature are
freely embraced by their possessor.

The other part of position (3) maintains that if God creates, then God must
create the best world he can. This part of (3) presupposes that there is a best
world God can create. One might suppose, given God’s omnipotence, that the
best world God can create is in fact the best of all possible worlds. It would take
us too far afield to probe these suppositions. The question more directly before
position (3) is this: Can God be free if God must choose the best?

In response, an advocate of (3) can develop the following line. Suppose that
Antonio has the skill and resources to make violins of unsurpassable sonority and
beauty. Suppose that the investment of time, energy, and resources is the same
whether Antonio makes a superb or a mediocre violin. Suppose further that An-
tonio is under no special obligation to anyone concerning what sort of violin he
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will make, and that Antonio bears no malice toward the potential owner of the
violin he will make. Suppose even further that there is no greater good that could
have been realized had Antonio refrained from violin making. Suppose finally that
Antonio knows all this. In the teeth of all these suppositions, Antonio nevertheless
produces a mediocre violin. How do we explain Antonio’s performance?

Antonio displays weakness of will, or knowing the good but failing to do it.
Plato found such cases so unintelligible that he declared them impossible: any
agent who fails to do the good must be lacking a relevant item of knowledge. We
may not be persuaded by Plato’s thesis as a piece of human psychology. It seems
more attractive, however, as a thesis of divine psychology. For how could omnip-
otent God lack the willpower to do what omniscient, perfectly good God sees is
the best thing to do? So if God creates, he not only will but must create the best,
as the second half of (3) maintains. Any being who could create a suboptimal
world would not be essentially omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly good God.
To finish the story, a defender of (3) can remind us that the necessity involved
here has its source entirely in God’s own uncompelled, unconflicted nature.

Recall that our strategy was to show that an advocate of (3) can plausibly
advance an argument for God’s maximal freedom, not because of some belief that
(3) is the most acceptable position, but because (3) is the position that raises most
pointedly questions about God’s freedom. I am inclined to doubt, for example,
that there is a best possible world or a best creatable world. Perhaps for any world
God can create, there is a better world God can create, ad infinitum. If this is so,
it need not be a source of limitation or frustration for God. If possible worlds
just are the infinite possibilities that God entertains, then to complain that God
cannot find a best among them would be finding fault with unlimited vision or
imagination.

Summing Up

Most theists will agree that God depends historically and contemporaneously on
nothing. There are more ambitious versions of God’s aseity. One of them main-
tains that God’s mind is not modular: what we call God’s understanding and
God’s will, for example, are not two things in God but the same thing described
vagariously by finite minds that are modular. Another holds that given an inde-
pendently attractive conception of an accidental property, God does not have and
thus does not depend on any accidental properties. Yet another claims that God’s
life does not depend on the occupancy of space or the passage of time. Finally,
we have looked at an argument to the effect that God can be maximally free even
if he must create and must create the best.

Reasonable theists can wrangle philosophically about some of these dimen-



DIVINE SOVEREIGNTY AND ASEITY 57

sions of aseity. Some of those quarrels will, I suspect, begin with the question, Do
we really need to think that God is independent in that respect? Is it really im-
portant, for example, to think that God has no accidental properties? Here I will
end with an observation and a wager. Importance is relative to a purpose. It may
be important to one’s philosophy, but it is not likely to be important to one’s
salvation that one have the right view about accidental properties. And I wager
that whatever flaws there may be with some of these dimensions of aseity, they
cannot be faulted for depicting God as less than fully personal.

Earlier versions of this paper benefited from comments from Hugh McCann and Wil-
liam J. Wainwright.
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CHAPTER 3

NONTHEISTIC
CONCEPTIONS OF
THE DIVINE

PAUL J. GRIFFITHS

THAT there are nontheistic conceptions of the divine is at first sight a puzzling
idea. To call something “divine” is, after all, just to call it God, or at least to place
it in close proximity to God; the etymology of the word (Latin divus/deus; Sanskrit
deva) shows this connection, too. And “nontheistic” is derived from the Greek
theos, which is just the word ordinarily translated into Latin as deus, both of
which, in English, become “God.” In the Nicene Creed, for example, recited in
Christian churches all over the world every week, the English phrase “We [or T’;
the Greek and Latin versions differ on this] believe in one God” renders the Greek
pisteuomen eis hena theon and the Latin credo in unum deum. To speak of non-
theistic conceptions of the divine is therefore a bit like speaking of nonpolitical
understandings of the state: if not quite an oxymoron, at least a close approach
to one.

Perhaps, however, we need not be hamstrung by etymology. In thinking about
what a nontheistic conception of the divine might be, we can begin by stipulating
that a theistic conception of the divine will be any understanding that takes God
to be a person whose names include a good number of the following: creator,
redeemer, sanctifier, lover, knower, holy one, powerful one, eternal one. Most
such understandings will be Jewish, Christian, or Islamic; they will have been
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developed within the vast complex of thought and practice that takes itself to be
identifying and thinking about the God who called Abraham to leave the land of
his fathers for the promised land. But not all will. Some Indian thinkers named
God in some or all of these ways (Ramanuja, who flourished in the early twelfth
century, provides a classical example) and did so without knowledge of anything
Jewish, Christian, or Islamic. For the most part, though, if we define theistic
conceptions of the divine in this way they will be broadly Abrahamic.

On this understanding of theism, a conception of the divine is nontheistic
precisely to the extent that it departs from this tradition of naming the divine.
Such departure might be explicit and self-conscious; this would be so when a
thinker reacts against theistic naming and tries to do better by replacing it with
something different. But it might also occur as part of a tradition to which theistic
naming is largely or entirely unknown. This way of approaching the question does
not vield a set of necessary and sufficient conditions for the discrimination of
theistic from nontheistic conceptions of the divine, but it does provide a point of
entry and a rough-and-ready means for such discrimination, and this will suffice
for the purposes of this chapter.

Nontheistic conceptions of the divine could be classified and discussed in
many ways. One approach would be to construct a typology of possible nontheis-
tic understandings, but this would be tedious and not terribly useful. A second
approach—the one followed here—would collect some representative instances
of nontheistic understandings of the divine and would comment on the concepts
and argumentative strategies that inform them. Because most theistic understand-
ings of the divine will be related in one way or another to Judaism, Christianity,
or Islam, it will be easiest and most useful for purposes of contrast to take the
examples from traditions of thought and practice largely or completely uninflu-
enced by the concepts familiar to these Abrahamic religions. This is what I shall
do. The Sanskrit religious and philosophical literature of India provides a vast
and rich set of resources for studying conceptions of and arguments about the
divine that are historically independent (for the most part) of those to be found
in the Greek, Arabic, and Latin literature of the Mediterranean world. Naturally,
no systematic survey of the understandings of the divine to be found in the Indian
literature will be offered, and nothing at all will be said about the literature of
China, Korea, Japan, and so forth. My goal is only to offer some examples that
will illustrate the range of Indian thought about the divine (about what is taken
to be maximally and finally significant) and to indicate the problems and trajec-
tories of thought they suggest for philosophers of religion.

It is important to note that philosophy of religion as understood in this
volume is a largely Christian enterprise. Its problems, concepts, and methods are
products of peculiarly Christian commitments and a specifically Christian history,
and its agenda is driven by these commitments and this history even when those
doing work in the field are not themselves Christian or are opposed to Chris-
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tianity. This goes far to explain why resources that pose the question of how to
understand what is maximally and finally significant from outside the Christian
tradition have yet to find a significant place in philosophy of religion. Such re-
sources are increasingly being made available in English (I mention some of them
in the bibliography attached to this chapter), and there are some signs that these
resources are beginning to be paid more attention by philosophers of religion; it
is to be expected that this will increasingly be so as the discipline matures. The
Christian nature of philosophy of religion explains, too, the approach of this
chapter (and of the volume): Christian concepts and methods provide the norm
against which alien concepts and methods are measured. This could be different:
if Buddhist or Vedantin concepts and methods were the yardstick, and Christian
ones measured by them, we would have essays on such topics as non-Buddhist
conceptions of the divine and on the relation between compassion and emptiness.
This is only to note what is inevitable: that the philosophy of religion is shaped
by its history and should make no pretense at transcending or escaping it.

TaE DiviNe TEXT

Some Indian thinkers, especially those connected with what has come to be called
the Mimamsa school (the term means, literally, intense thought or investigation),
took the Veda, a Sanskrit text, to be maximally, finally, and unsurpassably signif-
icant—to be, that is, divine. This, at first blush, is clearly a nontheistic conception
of the divine, and one that cries out for elucidation.

More precisely and fully: some Indian thinkers came to understand a partic-
ular set of Sanskrit vocables as eternal and authorless and as a sustaining feature
of the universe, a feature without which an ordered universe could not continue
to exist and without which coherent human thought could not occur. These
vocables, moreover, contain a set of injunctions to action—typically, but not only,
to sacrificial action—whose proper performance is essential to the maintenance
of the order of the universe. Finally, the vocables in question are not written
objects, not graphs on paper or palm leaf. They are, rather, vibrations in the air;
their written representations are helps to the memory, aids to the possibility of
vocalization, but are not themselves the sacred sounds.

Such a view raises a number of questions. Among the more important (and
certainly the more widely discussed by the adherents and opponents of this view
in India) of these are the following. First, there is the question of the extent and
accessibility of the text in question: What are its boundaries and how may it be
heard, chanted, or, less desirably, read? Second, there is the question of interpre-
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tation of the Sanskrit sentences that make up the text: if these sentences command
actions on whose proper performance the order of the universe depends, it will
be important to know what those commands are, which means that it will be
important to be able to interpret the sentences that contain them. Third, there is
the very idea of an eternal and authorless text in what appears to be a natural
language: Does such an idea make sense, and if it does, what kind of sense does
it make? Fourth, even if the idea does make some sense, is there any reason to
think it true?

The Veda’s proper boundary is a matter of debate among those who take it
to be eternal and uncreated. A minimalist understanding claims that the term
“Veda” denotes only the collections of hymns and songs called Rgveda. This corpus
runs to a thousand pages in printed editions and consists mostly of hymns of
praise to various gods and other nonhuman beings. But some think that the Veda
also includes other material, including further collections of hymns, magical spells,
(prose) instruction as to the proper performance and meaning of certain ritual
actions, meditations on such things as the nature of the person, the events that
befall us after death, and even discussions of such technical matters as grammar
and etymology. Defining the Veda’s limits is typically a polemical matter; including
some matter excluded by others is usually itself an element in an argument about
orthodoxy, orthopraxy, or both. But however the boundaries are drawn, defenders
of the Veda’s eternity and authorlessness think of it as a collection of chants rather
than as a written text, and therefore take access to it to be had by ear rather than
by eye. This is why the Veda is called sruti, “that which is heard.” The syllables
in which it consists are memorized by certain members of the priestly (Brahmin-
ical) classes, and in order that they may be preserved without variation (as, for
the most part, they seem to have been for considerably more than two thousand
years), a complex system of checks and balances is built into the system of mem-
orization. It is still possible to hear groups of small boys (always boys: memorizing
the Veda is a male prerogative) in India being drilled in these methods of mem-
orization and recitation.

Taking a text’s vocables to be an eternal and authorless part of the order of
things, and thinking also that the act of chanting them, as well as the performance
of what they instruct, contributes to and is perhaps a necessary condition for the
continuation of that order raises and presses the question of interpretation. Com-
ing to understand what the words and sentences of such a text mean will be
among the most important of tasks, and one to which a great deal of energy will
naturally be devoted by those who hold the view. This was indeed the case among
Mimamsakas (adherents of the Mimamsa) in India. They developed, it is not too
much to say, an entire theory of language, meaning, and interpretation under the
conceptual pressure of having to account for—and to provide an account of—
the language of the Veda. It is not quite that a decision about the Veda’s eternality
and authorlessness came first and was then followed by a theory of language and
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meaning, as dough rises after yeast has been added. It is rather that as each of
the two central Mimamsa ideas—the eternality and intrinsic authoritativeness of
sound (sabdanityatva, sabdapramanya), on the one hand, and the authorlessness
(apauruseyatva) of the Veda, on the other—gained precision and complexity, it
demanded a corresponding development in the other so that each influenced the
other by way of a feedback loop, or (to borrow a Christian metaphor) a circu-
mincession. The result was a metaphysic and a semantics of great complexity of
which only the barest sketch can be offered here. Concepts in the religious register
often have this kind of fruitful focusing effect on thought: just as the idea of God
has focused the conceptual attention of Christians on topics as diverse as the logic
of possibility and necessity and the nature of free will, so the idea of the Veda
concentrated the attention of Indian thinkers on language, meaning, and the art
of interpretation.

The term “sound” (sabda) denotes, to a first approximation, meaning-bearing
utterance. This is, for Kumarila, the greatest systematizer of Mimamsa thought
(he probably flourished in the seventh century), intrinsically authoritative, which
is to say naturally productive of knowledge on the part of those who hear and
understand it. Meaning-bearing utterance, testimony as we might call it, stands
in no need of appeal to any other belief-forming practice in order to have its own
reliability justified or demonstrated. In this it is like sensory perception or rea-
soning: these, too, are understood to be practices whose reliability as producers
of true beliefs in those who use them stands in no need of justification by appeal
to practices outside themselves. Mimamsakas, like many other Indian thinkers
who devoted themselves to this topic (an essentially epistemological one), were
concerned about the paradoxes of infinite regress which they thought would rap-
idly and inevitably follow if intrinsic reliability or authoritativeness were not per-
mitted to some belief-forming practices.

There are, no doubt, some difficulties here, but among them is not the ob-
vious objection that this position means that sabda is always and necessarily pro-
ductive of true beliefs in those who hear it. This is not so, of course, and the
Mimamsakas acknowledged and thematized the fact by analyzing the faults to
which testimony may be subject. These are many, but they are all related in one
way or another to the use of testimony by fallible (usually human) agents. We
may lie, misunderstand, be inattentive, and so forth, and when any of these lapses
occurs, testimony fails, which is to say that meaning-bearing utterance does not
produce true beliefs. The important point for considering the sabda in which the
Veda consists, of course, is that its sounds have no human (or any other) agent
involved in their creation, and as a result are necessarily free from all the errors
to which testimony can be subject. The argument is simple: if testimony fails, this
is only because of a failure in the agent; if there is no agential failure, then there
is no testimonial failure. One important result of denying that the Veda is au-
thored, then, is that it is thereby insulated from the possibility of failing as tes-
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timony. It becomes supremely and completely reliable—indeed, error-free—just
because of its apauruseyatva, its property of not having been authored or in any
other way produced by an agent. The Veda may, of course, fail to communicate
truth or to command and bring about what ought to be done by being misun-
derstood. But this is an imperfection only in those who hear or read it, not an
imperfection in the Veda itself.

This view of the Veda’s infallibility and inerrancy may helpfully be contrasted
with views about textual infallibility held by Jews (about the Tanakh), Christians
(about the Bible), and Muslims (about the Quran). Christian views are the fur-
thest from the Mimamsa on this matter. Even the strongest Christian views about
the inerrancy of the biblical text do not attribute this inerrancy to any particular
set of syllables (or vocables) in a natural language. Rather, they attribute it to
what the text says, to its semantic content. This is because Christians have always
encouraged translation of the text, and have then treated the translated text as of
equal authority with that from which the translation was made. It follows from
this that the authority of the text does not reside in any particular set of Hebrew
or Greek syllables, but rather in what these syllables are taken to mean. The
authority of the Bible, too, is founded on the fact that it is the word of God,
which means that it has an agent as its author, something that, from the Mimamsa
point of view, introduces the possibility of error. Jewish views of the authority of
the Hebrew text of the Tanakh are closer to Mimamsa views of the text of the
Veda, because for most Orthodox Jews (and for most of the rabbinic interpreters
of that text), translations of the Hebrew do not have its authority: what counts
precisely is the syllables of the Hebrew. This is also the case for Islamic views of
the Arabic text of the Quran. But in both these cases, the text has no significance
independent of its author, who is God. The closest approach among the Abra-
hamic religions to a Mimamsa view of textual authority is probably to be found
among Kabbalists, for some of whom the very Hebrew syllables of the Tanakh
are part of the order of the universe, and may even be thought to be so indepen-
dent of the fact that God spoke them.

Mimamsa thinkers were aware that some in India wished to ground the au-
thority of the Veda on its authorship by an omniscient being, which would be to
make the Veda God’s work, and thus to approach Jewish and Christian views. But
they consistently and argumentatively rejected any such view. For them, the idea
of an omniscient agent was incoherent, and in the arguments back and forth
about this (mostly between them and the Buddhists, some of whom thought of
the Buddha as omniscient), most of the difficulties familiar in Christian discus-
sions about the matter were raised. Mimamsakas did not think that any agent
could have knowledge of the future, for example, and that even if, per impossibile,
there were an omniscient agent, it would be impossible for a nonomniscient agent
to know this fact. Objections were raised, that is, to both the possibility of om-
niscience and to its knowability even if it were possible. More fundamentally, of
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course, Mimamsakas objected to the thought that the Veda might have an author
because they took this to mean that it might be erroneous in some way—recall
the link between testimony’s errors and authorship—and also because they took
the idea of authorship, whether by an omniscient or a nonomniscient agent, to
imply that there was a time when the authored text did not yet exist. Such a
claim about the Veda would call into question its beginningless (and endless)
world-sustaining and world-creating functions. To say of a text that it is the word
of God, then, is to say something much less significant than to say that it is
eternal and authorless.

The divinity of the Veda is stated for Mimamsakas by way of the twin claims
of its eternality and its authorlessness. These claims are intended to make the text
of the Veda foundational for all attempts to arrive at truth, and thereby to give
the task of interpreting that text unrestricted epistemic primacy. One interesting
concomitant of this view is the idea that the word-meaning relation is noncon-
ventional and nonbhistorical. The relation between the Sanskrit word loka
(“world”), for instance, and that to which it refers is itself a structural and nec-
essary feature of the universe, a feature that could not have been otherwise. The
vibrations produced when the two vocables that make up loka are uttered are
related causally to the very existence of a world at least by being a sine qua non
for such existence. Without the Sanskrit loka, no universe. I suspect that for most
readers of this essay, this is a deeply counterintuitive view; it was not widely
accepted in India, either, but for most contemporary speakers of English it prob-
ably seems obviously false. Surely, we may say, the fact that the word loka means
“world” is entirely contingent? Surely the kind of relation that loka bears to the
world is the same kind of relation that “world” bears to the world (or that
“monde” does)? And surely, in each case the relation is entirely conventional, the
result of a historical story that could have been different?

An important question for those who want to think about and defend the
idea of an eternal, authorless text whose vocables order the universe is: What if
these vocables are not sounded? Does the universe’s order depend on their vibra-
tion, and does this in turn mean that someone, somewhere, must always be chant-
ing the text or in some other way causing it to be sounded if the universe is not
to relapse into chaos? Some Mimamsakas held a view of this kind, and something
like it informs the great importance given the training of skilled reciters of the
Veda. But such a view clearly had—and was perceived in India to have—some
significant problems. It is always possible that the seers who were the first to
chant the Veda (though not, of course, its authors) might have no descendants,
or that for other reasons Vedic chant might altogether cease.

So much, then, in brief for the idea of the Veda’s divinity. Does it make sense?
I think it does: it is not obviously incoherent, and while it raises some difficult
questions for its defenders, the tradition is very much aware of these questions
and objections and has devoted significant energy to the attempt to meet them.
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Judging its success at this is a large topic, but it seems reasonable to say that
Mimamsakas aren’t obviously offending against any epistemic duties by contin-
uing to believe and defend the views sketched here.

A distinct question is whether anyone who doesn’t already think that the Veda
is eternal and authorless should be persuaded by anything the Mimamsakas say
about this to come to assent to these claims. The answer to this is no. I, for
example, think that the Veda is neither eternal nor authorless; that the vocables
of Sanskrit are not necessary features of the universe; and that there are no non-
contingent relations between the words of natural languages and nonlinguistic
items—which is to say that I take all languages to be conventional. But I do not
think it obvious that these things are so, which is also to say that the Mimamsa
view of the Veda’s divinity merits attention, and is not easy decisively to refute.
This is an ordinary feature of religious views (and indeed of most complex phil-
osophical views), and it is one that Mimamsakas would, I think, be quite happy
to have pointed out. Their central concern when arguing about their deeply tex-
tual understanding of divinity was not to convince others of its truth but rather
to explicate it and to defend it against objections.

Among the advantages of considering the Mimamsa’s deeply serious attempt
to construe the divine textually is that it calls into question the natural tendency
of philosophers of religion to think that when we speak of the divine—that which
is maximally and finally significant, that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought,
as Anselm of Canterbury put it in Europe at the end of the eleventh century—
we must be speaking of God. In suggesting that, and how, we might think of a
text as that-than-which-a-greater-cannot-be-thought, the Mimamsakas do us the
favor of suggesting some trajectories of thought in the philosophy of religion that
do not belong to the discipline’s traditional topics.

The most direct conceptual descendant in India of Mimamsa views about the
Veda’s eternality and authorlessness was that of Advaita Vedanta (“nondual cul-
mination of the Veda”), perhaps the best-known outside India among Indian
philosophical schools. It, too, has a nontheistic understanding of the divine, and
although the substance of this understanding is very different from that of the
Mimamsa, the lineage is clear enough. Those who think of the Veda as divine are
called followers of the purvamimamsa, the “prior Mimamsa”; those who think of
the divine as nondual are called followers of the uttaramimamsa, the “subsequent
Mimamsa.” There are also connections between the grammar of the thought of
the two schools. As followers of the prior Mimamsa began to speculate in an
abstract fashion about the nature of the sound, the sabda, that constitutes the
text of the Veda, one of the names they gave it was Brahman; further argument
about the nature of this Brahman was one of the routes into an analysis of the
divine as strictly nondual (advaita), a set of speculations that provides my second
example of an Indian nontheistic conception of the divine.
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THE NoNDUAL DIVINE

Sankara, with whom nondualism (advaita) is most closely associated, flourished
most probably in the eighth century. He, like the followers of the prior Mimamsa,
thought that philosophical thinking about what is maximally important should
begin with sustained exegetical attention to the text of the Veda, most especially
to that of the Upanisads, a set of speculative works in verse and prose whose
composition may have begun as early as 1000 BCE, and which are taken by some
to be part of the Veda. The Brhadaranyaka Upanisad, among the earliest of these
works, begins with the pregnant line, “Dawn is the head of the sacrificial horse,”
a line that shows in summary form the interest of the Upanisads in connecting
speculation about the nature and significance of the sacrifice with speculation
about the nature of the cosmos. This connection is also one of the threads that
connects the prior to the subsequent Mimamsa.

But Sankara did not share with his Mimamsaka forebears the view that the
Veda is eternal and uncreated, free from authorship by gods or humans. He
thought, rather, that sound exegesis and good philosophy established beyond
doubt that Brahman, the really and finally real, is “one only, without a second”
(ekam eva advitiyam, as the Upanisadic text has it). His considerable body of
work was devoted to analysis of what this means and to meeting objections to it,
as was that of his numerous followers and commentators.

The central doctrine of the nondualists is simple: that there is just one thing,
variously called Brahman, Atman (Self; the upper-case “S” represents the meta-
physical significance of the term), and (sometimes) isvara (“the lord”); and that
this Atman-Brahman is uncompounded, which is to say that no predicates of a
substantive sort can rightly be attached to it. Brahman has no temporal properties
(the property “being eternal” is predicated of it, but is understood to mean the
denial of all properties that predicate change), no spatial properties, and no prop-
erties that indicate internal complexity or division. This is a strictly metaphysical
claim, a claim about the way things necessarily are. It has a number of episte-
mological and psychological correlates, of which the most important for Sankara
is the claim that all cognition of diversity, whether of material objects (“this is a
house, that is a pot”), or of concepts (“this is an idea of blue, that is an idea of
red”), is erroneous. Such cognition is subject to ignorance (avidya) or illusion
(maya), and because a very high proportion of cognition is of one of these two
kinds, it follows that an equally high proportion of all human cognition is in
error and needs to be corrected. It is a central goal of nondualist thinkers to
provide a set of arguments and meditational practices that will bring such error
to an end.

One such set of concepts is to be found in a dialogue between teacher and
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student given by Sankara in a work called Upadesasahasri (A thousand teachings).
This dialogue shows with great clarity that one of the chief intuitions governing
Sankara’s nondualism is the idea that ignorance, which is understood most fun-
damentally to be error, the possession of mistaken concepts about multiplicity, is
the direct cause of continued bondage in the beginningless process of rebirth and
redeath that is called samsara. Sankara thinks that this point can be established
exegetically. After quoting a string of Vedic passages, he says, “These sruti passages
[texts from the Veda, broadly understood] indeed reveal that samsara results from
the understanding that Atman is different from Brahman” (Mayeda 1979, 219,
modified). If you think that you are genuinely different from the single, eternal,
partless, simple Brahman, you will be denying the equation between Atman and
Brahman, and as a result enmeshing yourself ever more firmly in the suffering
produced by its seeming to you that you are—and always have been—subject to
rebirth and redeath.

The student, not surprisingly, is puzzled by this. It doesn’t seem to him that
he is eternal, changeless, partless, and so forth:

Your holiness, when the body is burned or cut, I (Atman) evidently perceive
pain and I evidently experience suffering from hunger and so forth. But in all
the Srutis and Smrtis [texts derived from the Veda but not strictly part of it],
the highest Atman is said to be “free from evil, ageless, deathless, sorrowless,
hungerless, thirstless” . .. [and so the Atman is] free from all the attributes of
samsara. But I (Atman) am different in essence from it, and bound up with
many attributes of samsara. How then can I realize that the highest Atman is
my Atman, and that I, a transmigrator, am the highest Atman?—TIt is as if I
were to hold that fire is cold. (Mayeda 1979, 221, modified)

This is a question about how what seems obviously false (that the Self has no
changing properties) can be understood, known to be true, and asserted without
contradiction. Sankara’s response is that the changing properties in question aren’t
in fact to be predicated of the Self. Rather, their locus is the discriminating in-
tellect (buddhi): it is this that takes itself to hunger, thirst, be born, and so forth,
and it does so because of ignorance. Ignorance acts as a kind of prism through
which the Self (which is really single and partless) appears manifold and complex.
Or, to alter the simile:

From the standpoint of the highest truth, the Self is one alone and only ap-
pears as many through the vision affected by ignorance. It is just as when the
moon appears manifold to sight affected by the disease of the eye called timira.

(225, modified)

Timira is probably a form of cataract; it is in any case a defect of the eye that
produces double vision. It represents ignorance, which is a defect of the mind
that produces multiple vision, the ordinary perception of difference. The question
about how to understand and know to be true assertions such as the Self does not
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change or the Self is identical with Brahman is then simply answered: remove
ignorance, and you’ll no longer perceive the Self in any other way. The removal
of ignorance permits the truth simply to shine forth, to be “self-established,” as
Sankara likes to put it. And the truth that Atman is Brahman is both true and
salvific, for coming to know that it is true and to see the world in accordance
with its truth is precisely to be liberated from samsara, from the suffering of
rebirth and redeath.

Liberation (moksa), on this understanding, is not acquired but acknowledged.
This is because it is not a condition that is caused to come to be; it is, rather, a
condition that has always and changelessly been, and since anything that enters
into causal relations must, for Sankara and his school, thereby be considered
subject to change and dependence on something other than itself, it follows that
Atman-Brahman cannot be produced. It might seem that it would follow that
nothing can be done to bring about liberation from samsara. But this is not so,
says Sankara, and to illustrate what he means he often turns to the example of
the rope and the snake. If you think a coiled rope on the path in front of you is
a snake, you are subject to error. What removes this condition is just and only
its complementary cognition this is not a snake, which is entailed by the judgment
this is a rope. For Sankara, knowing is not an act with conditions; if it were, it
would be subject to cause and thus changeable. Instead, he thinks of knowing as
a condition with content that is always and changelessly what it is. Removing the
error this is a snake is an act, and is therefore subject to cause, but because the
error was an unreality to begin with (an instance of maya, illusion), what the act
produces is the removal of an absence. There is no causal relation between this
and the realization of the truth.

Sankara and his school use a technical term to describe and define the act of
making a false judgment. It is “superimposition” (adhyasa), and Sankara devotes
a great deal of attention to its analysis because it is the hinge concept of his entire
system and labels his central conceptual difficulty. If, as he does, you want to
claim that all judgments that predicate properties of something are erroneous
because the only thing there is cannot, because of its simplicity, have properties
predicated of it at all, you will then have to explain just what a predicative judg-
ment is and in what its error consists, and (still more difficult) how such judg-
ments can come to be made at all if monism is true.

Sankara’s ordinary definition of superimposition is: “The apparent presenta-
tion of the attributes of one thing in another thing” (Thibaut 1962, 1: 5). It is an
act of judgment of the form S is p, and Sankara’s favorite examples are the rope-
snake, already mentioned; the judgment that a tree trunk seen from a distance is
a man walking; and the judgment that the shiny inner surface of an oyster shell
is really silver. In all these cases, an object is presented to the senses (a coil of
rope, a tree trunk, an opened oyster shell), and a property is “superimposed” on
it that it does not in fact possess (snakehood, personhood, silverness; Sanskrit
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delights in abstract nouns and forms them much more easily than does English).
This model is then applied to all predicative judgments. But a difficulty for the
radical monist is produced by the fact that a superimposing judgment requires a
real object or locus on which or toward which the judgment predicates a property
that is in fact absent there. The only candidate for such an object or locus is the
Atman-Brahman, for this is the only thing there is. The predicative judgments
that thing coiled on the path in front of me is a snake and that thing coiled on the
path in front of me is a rope are alike in being, finally, judgments whose object is
Atman-Brahman, and that (falsely) superimpose properties on the Atman-
Brahman that it does not possess. The judgments are dissimilar, of course, in that
one makes a conventionally true claim and the other a conventionally false claim.
But the central difficulty for Sankara and his followers is to explain how it is that
the nondual Atman-Brahman can be the locus or object of ignorance (all super-
imposition is ignorance), for that is what the theory seems to require.

Sankara, it must be said, does not so much solve this difficulty as label it with
some precision. He agrees that all judgments, even those about such matters as
how life is to be lived, which sacrificial actions are to be performed, and what is
one’s own personal history, are instances of ignorance, deploying superimposition.
He agrees, too, that there is no beginning to the process whereby such judgments
are made, and that the relation between the simple, uncompounded Atman-
Brahman and the endless play of erroneous judgments is one that cannot finally
be understood but merely described:

And so, the producer of the notion of the “I” ... is superimposed upon the
inner Atman, which, in reality, is the witness of all modifications . . . in this
way there continues this beginningless and endless superimposition; it appears
in the form of wrong conception, and is the cause of individual selves appear-
ing as agents and enjoyers of their actions and the results of their actions, and
is observed by everyone. (Thibaut 1962, 1: 9, modified)

The eternal and changeless Atman-Brahman is a “witness” to change, and change
is superimposed upon it by the “individual selves,” which are themselves nothing
other than it. There is no genuine causal relation between witness and what is
witnessed; there is only eternal parallelism or juxtaposition between the two. The
imagery used by Sankara identifies the difficulty without solving it.

The same question arises again when Sankara treats the question of how the
multiplicity of the material world is related to the unity of Brahman. This changes
the sphere of discourse from the psychological or conceptual (What is the relation
between my changing self and the changeless Self that I really am?) to the material
or cosmological (What is the relation between Atman-Brahman and the multitude
of material objects?), but remains essentially the same question. Sankara’s view
here is that although there is a sense in which such things as houses and pots
must be effects (karya) of Brahman, this can only properly be said if it is em-
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phasized that the effect is already present in the cause and is a kind of illusory
transformation of it. This is the best way of putting matters for Sankara because
it guards against the two main errors that concern him: first, the error of affirming
that Brahman produces something other than itself, which would have to be said
if the effect were not already present in the cause; second, the mistake of saying
that the alterations or modifications apparently undergone by Brahman in pro-
ducing the manifold world are anything other than apparent. If they were real
rather than apparent, then, even if the effects were not other than Brahman, they
would still have to be understood to produce real change in Brahman, which
would contradict the view that Brahman does not change.

Sankara’s picture of the world-Brahman relation, then, is that Brahman is
both efficient cause (nimitta) and material cause (pradhana) of the world. This is
sometimes put by saying that Brahman has a power (sakti) called “illusion”
(maya), and that it is this that acts as the material cause of the world. Putting
matters this way stresses that the world in all its variety must also be illusory, as
the effects of a material cause must always share in the nature of its cause. But
because illusion is itself not separate from or ontologically other than Brahman,
to say that illusion (or ignorance) is the material cause of the world is just to say
the same of Brahman.

For Sankara, then, the world of trees and houses and pots and persons is
nothing but a set of illusory modifications of Atman-Brahman. The point of
saying so, however, is not to utter a truth about the nature of Atman-Brahman.
It is, rather, to make certain errors cease to function, to remove ignorance. The
point of identifying the single, changeless Atman-Brahman in the way that ad-
vocates of the divine as nondual typically do, then, is not accurately to describe
Atman-Brahman, but rather to bring to an end a set of peculiarly painful mistakes.
This is philosophy as medicine, perhaps, philosophy as that which can, by verbal
and meditational therapy, remove the pain in an amputated limb, a nonexistent
locus for pain. The following passage is suggestive of what Sankara means:

A man who wishes to attain this view of the highest truth should abandon the
fivefold form of desire . . . which results from the misconception that such
things as caste and stage of life belong to the Atman. And as this conception is
contradictory to the right conception, the reasoning for negating the view that
Atman is different from Brahman is possible. For when the conception that the
Atman is not subject to samsara has been brought into being by scripture and
reasoning, no contradictory conception persists. For a conception that fire is
cold, or that the body is not subject to old age and death, does not exist.
(Mayeda 1979, 226—27, modified)

Instances of error (of ignorance/illusion) are here likened to incoherent judgments
such as fire is cold, and are said, straightforwardly, not to exist. They are removed
just by coming to see them for what they are, which is, roughly, empty forms of
words. Their removal, then, may be brought about by argument or some other
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kind of practice. But the point of such argument or practice is not to establish,
or get taken as true, the contradictories of the incoherent judgments in question.
It is, rather, just to remove them. To apply the analogy, the point of Sankara’s
Advaita Vedanta is not to establish itself as true, but rather to prevent its com-
petitors from continuing as live options (“no contradictory conception persists”),
and so to bring to an end the suffering that inevitably accompanies any realistically
pluralist view.

Sankara’s Advaita is not, then, only or even principally a nontheistic concep-
tion of the divine (though it is—or includes—such understandings). It is, instead,
a theory and practice of salvation, to which the identification of the divine as
nondual is instrumental. As with the prior Mimamsa’s identification of the divine
as a text, Sankara’s position is unlikely to carry much conviction to those who
do not already hold it. Following the arguments and tactics of Sankara and his
epigones may nonetheless offer important and useful clarifications of Western
attempts to argue for nonduality (Plotinus and Spinoza offer the most eloquent
examples); it may also provoke further thought about why Christian, Jewish, and
Islamic thinkers have been so concerned, unlike Sankara, to reject the idea that
everything other than God is unreal.

TaHE DIVINE AS BuUDDHA

Buddhism began in India in the fourth or fifth century before Christ. Although
most of the details of its beginning are obscure, there is little doubt that the
teachings of a man later to be called Gautama Sakyamuni and to be given the
honorific title Buddha (awakened one) were among the factors of greatest im-
portance. Unlike the Mimamsa and the Vedanta, Buddhism did not recognize the
authority of the Veda, and did not develop its thought by interpreting Vedic texts.
Instead—to make a long and complicated story much too short—Buddhist phi-
losophy in India developed in large part by considering what it might mean to
think of Gautama Sakyamuni, the Buddha, as of maximal and final significance,
which is to say, as divine.

The legend of the Buddha, which had taken firm shape by the second century
BCE, unambiguously presents him as a human being, even if a rather unusual
one. He is born to a human mother, though in miraculous fashion; he grows to
maturity in wealthy surroundings and is educated in a manner appropriate to his
class; he renounces his life of luxury (and, in some versions, his wife and son)
when the facts of human suffering become unbearably weighty to him; he spends
years seeking the roots of suffering and its cure, and eventually finds them; when



NONTHEISTIC CONCEPTIONS OF THE DIVINE 73

he does, he is awakened (becomes Buddha) to the truth, and this fact is marked
by cosmic appreciation, including recognition and praise from the Vedic gods
(this is one of the threads in the fabric of Buddhism that led Helmuth von
Glasenapp, 1971, to aptly characterize Buddhism as a transpolytheistic religion
rather than simply an atheistic one). After his awakening, Buddha begins to teach
the truths he had discovered (this is his dharma, or doctrine), and in so doing to
found a monastic order (the sangha) to preserve and transmit the doctrine. Even-
tually, at an advanced age, he dies. Buddhist speculation about the divine then
focuses primarily on his person and secondarily on his teaching and the com-
munity he founded.

Much intellectual energy was devoted by Buddhists to antitheistic argument.
This is not to say that Indian Buddhists rejected the existence of deities such as
Indra, Brahma, and Visnu. It is rather to say that they rejected the idea that there
is or could be an eternal, omniscient, omnipotent creator of all that is, and so
also argued against the idea that any member of the Indian pantheon could be
such a god. In arguing against the coherence of the idea of such a god, Buddhists
were arguing with the many Indian thinkers who strongly affirmed it. This debate,
which had a thousand-year history in India and which developed to a high pitch
of scholastic precision and subtlety, is best thought of as an episode in the history
of argument about a god very much like the God of Abraham. As such, it falls
outside the scope of this essay, although its particulars should be of considerable
interest to philosophers working in the Jewish or Christian or Islamic traditions,
as it provides a splendid example of antitheistic argument developed indepen-
dently of those traditions. (Some references to works on theistic and antitheistic
argument in India are given in the bibliography.)

Buddhists, then, reject (the Indian version of) the God of Abraham. But in
thinking about what it might mean to understand the Buddha as maximally great,
they approached in some ways interestingly closely the Abrahamic idea. Buddha’s
divinity is certainly closer to the Abrahamic divine than is either the textual divine
of the Mimamsakas or the nondual divine of the Advaita Vedantins, and this is
mostly because Buddhist philosophers began their speculations about the maxi-
mally and finally significant by thinking about a person, as also did the theorists
of the Abrahamic religions.

Speculation about the Buddha had its roots in devotional practice. From as far
back as our texts go, Buddhists gave homage and praise to Buddha, naming him
“fully and completely awakened,” “accomplished in knowledge and virtuous con-
duct,” “knower of worlds,” and “teacher of gods and humans.” These titles were
analyzed and commented on by Buddhist thinkers much as were the honorifics
given to Jesus in the New Testament by Christians; as such analysis and commentary
developed, it is easy to see a movement toward attributing significance to Buddha
that goes far beyond what can be borne by any particular human person. For one
thing, the gods of whom Buddha is said to be the teacher are extraordinarily long-
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lived (though not, in the Buddhist view, either eternal or everlasting), and if Buddha
is always to be their teacher his teaching activity cannot be limited to the life span
of a particular individual in India 2,400 years or so ago. For another, Buddhist
cosmology is remarkably generous in scope, both temporal and spatial (more so
even than that of modern science), and if Buddha is really to be a knower of all
worlds and a teacher of their inhabitants, his knowledge cannot, it seems, be limited
and constrained as that of human individuals ordinarily is. These and similar con-
siderations led to the development of concepts that made it possible to think of
Gautama Sakyamuni as a token of a type rather than as a unique particular. Sak-
yamuni the Buddha became Sakyamuni a Buddha (the tradition attributes this view
to Sakyamuni himself, and it certainly goes back as far as we can trace Buddhist
ideas), and the question then became how best to think about the class-category
“Buddha” of which Sakyamuni is a member.

The principal categories used for this purpose were those of the three bodies.
Buddha, it came to be said, had three bodies, where the term “body” means
something like mode of being or (as we shall see) mode of appearing.

The first of these bodies is the body of magical transformation (nirmana-
kaya). There are many of these; Sakyamuni is an instance. Each body of magical
transformation is born to a particular woman at a particular time and place, and
each has a career whose outlines are like those of Sakyamuni’s: he discovers the
answer to the problem of suffering, teaches this answer as an awakened one,
founds a community of disciples, and so on. Each body of magical transformation
appears to have imperfections: each must learn what all humans must learn (lan-
guage, good social habits, and so forth), and must do so by being taught. Each
appears to need food and sleep and to suffer death. But Buddha cannot really
have properties such as these, argued Buddhists; if it did, it would not be maxi-
mally significant and, ex definitio, not Buddha. And so these properties must be
of a special kind. They must be apparent, properties that Buddha seems to have
but does not really possess. Further, these must be apparent properties that are
caused to come into being by the needs of living beings other than Buddha. This
idea springs from the claim that Buddha is maximally salvifically efficacious with
respect to the liberation of non-Buddhas from suffering, and so any apparent
properties Buddha has must serve that end and must therefore be caused by the
needs of those beings who are not yet liberated. Buddha in its various bodies of
magical transformation appears to teach and walk and sleep and eat, then, in very
much the same way that the moon appears to me to be a disc about the size of
a half-dollar; or, to use a favorite Buddhist image, Buddha is a wish-fulfilling gem,
a cintamani. Such a gem has as a property intrinsic or proper to it only that it
grants to all who come into contact with it what they most desire. It has as
emergent and apparent properties the granting of particular wishes. Just so for
the bodies of magical transformation.

The second kind of body is of a logically similar sort. It is called the body of
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communal enjoyment (sambhoga-kaya), and of it too there are many tokens dif-
ferentiated one from another by the possession of different emergently apparent
properties. As with the bodies of magical transformation, there is a fundamental
narrative that applies to each body of communal enjoyment. It is Buddha in
residence in a gorgeously ornamented heavenly realm, Buddha present as a mag-
nificently beautiful body around which advanced practitioners—bodhisattvas—
can gather and listen to teaching and offer praise. The various heavenly realms
in which bodies of communal enjoyment reside and teach are caused to come
into being by the needs of bodhisattvas: these beings have progressed beyond the
point at which they can benefit from interacting with a body of magical trans-
formation like Gautama Sakyamuni, and their needs are met by the heavenly
Buddhas of communal enjoyment.

There is yet a third body, the “real body” (dharma-kaya), which is what
Buddha is in itself. This body is single or unique, unlike the bodies of magical
transformation and communal enjoyment. The real body, as its name suggests,
has no emergent or apparent properties. It has only essential properties, each of
which is therefore eternal (beginningless, endless, changeless), like the real body
itself. In analyzing the real body, the classical texts of the Indian Buddhist tradition
tend to speak first of its knowledge or awareness, and then of its more properly
metaphysical properties. The upshot of these analyses is that the real body’s aware-
ness is said to be universal (all that can be known is known to it), error-free, and
without change: it knows what it knows effortlessly and spontaneously, just as a
mirror reflects what is before it. The real body has nonpropositional omniscience,
changeless knowledge-by-acquaintance of everything knowable. But this is not all.
The real body is also eternally and changelessly free from any kind of suffering
or imperfection; it is, as the texts usually say, eternally and naturally pure, not
produced by causes, and not capable of being other than it is. It is also maximally
efficacious in liberating other beings from suffering, and it does this by appearing
to them as a body of magical transformation or a body of communal enjoyment.
But even these appearances, these comings-to-be of emergently apparent prop-
erties, do not occur as a result of any particular volitions or intentions that Bud-
dha has. They are, rather, like the moon’s reflection in a pool of water: as the
pool’s surface changes (ruffled by the wind, shrunk by the hot sun), so the re-
flected image appears to change, but not because of any decision taken by the
moon. An exhaustive account, then, of causes producing the emergence of a
particular body of magical transformation or communal enjoyment can be given
by describing the needs of particular living beings at a particular time.

A more abstract restatement of this picture would look like this:

(1) Buddha is maximally salvifically efficacious,

which is axiomatic: this is just what it means to be Buddha. (1) is coupled with
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(2) Buddha is single,

which is to say that all plurality and multiplicity in Buddha is apparent, consti-
tuted exhaustively by emergently apparent properties such as seems to be instruct-
ing me in the dharma now. And then, because of the strong intuition that accurate
awareness is a good thing, and the judgment that Buddha must have all good
things, there is:

(3) Buddha is omniscient,
which, when understood as briefly discussed above, is taken to mean:
(4) Buddha has no beliefs.

(4) is required because of the usual understanding of what it is to have a belief
(that is, to have a propositional attitude); believers are related to the states of
affairs about which they have beliefs indirectly through their beliefs, and this is
not something properly said of Buddha. Buddha has all the states of affairs known
to it (and that is all the states of affairs that can be known) directly present to
its awareness. (3) is also understood to require:

(5) Buddha has no nonveridical awareness,

because all the factors that might cause nonveridical awareness (greed, hatred,
ignorance, and so on) are by definition lacking in Buddha. (3) also suggests:

(6) Buddha’s awareness requires no volition, effort, or attentiveness,

for possessing properties of this sort was taken to entail imperfection. If Buddha
needs to try to attain some previously unattained goal, or to make an effort to
come to know something previously unknown, this would mean that the goods
Buddha has to try to obtain are not among its essential properties. Buddha would
then be able to be Buddha without possessing some goods, and this calls (1) into
question, as well as sitting uneasily with the judgment that Buddha must be
maximally great. Attributing effort and so on to Buddha also sits uneasily with

(7) Buddha has no temporal properties.

This too is partly axiomatic: subjection to time and change would make Buddha
less than maximally salvifically efficacious, just as knowing states of affairs tem-
porally, as they come into being and pass away, would be less perfect than know-
ing them eternally. But (7) must be held together with:
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(8) Buddha seems to non-Buddhas to have temporal properties

in the various senses already discussed.

(1)—(8) raise a number of difficulties much discussed by Buddhist thinkers.
Among them is the question of whether Buddhas can, on the model of Buddha-
hood explored here, remember the past. It seems not, for on most accounts of
memory, some causal relation to a past event or events seems required, and this
may be ruled out by (6) and (7). This was of concern to Buddhists because on
other grounds they wanted to say that Buddhas can remember their previous
lives, and it is hard to see how such memory, even if it is restricted to bodies of
magical transformation, can be categorized as an emergently apparent property,
as it would seemingly have to be. Another difficulty was found in the tendency
of this way of thinking to lead to something like Sankara’s nondualism, a conclu-
sion that Buddhist thinkers wanted on many grounds to avoid.

But it is beyond the scope of this essay to look more closely at these Buddhist
discussions. They are, for the most part, discussions about whether the views of
Buddhahood that had developed by the fifth century ck or so in India required
the abandonment or modification of other items of Buddhist doctrine. They are
not—again, for the most part—based on worries about whether the set of prop-
ositions (1)—(8) is internally consistent. It seemed so to Buddhist theorists, and it
seems probably so to me.
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and which now numbers eight volumes. These volumes provide descriptive and analyti-
cal material on the various Indian schools, together with summaries of the content and
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Bilimoria (1988), D’Sa (1980), Clooney (1990), and Matilal (1994). Jha (1986) provides a
translation of a Buddhist doxographical work that contains extensive (and accurate) ex-
position and critical analysis of Mimamsa ideas. Sandal (1980) gives a translation (not
always either reliable or comprehensible) of the foundational work of the prior Mi-
mamsa.

For the matters discussed under “The Nondual Divine” Thibaut (1962) and Mayeda
(1979) provide English translations of two of Sankara’s main works. Useful secondary
sources include Deutsch (1969) and Clooney (1993). The most systematic treatment of
the philosophical idea of nonduality is to be found in Loy (1999); this treats materials
from many cultures and traditions.

For further exploration of the matters discussed under “The Divine as Buddha”:
Williams (1989) is a philosophically useful treatment of Buddhist thought in general.
Hayes (1988), Jackson (1986), Griffiths (1999), and Patil (2001) discuss Buddhist anti-
theistic argumentation. The most comprehensive treatments of Buddhist theories about
the nature of the Buddha are Griffiths (1994) and Makransky (1997). Translations of
Buddhist texts treating this topic may be found in Griffiths et al. (1989) and also in Jha

(1986).



CHAPTER 4

THE ONTOLOGICAL
ARGUMENT

BRIAN LEFTOW

THE term “ontological argument” was Kant’s name for one member of a family
of arguments that began with Anselm of Canterbury. These arguments all try to
prove God’s existence a priori, via reasoning about the entailments of a particular
description of God. The description almost always involves God’s greatness or
perfection. Where it does not, the argument has a premise justified by God’s
greatness or perfection.! So these arguments might better be called arguments
from perfection.

I deal with the main arguments from perfection and criticisms thereof in
historical order.

ANSELM: PROSLOGION 2

Anselm gave the first argument from perfection in his Proslogion (1078). The key
passage (in ch. 2) is this:

We believe [God] to be something than which nothing greater can be thought
... The Fool ... when he hears ... “something than which nothing greater can
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be thought,” understands what he hears, and what he understands is in his in-
tellect. (But) it cannot exist in the intellect alone. For if it exists only in the
intellect, it can be thought to exist also in reality, which is greater. If therefore
it. .. exists only in the intellect, this same thing than which a greater cannot be
thought, is a thing than which a greater can be thought. But this surely cannot
be. So something than which no greater can be thought. .. exists. .. both in
the intellect and in reality. (Charlesworth 1965, 116, my translation)

I first explicate Anselm’s key phrase “something than which no greater can be
thought” (henceforth “a G”). I then take up his reasoning, then the question of
whether its premises are true.

“A G” is an indefinite description. Its form lets many things satisfy it (as with
“something brown and red” and “something canine”). What the Fool understands
is this description. A natural thought would be that what is “in his intellect,” if
not just a token string of words, is the property the description expresses, being
a G. But as the argument proceeds, it supposes that the Fool “has in mind” some
particular thing that has the property, an “it” that cannot exist in the mind alone.
Anselm seems to suppose, in short, that by understanding the description a G,
one comes into some sort of direct cognitive relation with something that is a G:
one thinks of or refers to a particular G. For Anselm, then, being such that no
greater can be thought means being such that no one nondivine can refer to a
greater possible object, under any description.2 A G is a greatest possible being to
which we can refer. If there is hierarchy of greatness with a topmost level to which
we can refer, then, “a G” automatically picks out only something(s) on the top-
most level. If we can refer to an unending progression of ever greater possible
beings, “a G” does not refer.

“A G” has a modal element: it speaks of items to which we can refer. To
make sense of this “can,” I now introduce a bit of technical terminology that will
be repeatedly useful. The sentence “Possibly there are ostriches” asserts that in at
least one history the universe could have, ostriches would exist. In fact, one such
history has taken place. “Possibly Churchill runs a three-minute mile” asserts that
in at least one history the universe could have, Churchill pulls off this surprising
feat. Churchill has not yet done this, and barring reincarnation or resurrection,
he will not. So it appears that actual history is not any of those in which Churchill
does this: no such history has taken place. But still, it’s in some sense possible that
he do so. Every sentence instancing the form possibly P asserts the existence of at
least one history the universe could have in which P. Every sentence instancing
the form necessarily P asserts that there is no history the universe could have in
which —P. The sentence “necessarily 2+2=4" asserts that there is no history the
universe could have in which this is false; that is that in every possible history,
2+2=4. Every sentence using “can,” of course, is equivalent to one using “pos-
sibly” (e.g., “There can be ostriches”).

Philosophers call histories the universe could have possible worlds. So we can
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now explicate Anselm this way: something x is a G only if no nondivine being in
any possible world can refer to any being greater than x actually is. Now surely,
for every possible being, possibly someone or other nondivine refers to it. If that’s
so, then possibly something is greater than x only if possibly someone refers to
that greater thing. If so, we can simplify our account of a G, for being a G is
equivalent to being something than which there can be no greater. From now on,
let’s take Anselm to be talking of this property.

In Proslogion 5, Anselm reasons that unless it is to be less than we can think
it to be, a G must be “whatever it is better to be than not to be” (Charlesworth
1965, 120), that is, have every attribute F such that having F is better than lacking
F. Now if something had every such attribute, it would be a G (a G being one
thing it is better to be than not to be). So if something is not a G, it lacks some
F a G has, such that having this F is better than lacking F. Thus, Proslogion 5
implies that a G is greater than any possible non-G in at least one respect. Further,
there is no respect in which a non-G surpasses a G: if a non-G has some attribute
it is better to have than to lack, any G has this too, and only such attributes are
respects in which something might surpass a G.> So overall, any G is greater than
any non-G. As it’s obvious that nothing in the material world is a G, we can infer
that a G must at least be greater than any actual material object—including the
universe. Here is a particularly impressive attribute: being greater than every other
possible being in some respect and equaled by no other possible being in any
respect. Such a G would be a most perfect possible being. Anselm would almost
certainly hold that a G must be a most perfect possible being: if a G were not so,
we could apparently think of a greater, namely one that was so. But his argument
doesn’t make use of this description.

Talk of Gs naturally raises questions like What is greatness? or Greater in
what way? Anselm doesn’t answer. But he clearly means greatness or being greater
to be or involve some sort of value-property the God of Western theism has
supremely. So Findlay’s (1955) suggestion that we take these in terms of worthiness
of worship can’t be too far off the mark: let’s say that greatness is either desert
of worship or some combination of attributes on which this supervenes.* As it
turns out, we needn’t be more specific than this.

In Proslogion 4, Anselm asserts that

Df. God = that than which no greater can be thought,

the definite description implying that there is just one G. Anselm nowhere argues
that there is just one. And this is not obvious. Something without a greater might
nonetheless have an equal. If Anselm cannot rule it out that there could be two
or more equal Gs, he faces a problem. For his argument will apply to as many
possible Gs as there are, prima facie, and so if it works will prove that there are
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many Gs. If there are, the definite description “that than which no greater...”
will not refer—in which case, Anselm’s argument will prove that God does not
exist, given (Df). Why just one possible G? One can only speculate:

i. Anselm argues that being a G entails being intrinsically simple, that is, not
having distinct purely intrinsic attributes (Proslogion 12; see Monologion 16-17).
Suppose that this is so. For any x, being x is intrinsic to x: it is a matter settled
entirely within x’s boundaries, so to speak. Being simple is also intrinsic. So for
any x, if x is simple, being simple and being x must be the same attribute. But
then any simple being will be identical to x. So there can be at most one simple
being. So if being a G entails being simple, there can be at most one G—and if
attribute-identities are necessary, at most one possible G. Thus, there is at least a
good argument from premises Anselm clearly accepted to back his belief that at
most one possible being is a G.

ii. As the doctrine of divine simplicity is controversial, perhaps a better an-
swer lies with what Anselm means by “greatness.” It’s axiomatic in Western theism
that whatever precisely worship is, at most one thing deserves it, and this thing
coexists with no rivals for worship (see, e.g., Isaiah 40:25, 44:6—7, 46:5, 9). Anselm
argues that any G must as such exist necessarily and necessarily be a G. If he’s
right, and it’s also the case that maximal greatness in a possible world W excludes
having a rival in W, then in no possible world does a G coexist with another G,
and there is at most one possible G.

I now turn to Anselm’s reasoning.

The Reasoning

On one reading, Anselm’s premises are

1. Someone thinks of a possible object which is a G, and
2. If any possible G is thought of but not actual, it could have been greater
than it actually is.

The reductio runs this way. By definition, if a possible object g is a G, no possible
object in any possible state is greater than g actually is: g is in a state than which
there is no greater. Let g be the G someone thinks of. Then, as a G, g is in a state
than which there is no greater. Per (2), if g is not actual, g could have been greater
than g actually is. So if g is not actual, g is not in a state than which there is no
greater. So if g is not actual, g both is and is not in such a state. So g is actual.
So a G exists.
The argument is valid. So let us ask if its premises are true.
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Ontological Commitments?

(1) is not innocent. It asserts a relation between a thinker and a possible object
that is actually a G, and so brings an object into our ontology. Anselm needs it
to do so if (1) is to give him a G to which to apply (2). But then if he is not
blatantly to beg the question of God’s existence, Anselm must also assume that
this possible object is there, and is a G, even if it does not exist. And odds are
that Anselm did believe in nonexistent objects.> But this puts an unflattering gloss
on his argument. For then it seems to amount to: grant that something actually
is in a state with no greater. This thing either does or doesn’t exist. But how
could something that didn’t so much as exist be as great as all that? And of course,
if that’s what the argument amounts to, it’s hard to see why one should grant
that something actually is in such a state. The step from this admission to the
conclusion seems vanishingly small.

But Anselm’s argument doesn’t require his ontology. One could instead read
(1) in light of non-Anselmian semantic assumptions. Suppose that one denied
nonexistent objects, but held that one can use satisfiable descriptions as if they
refer, whether or not they do, and can properly use claims like (2) to reason about
satisfiers of descriptions, whether or not the descriptions are satisfied. This would
amount to running Anselm’s argument within a “free” logic. Such logics carry no
ontological commitments. Taken in light of these new assumptions, (1) asserts
only that someone tokens an indefinite description that is possibly satisfied. (1),
then, turns out no more or less problematic than the claim that

1a. Possibly something is a G.

(2) assigns a degree of greatness to an object even if it does not actually exist;
like (1), it must allow for nonexistent objects with greatness if it is not to beg the
question. Even if the degree were automatically zero, this would still entail that
nonexistents have properties. So we must replace (2) with a premise assigning
greatness to nonexistents only in worlds in which they exist. The most straight-
forward replacement is probably

2a. If possibly something is a G, but actually nothing is a G, then in any pos-
sible world W in which something is a G, that G could be greater than it
is in W.

If possibly something is a G, there is a world W in which something is a G. So
(2a) immediately yields

2b.  If possibly something is a G, but actually nothing is a G, then in some
possible world W, something is a G but could be greater than it is in W.
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Free logics let one use names or descriptions that do not refer as if they refer.
So they reject the logical rules of universal instantiation (from “for all x, ®x,”
infer ®@s for any singular term s) and existential generalization (from any state-
ment Fs, infer that there is something which is F; Lambert 1983, 106—7). Thus, to
show that Anselm’s argument can go free-logical, one must state his reductio
without using these rules. So here it is: given (1a) and (2b), if nothing is a G,
then in some possible world W, something is a G but could be greater than it is
in W. But it cannot be the case that in some world, a G could be greater than it
is in that world: being a G is being in a state with no greater in any world. So it
is not the case that nothing is a G. As far as I can see, then, given a free logic,
Anselm’s reductio goes through.

The Premises

If an argument is valid and its premises are true, its conclusion is true. I will not
try to settle whether (1a) is true. But there is a case for (2a). For a G could be
greater than it is in W just in case G lacks in W some great-making property
compatible with the rest of its attributes in W. If no G exists, any G in any W
lacks the property of existing in @, the actual world. But

3. For a G, for any W, existing in @ is great-making in W.

And if it is possible that a G exists, then for some G in some W, existing in @ is
compatible with the rest of its attributes.

The controversial premise here is of course (3). There are two cases to con-
sider here: W = @ and W # @. For the first, I support (3) in two ways. One
appeals to a general claim,

4. For any F and x, if x would be F were it to exist, then for x, existing in @
is F-making.

Suppose that Leftow would be human were he to exist. Then whoever gives Leftow
existence ipso facto makes him be human. So for Leftow, existence is human-
making: it makes him actually what he would be were he actual, and so human.
But the properties a G would have if actual include being great. So for a G, existing
in @ is great-making. Oppy (1995) suggests that (3) must rest on or be supplanted
by some more general principle connecting greatness and existence, which atheists
and agnostics would be reasonable to reject: “After all, there seems to be no good
reason to suppose that existence in reality is a great-making property solely in the
case of a [G]” (10, cf. 11).° But the only general principle needed is (4). (4) does
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not connect existence with greatness any more than with any other property, and
I cannot see that atheists or agnostics have any particular reason to object to it.
The second line of argument begins that surely

5.  Nothing that doesn’t exist ought to be worshipped.

For worship is a kind of talking to, and it makes no sense to talk to something
that isn’t there. Atheists and agnostics will of course insist on (5). If (5) is true,
then any G would be more deserving of worship if actual than if merely possible.
For a merely possible G does not deserve worship at all, and an actual G does
deserve worship. If greatness is worthiness of worship or whatever property(-ies)
would subvene it, this implies that any G would be greater if actual than if merely
possible, and because it is actual, not merely possible. So a G’s being actual surely
moves it at least a bit in the direction of maximal greatness. In fact, it moves it
all the way, if (as it were) the G is all set to be great save for the little detail of
actually existing. But then existing in @ is great-making for Gs.

Suppose, on the other hand, that W # @. We then must ask why existing in
some other world contributes to a G’s greatness in W. One sort of reply appeals
to arguments that necessary existence is great-making: if it is, then a fortiori
existing in another world is. Now the claim that being a G entails existing nec-
essarily leads to its own sort of argument from perfection. But it does so only
given certain principles of modal logic. Pros. 2 does not commit itself to any such
principles. So this sort of support would not make Pros. 2 depend on modal
perfection-arguments. It would at most show that Pros. 2 has one root these other
arguments do.

Another sort of response begins with two premises: that worship consists
largely of giving thanks and praise, and that @, as it happens, contains concrete
things whose maker might in some circumstance deserve thanks and praise for
them, and for whose existence a G would account if it existed. A being that can
have no greater is one than which none can be more worship-worthy. So it must
deserve the greatest thanks and praise compatible with its nature. Those who
worship, thank and praise God for their existence and for items in the world
around them if they seem good. So if a G is to deserve maximal thanks and praise,
it must be such as to deserve thanks and praise for whatever should inspire these
in worlds it graces. All things in any way good in these worlds thus must owe it
their very being; its contribution must suffice for their existence. The more com-
plete this dependence, the greater the thanks and praise deserved. So another axis
along which to magnify the thanks/praise a G is owed is depth of dependence:
the deeper it is, the greater the thanks/praise deserved. One way dependence can
be deeper is this: an item depending on the G could depend on it so thoroughly
that it could not exist without the G’s causal support. So via “perfect being”
reasoning, we can conclude that whatever in any way ought to inspire thanks and
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praise and coexists with a G depends so completely on it for existence that it
could not exist without the G.

Turning now to our G in W, @, again, contains many things warranting
thanks and praise. Either some of these also exist in W, or none do. Suppose that
some do. Then if the G does not exist in @, some things in W could have existed
without depending on a G’s contribution to their existence. But we’ve just ruled
this out. And so if a G exists in W but not in @, nothing warranting thanks and
praise in @ exists in W. If a G exists in W but not in @, nothing in @ could have
depended on that G. For if it did, in any world, it would there depend on that
G so completely that it could not exist without the G in any world—including
@. So if the G does not exist in @, everything in @ is such that that G does not
possibly account for its existence. If so, the G of W is not omnipotent: there are
perfectly possible contingent beings for whose existence it cannot account. Surely
omnipotence is great-making and exemplifiable; surely nothing can be a G with-
out it. So existence in @ follows from a clearly great-making property. This may
well make existing in @ great-making. In any case, on the present argument,
nothing that does not exist in @ can be a G in any world. And so any G in any
world, including W, exists in @.

I submit, then, that the amended, free-logical version of Proslogion 2’s argu-
ment is valid, and one of its two premises has strong support.

PROSLOGION 3

In Proslogion 3, Anselm reasons that

something can be thought to be, which cannot be thought not to be. This is
greater than what can be thought not to be. Whence if that than which no
greater can be thought, can be thought not to be, it. .. is not that than which
no greater can be thought . .. So truly does something than which no greater
can be thought exist, therefore, that it cannot be thought not to exist. (Char-
lesworth 1965, 118)

Some claim that here Anselm gives a second argument for God’s existence. They
do so by reading Anselm this way:

Possibly something is a G, and

Being a G entails existing necessarily. So
Possibly a G exists necessarily. So

A G exists necessarily. So

10. A G exists.

RIS
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I doubt on exegetical grounds that Anselm actually means to give this argument.
But as Proslogion 3 has led some to this argument, we can discuss it here.

(6)—(10) is a valid argument in the S5 system of modal logic. Systems of modal
logic—the logic of inferences involving “possibly” and “necessarily”—differ in the
claims they make about the relations between possible worlds. The distinctive
feature of the S5 system of modal logic is that in it, every world is possible relative
to every other world: no matter which world were actual, the same set of worlds
would be possible. To see how (6)—(10) works in such a set of worlds, let the
boxes below represent all the worlds that are possible:

W1 W2

W3 W4

Let existing in at least one box represent being possible, and existing in all the
boxes represent existing necessarily. (6) asserts that possibly a G exists. To rep-
resent this, we enter a G in one box:

W1 W2

W3 W4
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Now (8) asserts not just that it’s possible that a G exist, but that it’s possible
that a G exist necessarily. What this means, in terms of our boxes, is that a G is
in one box, and in that box, it’s true of the G that it exists in all the boxes (more
precisely, all the boxes possible relative to it, which in S5 are all the boxes). So if
(8) is true, G is in W1, and in W1 it’s true that if G is in W1, it is also in W2—4,
so that we have

W1 W2
G G
G G

W3 W4

Thus, given an Ss system of relations among the boxes, (8) does entail (9): G
exists necessarily (in all boxes). Now if Wi—4 are all the worlds there are, then
one of them will turn out to be actual. G is in all of them, so no matter which
one is actual, G will be actual with it. So (9) entails (10). In Ss, this modal
argument from perfection is valid.

ANSELM’S REAL ARGUMENT

While Anselm probably did not intend (6)—(10), he did develop the first modal
argument from perfection, in a slightly later work, the Reply to Gaunilo:

Whatever can be thought and does not exist, if it existed, would be able. . . not
to exist. (But) something than which no greater can be thought . . . if it existed,
would not be able. .. not to exist—for which reason if it can be thought, it
cannot not exist. (Charlesworth 1965, 60)

Anselm’s reasoning is this:
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1. If it can be thought that a G exists and no G exists, any G would exist
contingently if it did exist.

12. It is not possible that a G exist contingently. So

13. It is not the case that it can be thought that a G exists and no G exists.

So

14. If it can be thought that a G exists, some G exists.
15. It can be thought that a G exists.
16. Some G exists.

There are strong a priori arguments for (12). We can recast (11) as

17. If it is possible that a G exists and no G exists, any G would exist contin-
gently if it did exist.

and alter the rest of the argument accordingly. The advantage of doing so is that
(17) comes out true within the Brouwer system of modal logic, a weaker system
S5 includes. The Brouwer system is weaker than S5 because it makes a weaker
claim about possible worlds: rather than assert that every world is possible relative
to every other, it asserts that relative possibility is symmetric: that if A is possible
relative to B, B is possible relative to A. To see that (17) is true in Brouwer, suppose
that these boxes represent all the possible worlds there are:

W1 W2

God

Let’s say that W1 is actual, and relative to W1, W2 is possible. Our G, God, exists
only in W2. So actually, God does not exist. But W2 is possible. So it’s possible
that God exist. Now suppose that W2 had been actual instead of W1. In that case,
God would have been actual. But if relative possibility is symmetric, then because
W2 is possible relative to W1, had W2 been actual, W1 would have been possible.
So had W2 been actual, a world would have been possible in which God did not
exist. So had W2 been actual, God would have existed contingently: which is to
say that if our G possibly exists and does not, it would exist contingently if it did
exist, assuming what the Brouwer system says about relations among possible
worlds.
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It’s also worth noting that (6) and (12) suffice on their own to prove God’s
existence if the correct system of modal logic for metaphysical possibility includes
Brouwer. To see this, suppose that these boxes represent all the possible worlds
there are:

W3 Wy

God

If W4 is actual, of course, God exists. Suppose instead that W3 is actual. Then if
possibly God exists, God exists in at least one box possible relative to W3, and so
God exists in W4. Per (12), God exists necessarily in W4. So if W4 were actual,
God would exist necessarily, that is, in every world possible relative to W4. Per
Brouwer, if W4 is possible relative to W3, W3 is also possible relative to W4. So
God is necessary in W4 only if God also exists in W3. So if W3 is actual, God
actually exists. So whether W3 or W4 is actual, God exists, and so given (6), (12),
and Brouwer, God exists.

Modulo the change from (11) to (17), then, we can credit Anselm with the
first valid modal argument from perfection.

Modal arguments from perfection face two difficulties. One lies in showing
that the modal systems they invoke really are the correct logics for real meta-
physical possibility. The other is epistemological. Consider Plantinga’s (1974a) at-
tribute of no-maximality, or being such that one does not coexist with a G. If
this attribute is possibly exemplified, then given (12) and Ss, being a G is not. A
modal argument gives one reason to become a theist only if its proponent offers
one not just the argument but some reason to believe the claim that being a G
is possibly exemplified rather than the claim that no-maximality is. Many claim
that modal arguments from perfection “beg the question” by asserting that being
a G rather than no-maximality is possibly exemplified. They do not. Every ar-
gument asserts rather than justifies its own premises. If we need reason to believe
in being a G rather than no-maximality, this shows not that a modal argument
begs the question, but merely that another argument is needed, on behalf of one
of its premises.
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GAUNILO AND PARODY

Shortly after Anselm published the Proslogion, Gaunilo of Marmoutiers replied
with a parody of the Proslogion 2 argument:

(An) island more excellent than all other lands truly exists somewhere in real-
ity (if it exists) in your mind. For it is more excellent to exist not only in the
mind but also in reality. So it must necessarily exist. For if it did not, any
other land existing in reality would be more excellent. And so the island you
conceived to be more excellent will not be more excellent. (Charlesworth 1965,
164)

This parody isn’t quite right, but we can construct the right sort on Gaunilo’s
behalf: let’s take him to have meant that if we replace “a G” with “an island than
which no greater can be thought,” the resulting argument works as well as An-
selm’s. There is no such island. So (says Gaunilo) we know the argument isn’t
sound, even if we can’t pinpoint its flaw.

Unfortunately for Gaunilo, some sorts of parody are easily dismissed. There
is no greatest possible island, for there can always be another island better at least
for containing more of what makes any other island good (Plantinga 1974b, 91—
92).” Oppy suggests that perhaps “the greatest possible island will have an infinite
surface area and...supply of banana trees (etc.) ... Given (this) it will not be
the case that it could have a greater supply of these things” (1995, 165). Not so:
for every order of infinity, there is a higher order. Oppy also suggests that tra-
ditional theists must concede the possibility of a greatest island, for their heaven
is in effect an island than which no greater is possible, whose greatness lies inter
alia in conferring “eternal life and infinite attributes on its inhabitants” (165). But
on traditional theist belief, not heaven but God confers eternal life, and heaven
is not surrounded by water. A physical heaven might be more like a new universe.
But traditional theists don’t hold that heaven is a best possible physical universe,
only that being in heaven is the best possible state for us—and that it is so because
heaven affords each of us our closest contact with God. Further, if greatness is
(roughly) worship-worthiness, it’s not true that a greatest possible island would
be still greater if it existed. Nonexistent islands don’t deserve worship, but neither
do real ones, however lovely. Here, however, Oppy has a countersuggestion. Per-
haps, he wonders, a greatest possible island would have “Godlike powers of pro-
viding for its inhabitants,” in which case, theists can rule out a greatest possible
island only if they can rule out the possibility of “limited—localized—pantheism”
(166). Oppy might have made this particularly pointed by asking Christians
whether God could incarnate Himself in an island. But a divine island is great
qua divine, not qua island. Despite Oppy, it remains the case that islands as such
don’t deserve worship. So Oppy has left the realm of Gaunilo’s original parody,
and moved into talk of what I call almost-Gods.
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Deity is a kind. Most kinds can have more than one member: there are many
cows. If deity is a kind, perhaps it can have many members, or could have had a
different one. If it can or could have, parallel arguments from perfection will work
for all possible Gods, yielding more Gods than monotheists want. So Anselm
needs to show that

NO. There cannot in one possible world be two instances of deity.

One good argument for (NO) stems from a claim argued earlier, that a G
must account for the existence of all good things with which it coexists. Gs are
good things. So were there two Gs at once, each would have to account for the
other’s existence. Because accounts for ’s existence 1s a transitive relation,
this would entail that each accounts for its own existence. But this is impossible.
Again, we saw earlier that a G’s contribution must be both sufficient and necessary
for the existence of all good things with which it coexists. If so, there cannot be
two Gs at once. For suppose that A and B each suffice on their own for C’s
existence. Then without B’s contribution, C could still exist, if A were still making
its contribution. But then it’s false that B’s contribution is necessary for C’s ex-
istence.

(NO) is true, and so multiple-G parodies are ruled out. So let’s consider
parodies via almost-Gods, deities whose only greater is God. Let’s call one such
being Zod, and say that Zod is just like God save for a slight difference in per-
fection we cannot conceive. Zod is to us indiscernible from God. But Zod cannot
coexist with God. For God is uncreatable and has made everything other than
Himself, and Zod would duplicate Him in these respects. And so we cannot accept

arguments for both Zod and God. But we might read “a G” as “an almost-God
than whom no greater can be thought”—describing a being whose only greater
is God, who is not an almost-God. If Anselm can’t explain why we should accept
(1) and (2) on his reading of them but not on a parody-reading, we ought not
assent to them on either reading. Further, if God is a necessary being, so is Zod.
So given a modal logic including Brouwer, it’s not the case both that Zod and
that God possibly exist.® But if we can’t tell Zod from God, how could we have
reason to think one but not the other possible? Thus, parody yields reason to be
agnostic about such claims as that being a G is possibly exemplified.
Almost-Gods threaten to multiply: perhaps for any particular degree of like-
ness to God, an almost-God like Him to that degree would be more worship-
worthy if it existed than if it were merely possible. Whether it would, though,
depends on what worship is. At least within Western monotheism, whose concept
of worship Anselm presumably had in mind, worship is or includes praise without
qualification or limit. What deserves only qualified or limited praise thus does
not deserve worship. And anything that can have a superior can deserve only
qualified or limited praise. It is great—but there can be a greater, and so its praise
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ought to be qualified accordingly. “O god, you are great—but there can be
greater”: this does not sound like worship. If it isn’t, and yet someone surpassable
can deserve no more, nobody surpassable can deserve worship. Nothing can unless
it has no possible greater simpliciter. And now here’s the rub: an almost-God has
no possible greater simpliciter only if it isn’t possible that there be an Anselmian
G. For as we've seen, a G is greater overall than any other possible being. If a G
is possible, then, no almost-God can deserve worship, and so none can be more
worship-worthy if actual. And so if a G is possible, one can dismiss this sort of
parody—any reason to think a G possible gives one reason simply to ignore it.
Perhaps, then, one can so tweak Anselm’s property of greatness as to make parody
difficult.

Here an objection arises. Polytheists worshipped; what they felt, did, and said
is enough like what monotheists feel, do, and say to deserve the label. Some
worshipped gods other gods outranked. So one can worship something surpassed.
And so there is room for worship of almost-Gods. The tweaking move is at best
trivial and at worst question-begging, for it so defines worship that only God can
deserve it.

This objection is confused on at least two levels. For one thing, even if poly-
theists did worship, nothing follows about what deserved their worship: that
something is worshipped implies nothing about whether it ought to be. And no
polytheist god could deserve what monotheists call worship. In worship, mono-
theists give all their religious thanks and praise to God. So deserving worship in
the Western-monotheist sense includes deserving all of one’s religious thanks and
praise. No polytheist god deserves all religious thanks and praise, for none is
responsible for all of our blessings. So either polytheists misdirected monotheist
worship at their gods or, more charitably, what polytheists did “in church” does
not count as worship in the sense discussed above. Further, worship for Western
monotheists includes the giving of thanks and praise without limit or qualifica-
tion. Polytheists, just as such, cannot consistently do this for any single god. They
must limit and qualify their praise for any god in light of what they must say to
other gods: they should not praise Zeus for blessings Hera gave or praise Hera to
a degree only Zeus deserves. In worship, monotheists give God all their religious
loyalty. Polytheists, as such, cannot give all their religious loyalty in any act of
worship. Polytheists’ religious loyalties compete: time spent in Venus’s temple is
not spent in Mars’s. Monotheists have only one temple to attend. If polytheists
worship, then, their worship differs from monotheists’. There is a kind of worship
only monotheists can give, for there are attitudes one can have only to a sole
object of worship.

Next epicycle: perhaps one can define the almost-greatness of almost-Gods
in terms of deserving almost-worship (or almost-sole-worship, etc.), and say that
almost-Gods would be almost-greater if actual. What then? Well, the problem for
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a Pros. 2 parody comes in applying the parallel to (2a). There is no maximal
degree of deserving almost-worship (as vs. worship). There is no state than which
there is no almost-greater. So for every state an almost-God might be in, there is
an almost-greater state something could be in, and so the parody-argument will
fail. I now argue the no-maximal-degree claim.

God deserves worship. Maximal likeness to God would be duplication, and
so would yield something deserving worship, not almost-worship. If likeness to
God is graded on a dense or continuous scale, then there is no maximum likeness
to God short of duplication: for every nonduplicate of God, something can be
more like God than it is. If God deserves worship, becoming more like God is
coming closer to deserving worship. So plausibly, becoming more like God is also
coming closer to deserving almost-worship, or (once over the threshold for this)
deserving ever more almost-worship. If likeness to God has no maximum short
of deserving worship (by duplication), there is no maximum state of almost de-
serving worship (almost duplicating God). This doesn’t entail that there’s no max-
imum state of deserving almost-worship, but it surely suggests it.

Still, it’s not implausible that in some cases likeness to God is a granular
matter, that is, comes in discrete degrees, with a maximum just shy of duplication.
For we can describe such a scale: just like God save for knowing four public truths
God knows, or three, or two ... On such scales, if there are maximal states, they
are along the lines of being just like God save for not knowing one public truth
an omniscient being would know, or being unable to do one task omnipotence,
could accomplish, or being able to commit one sin. I doubt that beings like this
really are possible—what could keep someone who has all eternity to figure things
out, is omnipotent, and knows all the other public truths from learning the last?
Be that as it may, someone with just one of these defects would be more like God
than someone with all three. But which defect leaves one closest to God? Would
someone not quite omnipotent be more like God than someone not quite om-
niscient? Someone is most like a perfect being if he or she is unlike it only in the
least important (“perfecting”) respect, and so this amounts to the question Which
is least important: omniscience, omnipotence, or moral perfection? Given the
shakiness of all intuitions here, the best reply may be that each one-defect being
is more like God in his or her nondefective respects than anything defective in
these respects is, but there’s no answer to the question Which is most like God
overall? This sparks a suggestion: perhaps each one-defect being is in a state with
no greater short of being God, and so is maximally Godlike short of duplication.
But this suggestion is correct only if there are no relevant gradations within each
one-defect state, and that’s questionable.

Consider possible beings just one truth short of public-truth omniscience.
Some don’t know this truth, some that. Which truth they don’t know can affect
their Godlikeness. Some truths are more important than others. So the lack of
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some truths is more important than the lack of others: it seems less important
that God know the weight of a particular gnat in early Mesopotamia than that
God know that floods kill. It’s more Godlike (“perfecting”) to get important things
right. So beings are less Godlike the more important the truths they lack. Again,
lacking some truths entails greater cognitive defect than lacking others: not know-
ing about the gnat is minor, while not knowing that modus ponens is valid is
major. But it would take some doing to show that there are least important truths
or lacks or defects. If some truths or lacks are more important than others, none
are least important, and a being is the more Godlike in knowledge the less im-
portant the truth it lacks (or the less important the lack of this truth, or the defect
it entails), then not all not-quite-omniscient beings are equally Godlike and there
probably is no such thing as a most-Godlike not-quite-omniscient being. Like
comments apply to lacks of power and abilities to sin.

The more like God in greatness-relevant ways, the closer to deserving worship.
So if there is no greatest nonduplicative likeness to God, for every possible being
deserving almost-worship, there is a state something can be in that would put it
closer to deserving worship, and so make it deserve more or greater almost-
worship. If possibly God exists, then, there is no state than which there is no
greater for almost-Gods. Of course, if God is impossible, then again no possible
being can duplicate Him, and the points just made about greater likeness to God
remain, for they did not turn on the claim that God possibly exists. Possible items
can be graded for likeness with impossible ones; the more nearly circular a thing,
the more it is like a circular square.

So the last-epicycle parodic argument doesn’t go through. On the other hand,
almost-Gods make harder the epistemic problem modal arguments face: it’s hard
to see how to back belief that possibly God exists over belief that possibly Zod
exists. And with the modal arguments there in the background, one wonders how
well one can argue for (1a). For (it seems) any reason to accept (1a) would have
also to be a reason to favor God over Zod. But in fact, the dialectical situation is
this. To take a modal argument as reason to believe in God, one must have reason
to believe that God rather than Zod is possible. For modal arguments from per-
fection will work as well for Zod as for God. But to take the Pros. 2 argument as
a reason, one need only have reason to believe that God is possible, rather than
more reason to believe this than to believe that Zod is.

Considering parodies for the modal argument shows that the existence of
God (or Zod) would have modal consequences. If God exists, then given Brouwer,
it is not so much as possible that Zod does: it’s necessarily false that Zod exists.
So the existence of God would have consequences for modal truths not involving
the concept of God: God would have a modal footprint. And Anselm in fact held
that what necessary truths there are depends on God (Cur Deus Homo 11, 17).



THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 97

DESCARTES

The Fifth of Descartes’ Meditations on First Philosophy ([1641] 1993) offers the last
fully original argument from perfection. It begins from a general attempt to show
that some conceptual truths are not just conceptual truths, but rather reveal facts
about natures independent of the mind:

I find within me . .. ideas of certain things that, even if perhaps they do not
exist anywhere outside me, still cannot be said to be nothing. And although. ..
I think them at will, nevertheless they are not something I have fabricated;
rather they have their own true and immutable natures. For example, when 1
imagine a triangle, even if perhaps no such figure exists outside my thought
anywhere in the world and never has, the triangle still has a certain determi-
nate nature, essence or form which is unchangeable and eternal, which I did
not fabricate, and which does not depend on my mind. This is evident from
the fact that various properties can be demonstrated regarding this triangle
(which) I.... clearly acknowledge, whether I want to or not. For this reason
they were not fabricated by me . .. All these properties are patently true. ..and
thus they are something and not nothing. (42—43)

Descartes then suggests that the nature of God is akin to the nature of a triangle
in being something mind-independent which the mind grasps:

The idea of God, that is. .. of a supremely perfect being, is one I discover to
be no less within me than the idea of any figure. . . that it belongs to God’s
nature that he always exists . . . I understand no less clearly and distinctly than
... when I demonstrate in regard to some figure . . . that something . . . belongs
to the nature of that figure . .. Thus. .. the existence of God ought to have for
me at least the . .. certainty that truths of mathematics (have). (43—44)

This promises a quasi-mathematical demonstration. Descartes’ attempt to keep
the promise runs this way:

Existence can no more be separated from the essence of God than the fact that
its three angles equal two right angles can be separated from the essence of a
triangle . . . it is. . . a contradiction to think of God (that is, a supremely perfect
being) lacking existence (that is, lacking a perfection) . ..itis...necessary for
me to suppose God exists, once I have made the supposition that he has all
perfections (since existence is one of the perfections) ... Not that my thought
brings this about or imposes any necessity on anything, but rather the necessity
of the thing itself. . . forces me to think this. (44)

Descartes then adds further reasons to believe that his idea of God is “an image
of a true and immutable nature” (45). The broad outline of Descartes’ argument,
then, is this: he grasps what he claims are mind-independent truths about the
kind of thing God would be if there were one. And uniquely, in the case of God,
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the mind-independent truths about the kind require that the kind has an instance.
To try to show why, Descartes tries to show that “God does not exist” entails a
contradiction.

It is surprisingly hard to say exactly what this last phase of Descartes’ argu-
ment is up to. I offer three readings of it, one of which subdivides.

Meditation V: One Reading

On one reading, Descartes’ premises are that

18. If God does not exist, a being with all perfections lacks a perfection, and
19. A being with all perfections lacks a perfection entails a contradiction.

If both are true, Descartes may think, then if God does not exist, a contradiction
is true. But (18) is ambiguous, between

18a. If God does not exist, then if anything has all perfections, it lacks a per-
fection, and

18b. If God does not exist, there is something with all perfections which lacks
a perfection. (Van Inwagen 1993, 80—81)

To get a valid argument with (18a), we must read (19) as
19a. If anything has all perfections, it lacks a perfection entails a contradiction.

But (19a) is false. That conditional does not by itself entail a contradiction. It
entails only that nothing has all perfections, which is what one would expect if a
perfect being does not exist. So if the argument including (18a) is valid, it is
unsound.

For Descartes, God is the sole possible being with all perfections, and so (18b)
amounts to

20. If God does not exist, God exists and lacks a perfection.

(20) is false unless God actually does exist necessarily, in which case “God does
not exist” is impossible and so implies anything. But then why should an atheist
or agnostic accept (20)? It is on its face quite unintuitive. On another reading,
(18b) asserts that if God does not exist, He “is” there, in some sense of “is”
compatible with nonexistence, and has contradictory properties. This reading

clearly commits us to a Meinongian ontology of nonexistent impossible objects,
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for it asserts that if God does not exist, He is one. On such views, “there is” in
“there is something with all perfections which lacks a perfection” does not express
existence. It is instead a “wide” quantifier ranging over existent and nonexistent
objects. To get a valid argument with (18b), we must read (19) as

19b.  There is something with all perfections which lacks a perfection entails a
contradiction.

But with the quantifier read “widely,” (19b) is false. On a Meinongian ontology,
it is no contradiction for there to “be” contradictory nonexistent objects. Such
objects are perfectly normal features of reality. What would be contradictory
would be for one of them to exist. So the (18)—(19) argument is unsound on two
readings, and on a third has a counterintuitive premise supporting which would
require another, independent argument for God’s (necessary) existence. Let’s
therefore consider a different analysis.

Meditation V: Second Try

Med. V speaks of what we do and must suppose, that is, of what our idea of God
includes. Descartes later offered a “synthetic” presentation of material from his
Meditations, and as an argument to what he seems to claim is to the same effect
as Meditation V gave:

To say that something is contained in the nature or concept of anything is the
same as to say that it is true of that thing. But necessary existence is contained
in the concept of God. Hence it is true to affirm that necessary existence exists
in Him, or God Himself exists. (HR II 57)

Here the argument is in terms of concepts. There is also a reference to necessary
existence, which suggests a modal argument. But by “necessary existence” Des-
cartes means only actual existence the nature of the thing guarantees: that “actual
existence is necessarily . . . linked to God’s other attributes” (HR II 20). So Des-
cartes may here suggest that the Med. V argument is really this:

21.  For all x, if being F is part of the concept of x, then Fx.

22. It is part of the concept of God that if God’s nature is what it is, God
exists. So

23. If God’s nature is what it is, God exists.

24. God’s nature is what it is. So

25.  God exists.
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The problem here is that (21) is false. It’s part of the concept of Santa that he has
a beard, but it’s false that Santa has a beard, for it’s false that anything really both
is Santa and is bearded. “Santa is bearded” doesn’t say anything true. It is just
the right thing to say if you’re telling Santa stories.

But perhaps (21) is dispensable. All Descartes really needs is

21a. For all x, if being F is part of the concept of God, then Fgod.

One can read Descartes’ Meditation 11l argument about the concept of God as an
attempt to warrant (21a). It is, in effect, an argument that the concept of God
has contents such that nobody has this concept unless it has an instance—that
the causal story behind anyone’s having that concept must include a God. If recent
externalists are right, there are many such concepts, for example, water. And if
the concept of a sort of item is externally determined in the right way, then
something like (21a) will hold for it. Suppose that an appropriate externalist story
about natural kind concepts is correct, and that water is a natural kind. Then
because the concept of water is determined by the real external nature of water,
if being H,O is part of that concept, it follows that water is H,O. It’s not clear a
priori why God or perfect being could not be an externally determined concept.
And that Descartes was in general the patron saint of anti-externalism hardly
precludes his claiming that there is one exception to it, which the argument from
perfection reveals. On the other hand, any argument that externalism holds for
the concept of God is ipso facto one that God really exists. If to back a premise
in an argument for God, one needs a second, discrete argument for God, then
the first argument cannot be stronger than the second and is not independent of
it. So if it took such an argument to back (21a), an argument resting on (21a)
would be useless.

Meditation V: Third Try

Our third reading of Meditation V begins by noting again its talk of God’s essence
and what it includes. Descartes later claimed that the Meditation V argument is:

That which we clearly and distinctly understand to belong to the true and im-
mutable nature of anything, its essence, can be truly affirmed of that thing. ..
to exist belongs to [God]’s true and immutable nature; therefore . . . He exists.
(HR II 19)

In accord with this, we might render the Med. V argument as
26. If the “true and immutable nature” of x includes being F, then Fx.

27. The “true and immutable nature” of God includes existence. So
28. God exists.
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To respect Descartes’ claim that this somehow encapsulates Med. V, we might
expand the argument by deriving (27) from

29. The “true and immutable nature” of God includes having all perfections,
and
30. Existence is a perfection.

Perhaps Descartes did not see (21)—(25) and (26)—(30) as distinct. He distinguishes
ideas that grasp “true and immutable natures” from ideas that are just “fictitious
...due to a mental synthesis” (HR II 20). If an idea does not have its content
simply due to a mental operation, it grasps a mind-independent truth. That is, it
has its content by grasping something that is somehow also extramentally the
case. Descartes’ thought, then, seems to be that some ideas grasp “natures” that
have some status beyond them, the idea of God being one; for these ideas, the
“nature” is just the idea’s content, and so we can switch indifferently between
nature-talk and talk of concepts (ideas’ contents).

Descartes’ talk of “true and immutable natures” has two functions in (26)—
(30). One is trying to lend credibility to (29). If it’s part of a thing’s nature that
it is F, says Descartes, we did not simply dream this up, and so we can trust our
impression that such a thing would be F. But apart from this, it also sets up the
claim that (27) and (29) concern some entity or truth independent of the mind.
If there really is some entity or truth that logically requires that God exist, then
there would be a contradiction in objective reality (not just in our ideas about it)
if God did not.

Like (21), (26) is dubious but dispensable. All Descartes needs is (27), which
we can recast as

27a. There is a “true and immutable nature” P which includes all perfections
and is (uniquely) such that if it exists, it has an instance,

whence he can reason that

31. P exists. (27a, simplification)
32. If P exists, it has an instance. (27a, simplification)
33. P has an instance. (31, 32, MP)

Traits of our idea of God are supposed to assure us that it captures a “true and
immutable nature.” Why is (27a)’s second conjunct supposed to be true? One
story Descartes tells is the (18)—(19) argument. But in at least one place, he tells
another story about why existence is uniquely inseparable from the divine essence:



102 PROBLEMS

It is not true that essence and existence can be thought the one apart from the
other in God ... because God is His existence. (HR II 228)

That God = God’s existence explains the inseparability of God’s essence and God’s
existence only if God = God’s essence—a standard part of the doctrine of divine
simplicity Descartes inherited from his Jesuit education. So what Descartes is really
saying here is that the divine essence = the divine existence. The reason (27a) is
true, then, could be that if there is a divine nature, it is identical with the existence
of God. If this is so, then if there is in extramental reality such a nature, there is
also such an existence—and so God exists. Perhaps Descartes’ doctrine of divine
simplicity, asserted in Meditation 111, can help his argument in Meditation V.

DESCARTES: OBJECTIONS AND REPLIES

Publication of the Meditations led to a series of exchanges between Descartes and
prominent intellectuals. The best criticisms of Descartes’ argument from perfec-
tion came from Pierre Gassendi and Johannes Caterus. Caterus wrote:

Though it be conceded that an entity of the highest perfection implies exis-
tence by its very name, yet it does not follow that that very existence is any-
thing actual in the real world, but merely that the concept of existence is inse-
patably united with the concept of highest being. (The) complex “existing lion”
includes both lion and . . . existence, and includes them essentially, for if you
take away either it will not be the same complex . .. does not its existence flow
from the essence of this composite “existent lion”? Yet (this) does not con-
strain either part of the complex to exist . .. Therefore, also, even though ... a
being of supreme perfection includes existence in the concept of its essence, yet
it does not follow that its existence is anything actual. (HR II, 7-8)

One can put Caterus’s thought this way: from premises about the content of a
concept, only conclusions about the content of a concept can validly follow.
Descartes’ reply in a nutshell is that his premises deal in “what belongs to the
true and immutable essence of a thing,” not “what is attributed to it merely by
a fiction of the intellect” (HR II 19)—that is, are not merely about concepts’
contents, but about extramental facts. His criterion for this seems to be that
elements of a “merely fictitious” nature can rightly be separated conceptually:
winged horse is “fictitious” because we can rightly conceive of horses without wings
(HR 1II 20). On the other hand, if elements FG belong together as part of a “true
and immutable nature,” we cannot rightly conceive them apart: being F entails
being G, or conversely (HR II 21). Thus, Descartes goes on to try to show that
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existence really does belong to God’s “true and immutable nature” without merely
reiterating his Med. V argument, by arguing that the nature of God’s power itself
entails His existence (HR II 21). But if one must show that some divine attribute
entails God’s existence to show that existence is of God’s nature, Descartes has a
problem. For if the Med. V argument really does include a premise about God’s
true, immutable nature including existence, it is then an argument for God the
defense of whose premises requires another, independent argument for God’s
existence. If it is, it is dialectically useless. For if one can demonstrate God’s
existence a priori in another way, the Med. V argument is unneeded: it can’t yield
any further, independent warrant for belief in God. If one can’t, it has an inde-
fensible premise.
Gassendi wrote:

Existence is a perfection neither in God nor in anything else; it is rather that in
the absence of which there is no perfection . . . that which does not exist has
neither perfection nor imperfection, and that which exists (has) its existence. . .
as that by means of which the thing itself equally with its perfections is in exis-
tence . . . nor if the thing lacks existence is it said to be imperfect, (but rather)
to be nothing. (HR II 186)

Descartes’ reply is that possible existence is a perfection in the case of a triangle,
making “the idea of a triangle superior to the ideas of chimeras,” and similarly
necessary existence is a perfection in God’s case, making the idea of God superior
to other ideas (HR II 228—29). This does not immediately address Gassendi’s point
about mere existence; perhaps Descartes means to add that any property a per-
fection entails is itself a perfection. This claim would not be implausible, as we
see below in discussing Godel.
Gassendi’s second major argument was this:

Although you say that existence quite as much as other perfections is included
in the idea of a being of the highest perfection, you (just) affirm what has to
be proved, and assume your conclusion as a premise. For I might also . .. say
that in the idea of a perfect Pegasus (is) contained not only the perfection of
having wings but also that of existing. For just as God is thought to be perfect
in every kind of perfection, so is Pegasus thought to be perfect in its own
kind. (HR II 187)

Descartes offers no reply to the parody. Perhaps he would treat “existing Pegasus”
as he did Caterus’s “existing lion”: the “complex” captures no “true, immutable
nature”—since it’s not the case that the attribute of being Pegasus is such that
necessarily, if it exists, it has an instance—and so here we do not escape the
conceptual order. The Pegasus argument from perfection, Descartes might say,
falls to the Caterus objection. But if Descartes cannot support his claim that God’s
nature includes existence without independent a priori proof that God exists,
Gassendi is right that it begs the question.



104 PROBLEMS

LEIBNIZ

Leibniz worked intensely on arguments from perfection in the 1670s. He held that
Descartes” argument was valid but incomplete, needing the addition of a proof
that it is at least possible that God exists. His own preferred argument was modal:

If a being from whose essence existence follows is possible . . . it exists . . . God
is a being from whose essence existence follows . . . Therefore if God is possible,
He exists. (Adams 1994, 137, n.9)

“A being from whose essence existence follows” is just a necessary being. So
Leibniz’s argument is really that

If possibly a necessary being exists, it exists.
God is by nature a necessary being. So
If possibly God exists, God exists.

The first premise is just an instance of the characteristic axiom of the Brouwer
system of modal logic; the argument is sound in Brouwer. The conclusion leaves
Leibniz’s case for God incomplete, needing, as Leibniz said of Descartes, a proof
that possibly God exists. Leibniz tries to provide one.

Leibniz’s possibility-argument (Plantinga 1965, 54—56) treats God as the being
whose nature is a conjunction of all and only perfections, perfections being prop-
erties that are “simple,”
sist of other properties. They are primitive. Positive properties are those whose
natures do not include the negation of other properties. If the property F is a
constituent of the property —F, every simple property is positive. Positive prop-
erties needn’t be simple, though. F+ G is a positive property if F and G are pos-
itive. A property is absolute if and only if its nature involves no limitations of
any sort. Leibniz’s argument, then, is in essence this: it’s possible that God exist
just in case all properties in the nature He’d have if actual are compatible. But if
properties are simple, they cannot be incompatible because properties of which
they consist are incompatible. If properties are positive, their natures do not
include the negations of other properties. That is, for all FG, if F and G are
positive, F’s nature is not and does not include not having G, and G’s is not and
does not include not having F. But properties F and G are incompatible, thinks
Leibniz, only if F includes —G, G includes —F, some property F includes includes
—G, or some property G includes includes —F. Thus, if any absolute properties
are simple and positive, they are compatible.

Leibniz’s argument raises a number of questions: Are there simple, absolute,
positive qualities? Do they include necessary existence? Do they include colors,

positive,” and “absolute.” Simple properties do not con-
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and do colors pose a problem for the argument? Can the argument be parodied?
And what about the gap between consistency and metaphysical possibility?

Simple, Positive Properties

Leibniz wanted this to come out a proof that God possibly exists, and so presum-
ably took perfections to include such properties as omnipotence, omniscience,
and perfect benevolence. These involve no limits of quantity or degree. Presum-
ably they need not be instanced by an imperfect subject—they are compatible
with “infinity” and “perfection.” So their natures involve no limitations in that
respect. It is a limitation to be something with knowledge and will only if there
is something better to be, and this is not at all clear. But these are not obviously
unanalyzable; plausible accounts of each abound. Leibniz’s likely reply would be
to say that perfect power, knowledge, and goodness are primitive properties—
that although we offer accounts of them in terms of (say) generic power, knowl-
edge, and goodness, in metaphysical fact power (for instance) in general consists
in a likeness to the perfect exemplar of power, which thus figures as a primitive
constituent in the general, shareable attribute of power. This amounts to applying
a resemblance-nominalist account of attributes to the divine case, letting God
serve as the paradigm instance: and Leibniz was indeed a nominalist, and speaks
of created attributes as imperfect imitations of divine attributes in his Monadology
(#48). If the standard divine attributes come out primitive, then they are also
positive, and we’ve already seen that they’re “absolute.” Perhaps Leibniz can claim
that necessary existence is the paradigm of which nonnecessary existence is an
imperfect imitation. This claim is at least standard in theological tradition; one
finds it, for example, in Anselm.

Colors

Colors are a problem for Leibniz. Phenomenal redness and greenness seem un-
analyzable. They are also positive qualities of experience. They also seem absolute.
For what limits are involved in seeming red? Not materiality: a discarnate soul
could hallucinate in color, and plausibly in a hallucination something appears red.
But no spot in any visual field can have both properties: they are incompatible.
Now here Leibniz could perhaps reply that just for this reason, colors are not
positive in his sense. Each is, after all, a determinate of a determinable, phenom-
enal color. And the nature of determinables may come to Leibniz’s aid. For a
plausible view of determinables would see them as simply disjunctions of their
determinates, such that each n-tuple of the properties of which a determinable
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consists is internally inconsistent—in which case, each determinate implies the
negation of each other determinate. If this is correct, the phenomenal colors are
not Leibniz-positive. Each’s nature in some manner contains the negation of the
rest: certainly it entails these. So perhaps Leibniz’s cause is not utterly hopeless
here.

Parody and Possibility

Leibniz’s argument does seem vulnerable to parody (Adams 1994, 150—51). Nothing
he says indicates that his simple perfections entail one another. And it’s hard to
see how he could allow this. If omniscience did entail omnipotence, say, it would
not be in virtue of “containing” the negation of nonomnipotence (since it doesn’t
contain the negation of any property). If the perfections do not entail each other,
it seems possible to conjoin all save omniscience with almost-omniscience. For as
none contain the negation of any other property, none contain the negation of
almost-omniscience. But then the other perfections are consistent with almost-
omniscience—or at least Leibniz’s argument gives us as much reason to think this
as to think that the perfections are all consistent. And so the argument gives us
as much reason to grant the possibility of a necessarily existing almost-omniscient
almost-God as we do the existence of God. But they can’t both be possible. Just
because we do see that it is vulnerable to parody, it’s clear that Leibniz has a
problem with the gap between consistency and real metaphysical possibility. The
concepts of God and almost-God are equally consistent, on his showing. But it
cannot be that both are possible, for at most one of these beings really exists. So
we can’t take Leibniz to have shown that it is possible that God or an absolutely
perfect being exists.

Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason ([1781] 1956) is often treated as the death knell of
arguments from perfection. Kant claimed against Descartes that “ ‘being’ is. ..
not...a predicate. .. which could be added to the concept of a thing...It is
merely the positing of a thing” (A598/B626). This denies (30), at least if we assume
that every perfection is expressed by a “predicate,” something that describes or
characterizes an object. On this assumption, it is very nearly one of Gassendi’s
moves. Kant also argued this way:
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34. All necessary truths are really conditional in form (“The absolute necessity
of the judgment is only a conditioned necessity of . . . the predicate in the
judgment” [A703—4/B621—22]).

35. Any conditional expansion of a purported necessary existential truth would
be analytic as well as existential.

36. There are no analytic existential propositions (A708/B626).°

37. So no necessary proposition asserts the existence of anything.

(36) and (37) follow Hume. But Kant’s way of supporting them is, for better or
worse, his own. If (36) or (37) is true, then Descartes’ argument cannot be sound,
if its contention is in effect that “God exists” is analytic. If an argument is un-
sound, it either has a false premise or makes an invalid inference, and one who
asserts that an argument is unsound must back the claim by showing one or the
other. Kant’s denial of (30) does this.

Kant supports (34) with only an example, that “necessarily a triangle has three
sides” is really “necessarily, for all x, if x is a triangle, x has three sides” (A704/
B622). His case for (35) is left implicit. In parallel to the triangle example, “nec-
essarily, God exists” would on Kant’s account really assert “necessarily, for all x,
if x is a God, x exists.” This is an “identical proposition” (A704/B622), since “x
is a God” includes the note that x exists, at least on the plausible assumption that
only existing things have any attributes at all. If this is an “identical proposition,”
it is also an analytic proposition, because its consequent merely makes explicit
something its antecedent clearly includes. So if Kant’s conditional account of
necessity-claims is correct, then any necessary existential proposition is analytic.
Kant’s denial that existence is a “predicate”—by which he means something that
describes or characterizes an object—helps back (36). Analytic propositions unfold
the contents of a concept of some item. Concepts characterize their objects, that
is, ascribe to them conjunctions of characterizing properties. So analytic propo-
sitions can only ascribe characterizing properties. So if existence is not a charac-
terizing property, there can be no analytic existentials.

How much did Kant actually achieve? As to the claim that existence is not a
predicate, Anselm’s backing for (2), as explained above, does not involve any
particular doctrine about the logical status of existence, nor even the claim that
existence has some general great-making or perfective aspect. The point about
existence doesn’t even really cut against Descartes. One version of his argument
uses the premise that existence is a perfection, but the having of a perfection
could be expressed other than by what Kant would call a “real predicate.” Another
version claims that necessary existence is a perfection—but to claim that necessary
existence is a property is not to claim that any existential proposition is necessary.
Propositions predicating such a property need not be quantified at all. In any
case, the claims that existence is not a predicate or a characterizing predicate are
quite likely false. We can well understand a woman who concedes that her hus-
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band, Harvey, is not as brave as Batman or as brilliant as Lex Luthor, then adds
“But at least Harvey exists!” This claim predicates existence of Harvey, telling us
something substantive about him that “enlarges our concept” of Harvey, namely,
that he is not a fictional character.

As to Kant’s other line of attack, mathematics features numerous apparent
necessary and nonconditional existential truths, for example, that there is a prime
number between one and ten. (Kant’s friends might dig their heels in and insist
that this is really something like a claim that if anything is a series of natural
numbers, it includes . . . But this would pretty plainly be stretching things.) Note
that worries about the ontological status of numbers aren’t really to the point
here: the truths involved are of this form, whatever precisely it is that makes them
true, and even if one assigns some unusual interpretation to the existential quan-
tifier in mathematical contexts. So Kant’s (34) seems frail indeed, and without it,
(35) is at best irrelevant. If the logicists are right, these necessary truths are all
analytic. If they are not, these are synthetic propositions which (pace Kant) do
not concern how things must appear to us. Either way, Kant’s theory of necessity
is in serious trouble.

Kant actually said little that earlier writers had not already said, and Kant’s ob-
jections (I've claimed) were duds. But they were not thought so, and so arguments
from perfection found few friends for the next two centuries. In 1970, mathe-
matician Kurt Godel developed an argument related to Leibniz’s. The reasoning
keys on a concept of a “positive” property that Godel did not explain well. C.
Anthony Anderson suggests that we take being positive as being “necessary for
and compatible with perfection,” or such that “its absence in an entity entails that
the entity is imperfect and its presence does not entail (this)” (1990, 297). The
two descriptions are equivalent. If a property is necessary for perfection, its ab-
sence in A entails that A is imperfect, and conversely. If a property is compatible
with perfection, its presence in A does not entail that A is imperfect, and con-
versely. Godel’s proof (as Anderson emends it) makes these assumptions:

Definition 1. X is divine if and only if x has as essential properties all and
only positive properties.

Definition 2. A is an essence of x if and only if for every property B, x has B
necessarily just in case x’s having A entails x’s having B.
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Definition 3. X necessarily exists if and only if every essence of x is necessarily

exemplified.
Axiom 1. If a property is positive, its negation is not positive.
Axiom 2. Any property a positive property entails is positive.
Axiom 3. The property of being divine is positive.
Axiom 4. If a property is positive, it is necessarily positive.
Axiom 5. Necessary existence is positive.

Since being perfect is necessary for and compatible with perfection, on Anderson’s
reading, Definition 1 yields the claim that anything divine is by nature a perfect
being. Again, on D. 1, a divine being has essentially every property necessary for
perfection. Presumably having every property necessary for perfection suffices for
perfection. (If it did not, something more would be necessary to attain perfection.)
So D. 1 licenses the use of “perfect being theology” to fill out the concept of a
divine being. If entailment is strict implication, Definition 2 encapsulates one
standard account of what an essence is. Given D. 2, Definition 3 follows at once.

I now present the argument. Axiom 3 has it that the property of being divine
is positive. D. 1 has it that every positive property is essential to a divine being.
So being divine is essential to a divine being. D. 2 entails that any being has each
of its essential properties in every world in which it exists, for if x has B necessarily,
x’s having A entails x’s having B only if x has A necessarily. So per D. 2, any
divine being is necessarily divine—divine in all possible worlds in which it exists.
Per D. 1 and A. 5, any divine being is essentially a necessary existent. So any divine
being is by nature divine and necessary in every possible world.

Axioms 1 and 2 jointly entail that any positive property is consistent. For a
property is inconsistent just in case it entails its own negation. Per Axiom 1, if a
property is positive, its negation is not positive. But per Axiom 2, if a property is
positive, it entails only positive properties. So no positive property entails its own
negation.

If every positive property is consistent, and being divine is positive, being divine
is consistent. It is necessarily so per A. 4. We can confirm this another way: being
divine is having all and only positive properties essentially. But if positive prop-
erties entail only positive properties (A. 2), and no negation of any positive prop-
erty is positive (A. 1), no positive property entails the negation of any positive
property. But then the set of all positive properties is consistent; none of its
members entails the negation of any of its members.!* Suppose now that if being
divine is consistent, it is instanced in some possible world. Then given what we’ve
argued so far, there is in some possible world a necessarily existent necessarily
divine being: that is, it is possibly necessary that “a divine being exists” is true.
Given this and the Brouwer axiom, it follows that a divine being exists.

Godel’s argument faces two basic questions. One is whether there is a con-
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tentful, theologically appropriate gloss of “positive” on which the axioms are true.
The other is whether there is a sort of possibility such that (a) a concept’s being
syntactically consistent entails that it is possible in that sense that it be instanced,
and (b) the Brouwer axiom is true for that sort of possibility and necessity.

The answer to the first question is yes. Talk of God as a perfect being is
certainly appropriate theologically, and perfect being theology has been the main
tool to give content to the concept of God philosophically almost as long as there
has been philosophical theology. And on Anderson’s gloss, the axioms come out
true.

Anderson’s gloss validates Axiom 1. Suppose that a property F is positive.
Then by Anderson’s gloss, if A lacks F, A is imperfect. If A has not-F, A lacks F.
So if A has not-F, A is imperfect, and so not-F is not compatible with perfection,
and so not positive. Anderson’s gloss validates Axiom 2. On Anderson’s gloss, if
a property is not positive, either it is not necessary for or it is not compatible
with perfection. If having a property F entails having some property that is not
compatible with perfection, having F is not compatible with perfection—and so
any property that entails something for this reason nonpositive is itself nonposi-
tive. If a property entails a property not necessary for perfection, it entails a
property a divine being can lack. Any property a divine being can lack is not part
of its essence. A divine being’s essence includes or entails whatever properties it
has necessarily (D. 2); so any property a divine being can lack is contingent. But
only properties had contingently entail the having of contingent properties. So
any property that entails a property not necessary for perfection is itself contingent
and not part of a divine being’s essence. But a divine being’s essence includes all
positive properties (D. 1). So any property entailing a property that is not positive
in this second way is itself not positive. Axiom 3 seems patent, for given D. 1,
being divine amounts to a conjunction of all positive properties, and it’s hard to
see how such a conjunction could fail to be positive. As to Axiom 4, on Anderson’s
gloss, a property’s being positive consists in two facts about property-entailment.
It’s plausible that properties entail what they do necessarily. As to Axiom 5, nec-
essary existence is certainly compatible with perfection, and perfect being reason-
ing suggests that it is necessary for it.

There remains the modal question, of whether a concept of possibility and
necessity such that being syntactically consistent (entailing no explicit contradic-
tion) entails being in this way possible also conforms to the Brouwer axiom.
Syntactic consistency amounts to “logical possibility,” in one sense of the term.
But not all that is possible in this narrow logical sense is really or metaphysically
possible: there is no formal, explicit contradiction in the claim that something is
red and green all over at once, and yet this claim is not metaphysically possible.
So there is a gap between what Godel establishes and its being metaphysically
possible that a divine being exist. And it’s a substantive question whether the
Brouwer axiom governs real metaphysical possibility. We can describe coherently
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a set of possible worlds in which the Brouwer axiom doesn’t hold, and in which,
while it’s possibly necessary that God exists, God does not exist. We need only
two worlds to do so, in fact:

W1 W2

God exists God does not exist

Suppose that W2 is actual, and W1 is possible relative to W2 but not vice versa.
Then were W2 actual, W1 would be possible. As we’re supposing that there are
only these two worlds, a God who exists in W1 exists in every world possible
relative to W1, if W2 is not possible relative to W1. So in W1, God exists necessarily
(and W2 is impossible). Thus, since W1 is possible relative to W2, in this setup,
God is possibly necessary and yet does not exist.

Godel’s argument (as emended) shows us that the concepts of a perfect being
and of divinity are consistent, given a reasonable concept of perfection. But the
gap between consistency and metaphysical possibility and the need to establish
that the logic of metaphysical possibility includes the Brouwer axiom stand be-
tween it and the Holy Grail of proving God’s existence. As well, as a modal
argument, Godel’s faces the epistemic problems we’ve observed: the portion of
the argument that contends that possibly a divine being exists may admit of
significant parody. On the other hand, consistency is evidence for possibility,
though defeasibly so, and if I've assessed Proslogion 2 correctly, that argument is
promising and does not require us to deal with the epistemic problems the modal
argument faces. There is (I think) little good to be said for Descartes’ argument.
But the Pros. 2 argument appears to survive objections; to accept its premise (1a)
we needn’t have more reason to believe in God’s possibility than in Zod’s; and
we do have evidence that possibly God exists. So while there is of course much
more to be said here, perhaps Anselm’s argument has a future.

1. Leibniz’s argument, for instance, reasons simply from the claim that God is a
necessary being (see below). But the latter rests on the claims that necessary existence is
a perfection and that God is a perfect being.

2. Nobody nondivine is clumsy but necessary. Proslogion 15 asserts that God is



112 PROBLEMS

greater than can be thought, using the same language involved in a G. Anselm could
not mean to say that God is too great to be thought of or described simpliciter, since
he surely thinks that God thinks of Himself. So he must mean a G in terms of thinkers
other than God. But Anselm wouldn’t want to read a G simply in terms of what we can
describe or refer to, for he believes in angels, and surely he’d hold that God is too great
for angels as well as humans to describe adequately. Still, since “nobody nondivine” is
clumsy, I henceforth replace it with “we.”

3. If it is better to lack than to have F—that is, if F is an imperfection—then it is
better to have than to lack —F, and so a G has —F. So a G has no imperfections. So
nothing could surpass a G by surpassing one of its imperfections. If an attribute is nei-
ther a perfection nor an imperfection—neither raises nor lowers greatness—it’s hard to
see how it could be a respect in which one being could surpass another. For if being F
makes A greater than G, presumably being F raises A’s greatness past B’s.

4. Oppy (1995) suggests that we need reason to think that a G, if actual, would be
“a being of religious significance” since there may well be numbers too great (large) for
us to “form a positive conception of” (16). Agreed. The only nonlogical vocabulary in
“a G” is “thought of” and “greater.” Since no religious significance attaches to the first,
the second must provide some. The Findlay suggestion in effect stipulates that it does.
And why not?

5. Anselm’s argument requires that understanding “the G” puts one in cognitive re-
lation to an entity, the G, which then “exists in intellectu.” On this general approach,
understanding “Santa Claus” puts one in cognitive relation with Santa Claus. Santa
Claus then is the object of one’s thought. But Santa Claus does not exist.

6. But see also p. 68, where Oppy (1995) seems to waver.

7. Can there also always be another being a bit better than any being we pick
(Oppy 1995, 19)? We have the concept of God, which has a number of notes and is
supposed in virtue of them to be a concept of the greatest possible being. And we find
this connection intuitive: it’s pretty hard to think of something better than being neces-
sary, omnipotent, omniscient, morally perfect, and so on. So if one can show it possible
that God exist, one can answer the question no. Those who offer arguments from per-
fection must show that this is possible anyway. So “Is it the case that for any possible
being, there is always a greater?” adds nothing to their argumentative task. Moreover,
is a greatest possible island wears its unsatisfiability on its sleeve. is a greatest
possible being does not, if only because we’re less clear on what makes beings as such
“great,” or what greatness is in beings. Further, on the reading of greatness I've sug-
gested, it turns out trivially true that God is the greatest being possible, if God possibly
exists.

8. To see the need for Brouwer, suppose (contra Brouwer) that relative possibility
is not symmetric. Then there could be worlds like these:

W1 W2 W3

God Zod
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For simplicity, suppose that W1—3 are all the worlds there are, that only adjacent boxes
bear links of direct relative possibility, and that W2 is actual. Say that W1 and W3 are
possible relative to W2, but not vice versa. Then both God and Zod exist necessarily
(each exists in the only world possible relative to the world in which it exists). And they
do not possibly coexist. But both possibly exist, as W1 and W3 are both possible relative
to the actual world.

9. Kant also believed in synthetic necessities. (He discussed these under the rubric
of “synthetic a priori” truths. But he also held that whatever is knowable a priori is
necessarily true.) But these, he held, all concern how things must appear to our senses,
and God, he held, cannot appear to our senses.

10. Which probably entails that not every prima facie member of the set is actually
a member. Being omniscient seems to many a prima facie perfection/positive property.
So does being atemporal. Nobody is omniscient who does not know what time it is
now. But many think that no atemporal being can know this (e.g., Kretzmann 1966).
One conclusion from this might be that there are at least two incompatible sets of per-
fections, differing at least in that one includes atemporality but not omniscience and the
other includes omniscience but not atemporality. But if we accept the Godel/Anderson
reasoning, no genuine perfections are incompatible. So on their account, what follows is
instead that at most one of atemporality and omniscience is actually a perfection.

WORKS CITED

Adams, Robert M. 1994. Leibniz. New York: Oxford University Press.

Anderson, C. Anthony. 1990. “Some Emendations of Gddel’s Ontological Proof.” Faith
and Philosophy 7: 292—303.

Anselm. Proslogion [1087] 1965. Trans. M. J. Charlesworth. Notre Dame, Ind.: University
of Notre Dame Press.

Charlesworth, M. J. 1965. St. Anselm’s Proslogion with a Reply on Behalf of the Fool by
Gaunilo and the Author’s Reply to Gaunilo. Trans. M. J. Charlesworth. Oxford: Clar-
endon Press.

Descartes, René. [1641] 1993. Meditations on First Philosophy. Trans. Donald A. Cress. In-
dianapolis, Ind.: Hackett.

Findlay, J. N. 1955. “Can God’s Existence Be Disproved?” In New Essays in Philosophical
Theology, ed. Antony Flew and Alasdair Maclntyre, 47—55. New York: Macmillan.

Haldane, Elizabeth, and G. Ross. 1931. The Philosophical Works of Descartes, vol. 2. New
York: Cambridge University Press. (Cited as HR II)

Kant, Immanuel. [1781] 1956. Critique of Pure Reason. Trans. Norman Kemp Smith. Lon-
don: Macmillan.

Kretzmann, Norman. 1966. “Omniscience and Immutability.” Journal of Philosophy 63:
409-21.

Lambert, Karel. 1983. Meinong and the Principle of Independence. New York: Cambridge
University Press.

Oppy, Graham. 1995. Ontological Arguments and Belief in God. New York: Cambridge
University Press.



114 PROBLEMS

Plantinga, Alvin, ed. 1965. The Ontological Argument. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday.
Van Inwagen, Peter. 1993. Metaphysics. Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press.

FOR FURTHER READING

Adams, Robert. 1971. “The Logical Structure of Anselm’s Arguments.” Philosophical Re-
view 80: 647—-84.

Alston, William. 1960. “The Ontological Argument Revisited.” Philosophical Review 69:
452-74.

Barnes, Jonathan. 1972. The Ontological Argument. New York: St. Martin’s Press.

Chandler, Hugh. 1993. “Some Ontological Arguments.” Faith and Philosophy 10: 18-32.

Clarke, Bowman, 1971. “Modal Disproofs and Proofs for God.” Southern Journal of Phi-
losophy 9: 247-58.

Coburn, Robert. 1963. “Professor Malcolm on God.” Australasian Journal of Philosophy
41: 143—62.

Davis, Steven. 1976. “Does the Ontological Argument Beg the Question?” International
Journal for Philosophy of Religion 7: 433—42.

Devine, Philip. 1975. “Does St. Anselm Beg the Question?” Philosophy 50: 271-81.

Dore, Clement. 1984. Theism. Dordrecht: D. Reidel.

. 1984. “The Possibility of God.” Faith and Philosophy 1: 303—15.

Forgie, William, 1972. “Frege’s Objection to the Ontological Argument.” Nous 6: 251—65.

. 1976. “Is the Cartesian Ontological Argument Defensible?” New Scholasticism 50:

108-21.

. 1990. “The Caterus Objection.” International Journal for Philosophy of Religion

28: 81-104.

. 1991. “The Modal Ontological Argument and the Necessary A Posteriori.” Inter-
national Journal for Philosophy of Religion 29: 129—41.

Gale, Richard, 1986. “A Priori Arguments from God’s Abstractness.” Nous 20: 531—43.

. 1988. “Freedom vs. Unsurpassable Greatness.” International Journal for Philoso-

phy of Religion 23: 65—75.

. 1991. On the Nature and Existence of God. Cambridge, England: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Gotterbarn, Dale. 1976. “Leibniz’ Completion of Descartes’ Proof.” Studia Leibnitiana 8:
105-12.

Grim, Patrick. 1979. “Plantinga’s God.” Sophia 18: 35—42.

. 1979. “Plantinga’s God and Other Monstrosities.” Religious Studies 15: 91-97.

. 1981. “Plantinga, Hartshorne and the Ontological Argument.” Sophia 20: 12-16.

. 1982. “In Behalf of ‘In Behalf of the Fool.” ” International Journal for Philosophy
of Religion 13: 33—42.

Hartshorne, Charles. 1962. The Logic of Perfection. LaSalle, Ill.: Open Court Press.

. 1965. Anselm’s Discovery. LaSalle, Ill.: Open Court Press.

Hazen, Alan. 1998. “On Godel’s Ontological Proof.” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 76:

361—77.




THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 115

Hopkins, Jasper. 1972. A Companion to the Study of St. Anselm. Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press.

. 1976. “Anselm’s Debate with Gaunilo.” In Analecta Anselmiana V, ed. H. Koh-
lenberger, 25—53. Frankfurt: Minerva GmbH.

Kane, Robert. 1990. “The Modal Ontological Argument.” Mind 93: 336—50.

Kenny, Anthony. 1968. “Descartes’ Ontological Argument.” In Fact and Existence, ed. Jo-
seph Margolis, 18—36. New York: Oxford University Press.

Leftow, Brian. 1988. “Anselmian Polytheism.” International Journal for Philosophy of Reli-
gion 23: 77-104.

. 1990. “Individual and Attribute in the Ontological Argument.” Faith and Philos-
ophy 7: 235-42.

Lewis, David. 1970. “Anselm and Actuality.” Nous 4: 175-88.

Mackie, John. 1982. The Miracle of Theism. New York: Oxford University Press.

Malcolm, Norman. 1960. “Anselm’s Ontological Arguments.” Philosophical Review 69: 41—
62.

Mann, William. 1976. “The Perfect Island.” Mind 85: 417-21.

. 1991. “Definite Descriptions and the Ontological Argument.” In Philosophical
Applications of Free Logic, ed. Karel Lambert. New York: Oxford University Press.

Mason, P. 1978. “The Devil and St. Anselm.” International Journal for Philosophy of Reli-
gion 9: 1-15.

Oppenheimer, Paul, and Edward Zalta. 1991. “On the Logic of the Ontological Argu-
ment.” In Philosophical Perspectives V, ed. James Tomberlin, 509—29. Atascadero,
Calif.: Ridgeview Press.

Plantinga, Alvin. 1967. God and Other Minds. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press.

. 1986. “Is Theism Really a Miracle?” Faith and Philosophy 3: 109—34.

Rowe, William. 1976. “The Ontological Argument and Question-Begging.” International
Journal for Philosophy of Religion 7: 425-32.

Shaffer, Jerome. 1962. “Existence, Predication and the Ontological Argument.” Mind 71:
307-25.

Sobel, Jordan. 1987. “Godel’s Ontological Proof.” In On Being and Saying, ed. Judith
Thomson, 241—261. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press.

Stone, Jim. 1989. “Anselm’s Proof.” Philosophical Studies 57: 79—94.

Tooley, Michael. 1981. “Plantinga’s Defense of the Ontological Argument.” Mind 9o:
422-27.

Van Inwagen, Peter. 1977. “Ontological Arguments.” Nous 11: 375-95.

Wainwright, William. 1978. “Unihorses and the Ontological Argument.” Sophia 17: 27-32.




CHAPTER 5§

COSMOLOGICAL AND
DESIGN ARGUMENTS

ALEXANDER R. PRUSS AND
RICHARD M. GALE

INTRODUCTION

UNLIKE the ontological argument, which appeals only to highly sophisticated phi-
losophers who delight in highly abstract deductive reasoning, cosmological and
design arguments figure prominently in the argumentative support that everyday
working theists give for their faith. The reason for this broad pastoral appeal is
that these arguments begin with commonplace facts about the world and then,
by appeal to principles that look plausible, establish the existence of a being who,
while not shown to have all of God’s essential properties, properties that God
must have to exist, is at least a close cousin of the God of traditional Western
theism. Our plan is to begin with a preliminary botanization of these arguments,
indicating their similarities and differences, and then discuss each of them sepa-
rately, giving prominence to the many different forms they take.
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PRELIMINARY BOTANIZATION

Each of the two arguments begins with a contingent existential fact. A contingent
fact is a true proposition that has the possibility of being true and the possibility
of being false, in which possibility is understood in the broadly logical or con-
ceptual sense. By extension, a contingent being is one who has both the possibility
of existing and the possibility of not existing, with a necessary being not having
the possibility of not existing. The arguments differ with respect to the type of
existential fact that they select. For design arguments it will be a fact that reports
some natural object or process that displays design, purpose, function, order, and
the like. It might be the fact that there is life, self-replicating organisms, con-
sciousness, conscience, law-like regularity and simplicity, natural beauty, and ap-
parent religious miracles. In contrast, a cosmological argument’s existential fact
does not have any of these sorts of valuable features. It might be the fact that
there exists a total aggregate of contingent beings (the universe), or maybe that
there exists at least one contingent being, or that one object depends on another
for its existence.

The two types of argument also differ in the way they go from their initial
contingent existential fact to the existence of a supernatural God-like being who
is the cause of this fact. A cosmological argument, typically, demands a cause of
this fact in the name of the principle of sufficient reason (hereafter PSR), which
is suitably tailored so that every fact of this kind actually has an explanation. This
is followed by an explanatory argument to show that the only possible explanation
for this fact is in terms of the intentional actions of a God-like being. Thus, a
cosmological argument standardly has the following three components:

1. A contingent value-neutral existential fact

2. A version of PSR that requires that every fact of this kind has an expla-
nation

3. An explanatory argument to show that the only possible explanation of
this fact is in terms of the intentional actions of a supernatural, God-like
being

In contrast, the typical design argument does not demand an explanation for
the initial contingent existential fact on the basis of some version of the PSR but
instead employs principles of inductive reasoning to infer that it is highly probable
that this fact is caused by a supernatural, God-like being. These principles might
involve principles of analogical reasoning or abductive inference (inference to the
best explanation). Thus, the typical design argument has the following three com-
ponents:

1. A contingent valuable existential fact
2". Some principle of inductive reasoning
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3'. An explanatory argument to show that the probable explanation of this
fact is in terms of the intentional actions of a supernatural, God-like be-
ing

It is important to stress that these components comprise only the typical
design argument, for there are versions of the design argument that do not employ
2" and 3'. Some design arguments do not induce but instead deduce from the fact
reporting some occurrence of natural design that there is a supernatural designer-
creator of this occurrence, it supposedly being an analytic truth that something
displaying design or purpose must have a designer or purposer. This does not
make for an effective argument, as its opponents will be within their rights to
charge its existential fact component with begging the question. There are
Thomistic-type design arguments that also attempt to deduce the theistic conclu-
sion from the initial existential fact but do not appeal to this trivializing analytic
truth but instead some high-level metaphysical principle requiring that there be
as much reality in the cause as in the effect.

COSMOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS

With these preliminaries out of the way, we can begin our survey of the different
types of cosmological arguments. In the thirteenth century, Saint Thomas Aquinas
presented Five Ways of proving the existence of God, the first three of which are
versions of the cosmological argument (Aquinas 1969, part 1, question 2, article
2). The First Way begins with the contingent fact that one object is moved by
another, the Second that one thing depends for its existence on the causal efficacy
of a contemporaneous being, and the Third that there exists a contingent being.
These are commonplace observational facts that only a complete skeptic about
our senses would want to challenge. The explanatory arguments in the First and
Second Ways are based on the impossibility of there being, respectively, an infinite
regress of objects simultaneously being moved by other objects or objects de-
pending for their existence on the simultaneous causal efficacy of another being.
These regresses, therefore, must terminate with a being who is capable respectively
of moving another object without itself being moved by another or causing the
existence of something without itself being caused to exist. Thomas then identifies
this first mover or cause with God on the basis of our common ways of speaking
about God—“and this is what everyone understands by God”—thereby papering
over a serious gap problem, since the Five Ways do not establish that this being
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has all of the essential divine attributes. Thomas does give arguments to close the
gap (questions 3—11), but limitations of space preclude our discussing them here.

The intuition underlying Thomas’s rejection of the possibility of an actual
infinity of simultaneous movers or causers is far from obvious, especially because,
according to most commentators, he did not think it impossible to have an actual
past infinite regress of nonsimultaneous causes, as, for example, an actual infinite
regress of past begetters. We will make an attempt to draw out his intuition in a
way that gives some plausibility to it. The causal relation in a series of simulta-
neous causes or movers involves transitivity in that if X simultaneously moves
(causes) Y and Y simultaneously moves (causes) Z, then X moves (causes) Z.
Nonsimultaneous causation is not transitive, since, even though you were begot
by your parents and they in turn were begot by their parents, you were not begot
by the latter.

One reason that might be given for the impossibility of an actual infinite
regress of simultaneous causes or movers is that if there were such a regress, there
would be no member of the regress that could be held to be morally responsible,
a fit subject of either praise or blame, for the initial event or object in the regress.
But this can’t be the right reason, because not all causal explanations are forensic
in the sense of giving an individual who is to be praised or blamed for the effect.
Maybe Thomas’s underlying intuition can be fleshed out by considering these two
examples. In one, a group of boys attempts to get into the movies free by having
each boy point to the boy behind him as he enters the theater and when the
ticket taker stops the last boy in the group for the tickets he claims not to know
who these other boys are. (Richard Gale did it but Alexander Pruss did not, as
he grew up in communist Poland.) The last boy has to pay for himself, but all
the others get in free. Now suppose that the regress of boys pointing behind
themselves to another boy is infinite. Plainly, the theater owner would not be
happy with this arrangement, as he would never get paid, just as you would never
succeed in cashing a check if it were covered by a bank account that in turn was
covered by another and so on ad infinitum. A system of credit, like a succession
of boys entering a theater, must terminate with some actual cash. A second ex-
ample involves a train of cars that simultaneously push each other, such that the
first car is simultaneously moved by a second, and the second by a third, and so
on ad infinitum. If the regress of movers were infinite, there would be no expla-
nation of where the oomph, the energy, the power to move, comes from.

There is an implicit appeal to a version of the PSR to the effect that something
cannot come out of nothing. This can be made clearer by considering a circle of
causes. Thomas ruled this to be impossible for the same intuitive reason that he
proscribed an infinite regress of simultaneous movers or causes. Imagine that you
meet someone who looks like you would look in ten years. She claims to be your
future self and to have traveled ten years backward in time to give you instructions
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on how to build a time machine. Subsequently, you build one and then travel ten
years backward in time so as to inform your past self about how to build a time
machine. The intuitive grounds for Thomas’s rejection of the possibility of this
closed causal loop is that it violates the PSR, for there is no answer to the question
of from whence came the knowledge of how to build a time machine. Similarly,
there is no answer to the question of from whence came the power to move an
object or causally sustain its existence in the case of an infinite regress of simul-
taneous movers or causers.

The Third Way begins with the unexceptionable contingent existential fact
that there now exists at least one contingent being. Can some version of the PSR
be employed so as to deduce that there exists a necessary being that causes the
existence of this contingent being? A contingent being has the possibility of not
being, and thus, given an infinite number of times, either through an infinitely
extended past or a past time interval that is comprised of an infinity of moments
of time, this possibility will be realized at some past time. Each moment is like a
roll of the dice, an opportunity for this possibility to be realized. The PSR tells
us that something cannot come out of nothing, so there has to be a cause of this
being’s coming into existence at this past time. Therefore, something had to cause
this being to come into being out of nothing. But why couldn’t this cause be itself
a contingent being and it, in turn, be caused to begin to exist by an even earlier
contingent being, and so on ad infinitum? Thomas’s answer as to why this regress
of contingent beings is impossible seems to commit an egregious quantificational
blunder. For he says that if there were to exist only contingent beings, then, since
for each of them there is a past time at which it doesn’t exist, there is a past time
at which each one of them does not exist. And, if there ever were nothing, then,
given the PSR, nothing would subsequently exist, which contradicts the patent
existential fact that there now exists at least one contingent being. This argument
seems to commit the same howler as is committed by inferring from the fact that
for every woman there is a man that there is a man who is for every woman (talk
about polygamy!). In logical terms, that fallacy is (x)(Jy)xRyD(3y)(x)xRy. But it
is hard to believe that a great philosopher committed so obvious a blunder. With
a little charity and imagination something interesting can be made out of the
Third Way, but we shall not attempt to do so here.!

The Kalam cosmological argument of the medieval Islamic philosophers,
which has been defended in recent times by William Lane Craig (1979), also
invokes the impossibility of infinite regress but in a different way than Thomas
did in his first two Ways. It selects as its contingent existential fact that there now
exists a universe—an aggregate comprised of all contingent beings. It then argues
that the universe must have begun to exist, for otherwise there would be an actual
infinite series of past events or time, which is conceptually absurd. Because some-
thing cannot come out of nothing, there had to be a cause for the universe coming
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into being at some time a finite number of years ago. And this cause is identified
with God, which again occasions the gap problem. Notice that the version of the
PSR that is appealed to is a restricted and thus less vulnerable version of the PSR;
for whereas the unrestricted version requires explanation for every thing that
exists or fails to exist, the restricted version requires an explanation only for a
being’s coming into existence.

Just why is it impossible for there to be an actual infinity of past events or
times? The answer is not obvious. Thomas, for one, did not think it to be im-
possible. Two kinds of arguments have been given. First, there are descendants of
Zeno’s arguments. It is not possible actually to go through an infinite series of
events, for before going through the last event of the series, one would already
have to have gone through an infinite series, and before the second last event,
one would already have to have traversed an infinite series, and so on: the task
could never have got started. But if there was an actual infinity of past events,
then our world has traversed an infinite set of events, which is impossible. This
argument depends on an anthropocentric notion of “going through” a set. The
universe does not go through a set of events in the sense of planning which to
go through first in order to get through the second, and so on.

The other kind of argument given by Kalam arguers is that the very concept
of infinity is incoherent. Imagine Hilbert’s hotel, where there are infinitely many
rooms, numbered 1, 2, 3, and so on, and where even if all rooms are occupied,
space can always be found for a new visitor by shifting the occupant of room 1
to room 2, moving room 2’s occupant to room 3, and so on. The slogan outside
the hotel would say: “Always full, always room for more,” and the Kalam arguer
takes this to be incoherent. Or consider an infinite series of events, again num-
bered 1, 2, 3, and so on. Then, the subseries consisting of the even-numbered
events should have fewer events in it. But in fact it does not, as can be seen by
writing the two series one on top of the other:

12345 6 7...
246 810 12 14...

and noting that each member of the top series corresponds precisely to each
member of the bottom series. Hence, the series of even-numbered events is both
smaller and not smaller than the upper series. These arguments against an actual
infinity, however, are all based on a confusion between two notions of “bigger
than.” One notion is numerical: a set is bigger than another if it has a greater
number of members. The other notion is in terms of part-to-whole relations: a
whole is bigger than any proper part. When dealing with finite quantities, any-
thing that is bigger in the part-to-whole sense is also bigger in the numerical
sense. But this is not so in the case of infinite quantities. Although in the part-
to-whole sense there are more people in the hotel after a new guest arrives and
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there are more members of the original series of events, in the numerical sense
there are not. Indeed, mathematicians take the failure of the part-to-whole sense
of “bigger than” to imply the numerical sense to be the defining feature of infinity.

Alternately, the Kalam arguer may make use of modern scientific theories,
such as that of the Big Bang. However, in those cases, the argument is still subject
to the possibility that the theories will turn out to be false, or that it will turn
out that there is a prior physical cause of some sort to the Big Bang.

Probably the most powerful of the traditional cosmological arguments, as it
involves the least amount of conceptual baggage and controversial assumptions,
is the one given by Newton’s follower Samuel Clarke (1705) at the beginning of
the eighteenth century. Like the Kalam argument, it begins with the contingent
existential fact that there now exists an aggregate of all the contingent beings there
are, but unlike this argument, it does not have to invoke any controversial claims
about the impossibility of infinite aggregates. It demands an explanation for the
existence of this universe on the basis of a more general version of the PSR than
the one employed in the Kalam argument, namely, that there is an explanation
for the existence of every contingent being, even if it always existed. For explan-
atory purposes, the universe itself counts as a contingent being, since it is an
aggregate of all the contingent beings there are. It therefore must have a causal
explainer. This cause cannot be a contingent being. For if a contingent were to
be the cause, it would have to be a cause of every one of the aggregate’s constit-
uents. But since every contingent being is included in this aggregate, it would
have to be a cause of itself, which is impossible. The cause, therefore, must be
some individual outside the aggregate; and, since an impossible individual cannot
cause anything, it must be a necessary being that serves as the causal explainer of
the aggregate. This holds whether the aggregate contains a finite or an infinite
number of contingent beings. Even if there were to be, as is possible for Clarke,
an infinite past succession of contingent beings, each causing the existence of its
immediate successor, there still would need to be a cause of the entire infinite
succession.

It is at this point that David Hume (1980), writing about half a century after
Clarke, raised what is considered by many to be a decisive objection to Clarke’s
argument. He claimed that for any aggregate, whether finite or infinite, if there
is for each of its constituents an explanation, there thereby is an explanation for
the entire aggregate. Thus, if there were to be an infinite past succession of con-
tingent beings, each of which causally explains the existence of its immediate
successor, there would be an explanation for the entire infinite aggregate, and
thus no need to go outside it and invoke a necessary being as its cause. Hume’s
claim that explanation is in general agglomerative can be shown to be false (see
Gale 1991; Pruss 1998). For it is possible for there to be a separate explanation for
the existence of each constituent in an aggregate, say each part of an automobile,
without there thereby being an explanation of the entire aggregate, the automo-
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bile. The explanation for the latter would be above and beyond these several
separate explanations for the existence of its constituent parts, as, for example,
one that invokes the assembling activity in a Detroit factory.

William Rowe (1975) has given a variant version of Clarke’s argument. He
chooses as his initial contingent existential fact that there exists at least one con-
tingent being. This is the plaintive cry that one might hear in a coffeehouse, “Why
is there something rather than nothing?”, to which, according to Sidney Morgen-
besser, God’s response is, “Look, you guys, suppose I created nothing, you still
wouldn’t be happy.” The point of Morgenbesser’s witticism is that even if there
were to be nothing, that is, no contingent beings, the PSR still would require that
there be an explanation for this big negative fact. The PSR is an equal-opportunity
explainer, not giving a privileged status to positive reality. We ask “Why is there
something rather than nothing?” simply because there happens to be something
rather than nothing. The PSR requires there be an explanation for the contingent
fact that there exists at least one contingent being. It cannot be given in terms of
the causal efficacy of another contingent being, since this would result in a vicious
circularity. Thus, it must be in terms of the causal efficacy of a necessary being.

This completes our brief survey of traditional cosmological arguments. It is
now time to critically evaluate them. It was seen that each faced an unresolved
gap problem consisting in its failure to show that the first cause, unmoved mover,
or necessary being has all of the essential divine attributes. The most serious form
the gap problem takes concerns the moral qualities of this being. Here the prob-
lem of evil has been appealed to by the likes of Hume to argue that probably it
is not an all-good but rather a morally indifferent being. This, no doubt, is the
point of a bumper sticker that reads, “God does exist. He just doesn’t want to
get involved.” To counter the challenge of evil, it is necessary to construct the-
odicies for the known evils and give convincing design arguments, which is the
topic of the next section.

The most vulnerable premise in these arguments is its PSR, whether in its
universal or restricted form. It is imposing on the nontheist opponent of these
arguments to ask him or her to grant that every true contingent proposition (or
some restricted set of them) actually has an explanation, for this, in effect, is to
grant that the universe is rational through and through. And this occupies almost
as high an echelon in one’s wish book as does the existence of God. Hume argued
that we can conceive of an uncaused event, and, since whatever is conceivable is
possible in reality, PSR is false. Bruce Reichenbach (1972) charges that Hume
confuses epistemic with ontological conditions. To be sure, there is a distinction
between what is conceivable and what could exist, the former concerning the
epistemic and the latter the ontological order. Nevertheless, Reichenbach’s rebuttal
is far too facile, for it fails to face the fact that our only access to the ontological
order is through the epistemic order. The only way that we humans can go about
determining what has the possibility of existing is by appeal to what we can
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conceive to be possible. Such modal intuitions concerning what is possible are
fallible; they are only prima facie acceptable, because they are subject to defeat by
subsequent ratiocination. They are discussion beginners, not discussion enders.
In philosophy we must go with what we ultimately can make intelligible to our-
selves at the end of the day, after we have made our best philosophical efforts.
What can the defender of the PSR say to get us to give up our prima facie Humean
modal intuition? Plainly, the onus is on her, since it is she who uses the PSR as
a premise in her cosmological argument.

Some cosmological arguers claim that PSR is self-evident, in the way the law
of excluded middle (that for every proposition, p, p-or-not-p) might be, and
accuse those who reject it with having a bias against theism. However, claims of
self-evidence are of little use to those who are not party to them, just as that the
law of excluded middle appears self-evident to us is of no help to those intuitionist
mathematicians who do not see it this way. Claims of self-evidence simply end
discussions, and accusations of bias are a two-edged sword.

Another way of supporting PSR is to show that it is pragmatically rational
for an inquirer to believe it, since by believing that everything has an explanation
the believer becomes a more ardent and dedicated inquirer and thus is more apt
to find explanations than if she did not believe this. This pragmatic sense of
rational concerns the benefits that accrue to the believer of the PSR proposition,
as contrasted with the epistemic sense of rational that concerns reasons directed
toward supporting the truth of the proposition believed. Because cosmological
arguments attempt to establish the epistemic rationality of believing that God
exists, they cannot employ a premise that concerns only the pragmatic rationality
of believing some proposition, such as the PSR, for this would commit the fallacy
of equivocation, since “rational” would be used in both the pragmatic and the
epistemic sense. In essence, it would be arguing that it is epistemically rational to
believe a proposition p because it is pragmatically rational to believe some prop-
osition ¢, from which p follows or which is needed for the deduction of p.

A more reasonable argument for the PSR is an inductive one based on our
numerous and ever increasing successes in explaining contingently true proposi-
tions. The problem with such an inductive argument is that there is a significant
difference between the contingent events and objects within the universe that form
its inductive sample and the universe as a whole. Thus, it is risky to infer that
what holds for the former also holds for the latter.

Recently, we have concocted a new version of Clarke’s cosmological argument
that manages to make do with a very weak version of the PSR that requires only
that for every contingently true proposition it is possible that it have an expla-
nation, thereby making it more difficult for the argument’s nontheist opponent
to reject the PSR premise. Thus, it is not required that the proposition reporting
the existence of the universe comprised of all the contingent beings there are
actually have an explanation, only that it is possible that it does.
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Once our opponent has granted the following weak version of the PSR

W-PSR. For every contingently true proposition, p, there is a possible world
w that contains the propositions p, g, and that g explains p.

we are able to deduce from it the strong version of the PSR, namely,

S-PSR. For every contingently true proposition, p, there is a proposition g
and that g explains p.

in which a possible world is a maximal, compossible conjunction of abstract
propositions. It is maximal because for every proposition, p, either p is one of its
conjuncts or not-p is; and it is compossible in that all of its conjuncts could be
true together. This deduction, which is due to Pruss, goes as follows:

1. For every contingently true proposition, p, there is a possible world w that
contains the propositions p, g, and that g explains p. W-PSR.

2. p is contingently true and there is no explanation of p. Assumption for in-
direct proof.

3. There is a possible world w that contains the propositions (p and there is
no explanation of p), q and that g explains (p and there is no explanation
of p). From 1 and 2.

4. In w, q explains p. True because explanation distributes over a conjunction.

5. In w, proposition p both does and does not have an explanation. From 3
and 4.

6. It is not the case that p is contingently true and there is no explanation of
p. From 2—5 by indirect proof.

7. It is not the case for any proposition p that p is contingently true and there
is no explanation of p. From 6.

Once we have established by this deduction that there actually is an expla-
nation for the existence of the universe, we show by a series of deductions, which
cannot be gone into here, that it is in terms of the free intentional actions of a
very intelligent and powerful necessarily existent supernatural being. It must be
a necessary being because the universe contains all the contingent beings there
are. Because this necessarily existent being freely creates the universe, our argu-
ment escapes Schopenhauer’s objection to the cosmological argument as being
like a taxicab that we hire and then dismiss when we have reached our destination.
For the cosmological arguer begins by demanding, on the basis of the PSR, an
explanation for a certain contingent existential fact, but when she arrives at our
desired destination, God, she dismisses the PSR because she does not require an
explanation for the fact that God exists and causes the existence of this fact.
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Because our explainer is a necessary being, it is a self-explaining being in the sense
that there is a successful ontological argument for its existence, even if we aren’t
smart enough to give it. And, because it freely causes the existence of the universe,
the act of creation is a self-explaining action for a libertarian theory of freedom,
which is the theory favored by the theist.

Once our opponent realizes that W-PSR logically entails S-PSR, she might no
longer grant us W-PSR, charging it with begging the question. Whether an ar-
gument begs the question is relative to the epistemic circumstances of its oppo-
nent before the argument is given, not after it has been given. But this response
would not silence Graham Oppy, for he claims that “once you understand W-
PSR properly, you can see that it entails S-PSR; and S-PSR is something which
nontheists have good reason to refuse to accept... Those nontheists who were
‘willing to grant W-PSR’ before they heard the argument which Gale and Pruss
give should then say that they didn’t fully understand what it was to which they
were giving assent” (2000, 349). Herein Oppy is demanding that proper or full
understanding be closed under deduction. This demand is contrived and has the
unwanted consequence that every valid deductive argument, when its premises
are fully understood, can rightly be charged with begging the question.

Although Oppy’s demand is unacceptably strong, it still is true that to have
an adequate understanding of a proposition one must know some of its entail-
ment relationships. One would not understand, for example, the proposition that
this is a material object unless one were prepared to deduce from it that this
occupies space. (Please, no Castenada-type counterexamples of the “I went to kiss
Mary but her lips were not extended” sort!) But, plainly, one can understand that
this is a material object without being aware of the very complex propositions
that it entails within mereological theory.

We are not able to give a precise criterion for distinguishing between those
entailment relations that are constitutive of understanding a given proposition
and those that are not, since the concept of understanding is a pragmatic one
and thus context-sensitive. But this does not mean that we cannot identify clear-
cut cases of someone understanding a proposition and those in which she does
not. And certainly one can understand a proposition that uses a modal concept
without knowing every theorem of modal logic, just as one can understand a
proposition employing geometrical concepts without knowing every theorem of
geometry.

The most challenging objection to our argument has been given by Kevin
Davey and Rob Clifton (2001). Their strategy is to find a proposition that is
strongly incompatible with W-PSR, in that if either is true in any possible world
the other is true in none, and which is at least as plausible a candidate for being
logically possible as is W-PSR. Their candidate for such a proposition is that there
is a contingent proposition that lacks an explanation in the actual world, say that
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there are cats, or the universe for that matter. This modal intuition seems at first
blush to have as much prima facie plausibility as does our modal intuition that
every contingent proposition possibly has an explanation. But it turns out that
these plausible modal intuitions are strongly incompatible. For W-PSR entails S-
PSR and thus that in no possible world is there an unexplained contingent prop-
osition. But the Davey-Clifton intuition entails that there is just such a world.

The strategy that we adopt for breaking this tie in modal intuitions is to show
that one of the two rival modal intuitions coheres better with other of our back-
ground modal intuitions. To begin with, our belief in W-PSR coheres better with
our proclivity to seek an explanation for any contingently true proposition. That
we seek such an explanation shows that we do accept W-PSR, for we would not
seek an explanation if we did not believe that it is at least logically possible that
there is one. Second, we know what it is like to verify that a given proposition
has an explanation, namely, by discovering an explanation for it, but we do not
know what it is like to verify that a given contingently and verifiably true prop-
osition does not have an explanation. Furthermore, since we know what it is like
to verify that a proposition has an explanation, we know what it is like to verify
that it possibly has an explanation, given that actuality entails possibility. We do
not, however, know what it is like to verify that a proposition does not possibly
have an explanation: there are just too many possible worlds for that to be ac-
complished. It is beside the point to respond that we know how to falsify the
proposition that some proposition does not have an explanation but not the
proposition that it has an explanation, since a proposition’s truth-conditions are
directly tied to its conditions of verification, not those for its falsification. These
two considerations lend credence to the claim that, in the epistemic order, W-
PSR is more deeply entrenched than is the Davey-Clifton claim that it is possible
that a given contingent proposition has no explanation. From this conclusion it
is reasonable to infer that, in the logical or conceptual order, W-PSR is a better
candidate than is the Davey-Clifton proposition for being possible.

TELEOLOGICAL ARGUMENTS

The teleological argument for the existence of God, or at least for a designer of
the universe, has never received a more rhetorically powerful formulation than in
William Paley’s (1802) analogy of the watch. We find a watch lying on a heath.
We examine it. We see that its parts fit and work together in an intricate manner,
and infer that the watch was designed by an intelligent agent. The inference could
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be made even if we had never seen a watch before. Similarly, when we look at
biological mechanisms, we descry a similar complexity and we should likewise
infer that the biological mechanisms were designed, but by a proportionately more
intelligent being.

The argument does not tell us much about the designer, but we can at least
infer that the ultimate designer is at least in part immaterial. For if the designer
were a physical being, he too would have intricately put together parts, since any
completely material intelligent being will have to be constituted out of a number
of carefully interrelated parts, and the argument from design could be repeated.
But a regress could be argued to be vicious here for reasons similar to those in
the cosmological argument: if there was just an infinite regress, the complexity of
design would never get explained. Moreover, we have empirical reasons against
accepting an infinite regress of physical beings as designers, namely, the empirical
evidence that our universe has finite age.

We see here the ingredients of any argument from design. A design argument,
like a cosmological argument, begins with a contingent existential fact, but, unlike
a cosmological argument, one that has a valuable status, such as that there exists
natural beauty, widespread lawlike regularity, and the like. It must be stressed that
the fact about design is a morally desirable one. Otherwise, nothing could be
inferred about the goodness, as contrasted with the intelligence and power, of the
person who brings about the fact. Moreover, if the design explanation is to be
satisfactory, the existential fact should be one that an intelligent person would
not be too unlikely to desire: if we have a group of stones strewn about apparently
at random, we would not expect that an intelligent person desired precisely that
combination.

To avoid the charge of begging the question, the premise in a design argument
that reports the existence of some natural object or process that displays design
or purpose must not be taken in such a way that it immediately entails that there
exists a designer or purposer, for that would bring on a justified charge of begging
the question from the opponent of the argument. Rather, it must be taken to
mean that there exists a natural object or process that has an apparent design,
purpose, or function, leaving it an open question as to what sort of a cause, if
any, there is of this apparent design. It is then inferred that the item was in fact
designed by an intelligent agent. To be God, the designer would have to be among
other things all-good. The moral qualities of the designer would have to be in-
ferred from known facts about the world. Many items showing apparent design
have been adduced, including biological mechanisms, the apparent fine-tuning of
the constants in the laws of nature, the regularity of the laws of nature, altruism,
consciousness, the existence of various natural kinds of animals, the purposeful-
ness of things in nature, and even miracles—this last, special case being discussed
in another chapter in this book. The inference in the argument is typically non-
deductive: the argument may involve analogy to artifacts of human design, as in
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Paley’s case, or an inductive appeal to data that things showing a certain kind of
complexity are in fact designed by intelligent agents, or inference to best expla-
nation, or some other way of recognizing the marks of intelligent design.

In his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, David Hume (1980) considers a
teleological argument in which it is inferred that the universe as a whole resembles
human artifice, and therefore also has an intelligent designer, though a propor-
tionately greater one. Hume objects that there is a serious disanalogy between the
whole universe and human artifice. Any disanalogy weakens an analogical argu-
ment. But to do serious damage, the disanalogy needs to show a difference in
those respects of the supposedly analogous cases that are essential to the argument.
What is essential to the teleological argument, its defender will insist, is that both
watches and the universe, or some subset of it such as a biological organism, show
a marvelously complex interrelation of parts, and Hume does not attack the sim-
ilarity in this respect.

However, Hume insists that what is essential to inferring the designer of
things like watches and houses is that we have seen things of this sort with this
kind of complexity and on this scale made by human beings, whereas we could
not have seen universes being designed since by definition the universe is unique.
If we had not seen mechanisms made by humans, we would not infer that the
watch found on the heath is designed. But surely, even if one found some mys-
terious complex interrelated mechanisms, ones with the complexity of a watch,
on a different planet, where one knew that they were not designed by humans,
one would infer the existence of an intelligence behind them. Thus, the inference
of design does not depend on its being human designers that are inferred. Rather,
the inductive data of seeing humans construct artifacts open our eyes to seeing
how intelligence in general functions and what products rational agency produces.
And, in any case, Hume’s reply fails if the form of the argument from design is
not analogical but, say, that of an inference to the best explanation.

However, the most powerful blow against Paley’s argument was not struck
by Hume but by Charles Darwin, who argued that the mechanisms that impressed
Paley so much probably were generated by the natural process of organisms mu-
tating and only the fitter ones surviving to reproduce. Nondeductive teleological
arguments can be challenged in various ways. One of the ways is to show the
existence of a satisfactory explanation of the items in question by a nondesigned
natural process, since that would challenge the claim that the theistic explanation
is the only or the best one available. It might well be that both a theistic and a
naturalistic explanation are true, but in the presence of a naturalistic one, the
theistic one may not be needed or may not be the best one. Of course, for the
naturalistic explanation to be satisfactory, the naturalistic process cannot be an
improbable one. It will not do to explain the existence of a watch by saying that
the molecules making it up randomly came together under the influence of quan-
tum randomness, because this process would be ridiculously improbable. How-
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ever, the Darwinian claim is that mutation plus natural selection makes the ex-
istence of complex biological mechanisms probable.

The Darwinian account does not deal a deathblow to Paley-type arguments.
First of all, evolution does nothing to explain why there were living organisms
on earth in the first place. Evolution only functions when a self-reproducing entity
is on the scene: it cannot explain the coming-to-be of such entities. And prima
facie we would expect that any self-reproducing organism would have a certain
minimal complexity. The simplest independent living organism we know of is the
Mycoplasma genitalium, whose genetic code comprises 517 genes, with the DNA
consisting of about 193,000 codons, each of which can code for one of twenty
amino acids. Experiments suggest that only about 265 to 350 of the genes are
needed for life (Hutcheson et al. 1996). But even the 265 shortest genes would
have a total length of 4,239 codons.? Because each codon codes for one of twenty
amino acids, this gives us 20%*~10'* possible DNA sequences of this length,’
and the chance that a random DNA sequence of the appropriate length would be
equivalent to the particular sequence of one Mycoplasma genitalium organism is
thus less than one in 10%%.

We can call an event whose probability is less than 10'® “astronomically im-
probable,” since it would not be likely to have been generated in the 12 to 18
billion years our universe has been around, even if each of the molecules in the
universe, there being no more than about 10%° of them, tried to randomly produce
the event a hundred times a second. In practice, other DNA sequences could
produce an organism with the same functional properties; there are many other
organisms than this Mycoplasma that would be sufficient to start life; and there
are scenarios for the start of life that do not involve a full-blown independent
DNA-based organism coming about at random (see, e.g., Gesteland, Cech, and
Atkins 2000). Thus, the actual probability is higher than one in 10%'>. However,
the number gives one some idea of how difficult the life-production task is. We
still do not have a reasonably probable scientific explanation for the origin of life,
and so the possibility that a Paley-type argument will succeed is still open.

Second, in a surprising development, there are scientists and mathematicians,
most notably Michael Behe (1996) and William Dembski (1999a, 1999b), who
question whether Darwinian evolution can account for all biological mechanisms.
Thus, Behe argues that whatever the plausibility of Darwinism for explaining
macroscopic features of organisms, on the microscopic level we find biochemical
complexity of such a degree that it could not be expected to come about through
natural selection. The problem is that there are irreducible complexities: systems
that only benefit the organism once all the parts are properly installed. A system
having irreducible complexity cannot be expected to evolve gradually step by step
through natural selection. Behe has argued that the cilia of bacteria, our immune
system, and the blood-clotting system exhibit irreducible complexity. Findings like
this have been challenged and evolutionary mechanisms for at least some of these
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systems have been proposed. At the moment, this dispute is not resolvable and
we must await future scientific breakthroughs. There is, however, at least some
chance that the Paley argument in almost its classical form may yet come back.

Instead of focusing on biological detail, many modern teleological arguers
prefer to point to the apparent fact that the laws of nature, and the various
constants in them, are precisely such as to allow for life (see, e.g., Leslie 1988).
For instance, the universal law of gravitation states that the force between two
masses is equal to G times the product of the masses divided by the square of
the distance, where G is the gravitational constant equal approximately to
6.672X10 ! in the metric system. But although this constant could, prima facie,
have any other real number as its value, only a narrow range of values of that
constant would allow for, say, the formation of apparent prerequisites for life,
such as stars. Likewise, it is claimed that were the laws of nature themselves
somewhat different, life could not form.

Of course, it could be that the progress of science will unify all the laws of
nature in a way that exactly predicts the values of the constants, and in a way
that will make it seem “natural” that the laws and constants are as they are.
However, this has not been done yet, and we can only go by what we have right
now. It is claimed that, right now, our only good putative explanation of the laws
and constants is design.

Gilbert Fulmer (2001) has replied that the discussions of the fine-tuning of
the constants in the laws of nature all presuppose that we are working in a range
of values similar to those that actually obtain, or at least that we are working with
laws of nature generally like ours. But how do we know that once we look at the
totality of all possible laws of nature and constants therein, we might not find
that the majority of these are compatible with life, albeit perhaps life of a signif-
icantly different sort than we find here? In reply to this kind of an argument,
Leslie (1988) has used the analogy of a wasp on a wall. Imagine we see that a
wasp on a wall was hit by a dart. Around the wasp, there is a large clear area
with no wasps. We are justified in inferring that someone aimed the dart at the
wasp even if there are lots of wasps further away on the wall. To infer design, one
does not need the paucity of fine-tuned universes simpliciter, but simply in our
local area. Besides, we do have good reason to think that if we look at all possible
universes, it is not the case that the majority of them can support life.

Finally, the many universes anthropic principle (MUAP) can be brought in.
This principle states that there exist infinitely many universes, either sequentially
or simultaneously, and thus it is not improbable that some of them would contain
observers, while evidently we can observe only a universe that can contain ob-
servers. The MUAP claims in general that we have no right to be surprised to
observe a feature of the universe necessary for the production of intelligent life,
since it is likely that at least one of the infinitely many universes would contain
that feature, and we cannot observe any other. Thus, perhaps, there are infinitely
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many universes, in which case we would expect that at least one would exhibit
the kind of fine-tuning that makes life possible, and obviously we couldn’t observe
any other.

There are two forms the MUAP takes. First, it might be that, necessarily, all
logically possible universes concretely exist, as in David Lewis’s (1986) extreme
modal realism. Unfortunately, Lewis’s theory runs into a multitude of paradoxes.
To give just the simplest, note that Lewis’s theory undercuts inductive reasoning.
Suppose God phoned you and, after having assured you with sufficiently impres-
sive miracles that he is God, told you that he created at least as many universes
with the same past as yours in which gravity fails to hold tomorrow as ones in
which gravity continues tomorrow, but neglected to tell you which kind of uni-
verse he put you in. By standard canons of reasoning, you would be rationally
required to assign at least as great epistemic probability to the claim that the law
of gravitation will not hold tomorrow as to the claim that it will. Therefore, your
inductive inference that tomorrow gravity will hold as it has always held would
be undercut. But Lewis’s theory is just like this call from God: Lewis tells us that
all logically possible universes exist, and certainly then there will be at least as
many worlds that have the same past as this world in which gravity will fail to
hold tomorrow as ones where gravity will continue as before. Thus, Lewis’s theory
gives data undercutting induction, and hence we should reject Lewis’s theory.

Alternatively, it could be that all or infinitely many universes exist satisfying
the same basic laws of nature, albeit with different constants in them. It does not
matter here whether these universes exist simultaneously or sequentially. This
version of MUAP, however, fails to block the question of why these basic laws of
nature hold rather than others. It might, after all, be that the vast majority of
possible sets of laws of nature could not support intelligent enmattered life be-
cause the vast majority would involve massive irregularity. For instance, intui-
tively, there are a lot more possible laws of gravitation that involve many discon-
tinuities and irregularities in the formula for the force as a function of the distance
than there are highly regular laws, and it might be that life could exist only in
what is intuitively only a small fraction of the universes governed by such irregular
laws, though making these intuitions more precise would be a nontrivial task.

It is worth noting parenthetically that a multiple-universe theory has also
been used to neutralize the argument against theism from evil. Donald Turner
(2003) proposes that a perfectly good God would create all universes that are
sufficiently good, that is, which it is better to create than not to. As long as our
universe is above that cut-off line, God was justified in creating it, even though
superior universes abound, for to create our universe and the superior ones is
better than just creating the superior ones. Thus, multiple universes can just as
much be used in defense of theism as in defense of atheism.

Another kind of teleological argument, which has been promoted by Richard
Swinburne (1968), is based on the fact that the universe displays widespread law-
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like regularity and simplicity. It is argued that there are only two possible expla-
nations for a fact: either a scientific explanation in terms of boundary conditions
and laws of nature, or a personalistic explanation in terms of the intentional
activity of an agent. Now, because a scientific explanation explains facts by in-
voking laws of nature, it cannot explain why there are laws of nature on the pain
of circularity. Thus, if there is an explanation, it must be one that is given in
terms of the intentional activity of a designer.

Several replies are available. The first is simply to deny the call for explanation
here. The basic laws of nature are rock-bottom, and they have no explanation.
This approach is particularly attractive if one is willing to bite the bullet and
accept the implausible claim that the laws of nature that in fact actually hold are
logically necessary. Once one admits, however, that the laws are contingent, one
faces the following difficulty, at least if one has the Humean intuition that all
possible states of the universe are prima facie equally likely to happen temporally
after any one given state*: prima facie, it is vastly improbable that things should
behave in a regular way. Unfortunately, it is very difficult, if not impossible, to
assign precise probabilities to such things as universes. Hence, this argument may
necessarily have to be run on an intuitive level, though aided by simpler cases.
As a toy model, imagine a discrete Humean universe containing only one particle
of a fixed type and whose only degrees of freedom are in the spatial position, and
whose space-time has a temporal series consisting of a hundred instants of time,
and the spatial structure of a 10-by-10 grid. There are 102® such universes. A
minimal constraint on regularity is that the particle doesn’t fly around to non-
contiguous grid locations, but in each time step is either where it was previously
or at one of the up to eight neighboring grid locations. There are fewer than
100X 9 universes satisfying this constraint. Thus, the probability that a randomly
chosen toy model universe will satisfy the minimal regularity constraint is less
than the astronomically small value of 107!%°. Moreover, as the grid becomes finer
and finer and the time-series becomes closer and closer to being continuous, this
probability decreases exponentially.

Thus, a fortiori, the initial probability of a regular universe with continuous
space and time is exceedingly small on Humean assumptions, and indeed probably
zero. On the design hypothesis, on the other hand, a regular universe has a prob-
ability that is not astronomically low. For an intelligent agent has good reason to
produce order, order being objectively valuable and necessary for the existence of
forms of life capable of intentional action, and the probability of an agent doing
what she has good reason to do is not astronomically low. After all, prima facie,
an agent is not any less likely to be good than she is to be evil or to be neutral,
and so one might assign a probability of ¥; that the agent will be good, and then
at the least some probability like 0.000001 (which, though small, is not astronom-
ically so) that if she is good, she will produce a universe exhibiting order. This
would yield a probability like at least 0.00000033 that an intelligent designer of
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the universe would produce a universe exhibiting order, which is so much higher
than the astronomically small probability on Humean design-free intuitions that
it significantly increases the ratio of the probability of the design hypothesis to
the Humean hypothesis.

An alternative reply to the Swinburne argument is to invoke MUAP. Recall
that MUAP posits infinitely many universes but notes that there is a selection
effect: we can observe only a universe that has observers in it. Now, a universe
that for the most part displays causal regularity is a necessary prerequisite for
there to exist finite knowers and agents, since empirical knowledge depends on
identifying persisting objects. If so, then we have no right to be surprised at the
order in the universe given a many-universes theory.

Swinburne (1968) attacks the MUAP reply to his argument by noting that it
is at most order in the past, and even then only in our local neighborhood, that
is required for knowers and observers. Thus, even if there are many universes and
we preselect for those that contain observers, nonetheless on Humean grounds
we should still find future order, and order outside our local neighborhood, to
be quite improbable. To see this more clearly, suppose in our toy model above
we preselect first for those universes where the minimal condition for regularity
is satisfied for the first fifty time steps. Nonetheless, only fewer than one in 10%°
of these universes continues being regular for the next fifty steps. Indeed, on a
Humean MUAP account, we would expect future disorder to be highly probable,
and hence as order continues to be observed, the Humean MUAP reply becomes
more and more disconfirmed. Likewise, order outside our galaxy disconfirms the
Humean MUAP reply.

Observe that in a number of the nondeductive teleological arguments, issues
of probability theory require further investigation. We intuitively feel that it is
highly improbable prima facie that there be a nondesigned universe that exhibits
regular lawlikeness. But making this intuition precise is a nightmare. There are
infinitely many possible universes that exhibit lawlike regularity and infinitely
many that do not. The infinite numbers here may even be beyond cardinality (for
instance, it has been shown that the collection of all possible worlds is not a set
and hence lacks cardinality; see Pruss 2001). Perhaps the argument can be made
only on an intuitive level, on the same intuitive level at which we say that it is
highly unlikely that a given integer about which nothing more is known is in fact
prime even though the cardinality of the set of prime numbers is the same as that
of the integers.

Likewise, the thorny issue of how initially plausible the hypothesis of the
existence of a designer is to someone needs to be discussed. If one thinks that
the existence of a designer has astronomically small epistemic probability, then
one will not be impressed by arguments showing that some form of complexity
has a similarly small probability of arising by chance. However, few reasonable
people think that the existence of God has a probability as low as 1071%.
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The above arguments were all nondeductive. However, John Haldane (Smart
and Haldane 2003) has given a deductive Thomistic teleological argument. In the
history of our universe, we see that on at least several occasions, a qualitatively
new thing such as life or mind has developed, and a qualitatively new thing by
definition could not have arisen gradually. Moreover, if a cause is to explain the
coming into existence of such a positive quality as life or mind, it must itself
either formally or eminently have that quality, to use Descartes’ terminology,
where to have F “formally” is just to be F and where to have F “eminently” is to
have this quality as an idea in one’s mind in the sense of its being an intentional
accusative of one of its thoughts. (Saint Thomas already used this principle in his
argument that the first cause of all contingent beings must be at least as perfect
as the sum total of all the perfections of creatures: see Aquinas 1969, part 1,
question 4, article 2.) Thus, randomness will not explain the coming into existence
of qualitatively new things, such as life or mind. Nor will one explain the existence
of life or mind by positing an infinite series of living or mindful things, each
descended from the next, since it will still not be explained where the positive
quality came from in the first place.

Therefore, one must either come to a necessary being that has life or mind,
and whose having of life or mind is a consequence of its essence, or to a person
who has life eminently and mind both eminently and formally (it being impossible
to have any quality eminently without formally having mind). In either case, we
can conclude the existence of an intelligent first cause for the existence of mind.
The Paley-type arguments merely gave us a God of the gaps: should science dis-
cover new naturalistic explanations of things, these arguments would fall through.
But like Swinburne’s lawlikeness argument, Haldane’s argument gives principled
reasons for the claim that an intelligent being is needed for the explanation of
the phenomenon in question. Therefore, Haldane does not need to worry as each
new issue of Nature comes out that a naturalistic challenger to his argument will
be found. The argument as stated above is abductive: a theistic-type explanation
is the only one possible, and hence true. To make it into a fully deductive argu-
ment, one needs to add the principle of sufficient reason as an explicit premise.
For then, there is an explanation, and hence the only possible explanation must
be the explanation. And of course, the Achilles heel of this Thomistic argument
is the controversial metaphysics of qualitative difference behind it.

Finally, note that teleological arguments face the same kind of gap problem
as infect cosmological ones. Just as there is a gap between being a first cause and
being God, there is a gap between being a very powerful and intelligent designer
and being God. The most serious part of the gap concerns the goodness of the
designer, due to the fact that there is a lot of apparently unjustified evil, where
an evil is unjustified if it would preclude the existence of God because no morally
exonerating excuse would exist for permitting it. To close the gap, the teleological
arguer, like the cosmological arguer, must find a way of neutralizing the problem
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of evil, either through constructing a theodicy that gives God a justification for
permitting these evils or by showing that a theodicy is not needed. Thus, we see
the need to do the philosophy of religion in a global manner.

We would like to thank Roland Hirsch, George Hunter, and David Keller for helpful
discussion of and comments on biological matters. We are most grateful to William
Wainwright for a number of very helpful editorial and substantial comments.

1. We leave it as an exercise to the reader to see that Aquinas’s argument could be
made valid if he were to stop allowing for the possibility of an infinite number of past
contingent beings and assume instead that there have been only finitely many such be-
ings.

2. Based on data in the online gene database for the Mycoplasma genitalium availa-
ble at www.tigr.org.

3. With two sequences counted as equivalent if they code for the same amino acids.

4. Hume (1993, section IV, part I) asked rhetorically if when we consider a priori
what will happen to a stone left without support in the air there is “any thing we dis-
cover in this situation, which can beget the idea of a downward, rather than upward, or
any other motion, in the stone or metal.” Hume thinks the answer is negative, because
he sees no prima facie reason to think any one state is more likely to come after a given
initial state than any other state is.
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CHAPTER 6

MYSTICISM AND
RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

JEROME I. GELLMAN

IN modern usage, “mysticism” refers to mystical experience and to practices, dis-
course, institutions, and traditions associated therewith. The term “mystical ex-
perience” enjoys a great variety of meanings, retaining some of that variety among
philosophers. There is no choice but to stipulate meaning for the purposes of this
essay. A wide definition of “mystical experience” will be more in the spirit of how
it figures in general culture, and a narrow definition will echo a meaning common
among philosophers.

1. MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE

1.1 The Wide Sense of “Mystical Experience”

In the wide sense, let us say that a “mystical experience” is:

A (purportedly:) super sense-perceptual or sub sense-perceptual experience
granting acquaintance of realities or states of affairs that are of a kind not ac-
cessible by way of sense perception, somatosensory modalities, or standard in-
trospection.
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(1) A super sense-perceptual experience includes perception-like content of a
kind not appropriate to sense perception, somatosensory modalities (including
the means for sensing pain and body temperature, and internally sensing body,
limb, organ, and visceral positions and states), or standard introspection. Some
mystics have referred to a “spiritual” sense or senses, corresponding to the per-
ceptual senses, appropriate to a nonphysical realm. A super sense-perceptual mode
of experience may accompany sense perception (see “extrovertive” experience,
section 3.1). For example, a person can have a super sense-perceptual experience
while watching a setting sun. The inclusion of the supersensory mode is what
makes the experience mystical.

(2) A sub sense-perceptual experience is either devoid of phenomenological
content altogether, or nearly so (see “pure conscious events,” sections 5 and 6),
or consists of phenomenological content appropriate to sense perception, but
lacking in the conceptualization typical of attentive sense perception (see below
on “unconstructed experiences”).

(3) “Realities” includes beings, such as God, as well as abstract “objects,” such
as the Absolute. “Acquaintance” of realities means the subject is aware of the
presence of (one or more) realities.

(4) “States of affairs” includes, for example, the impermanence of all reality
and that God is the ground of the self. “Acquaintance” of states of affairs can
come in two forms. In one, a subject is aware of the presence of (one or more)
realities on which (one or more) states of affairs supervene. An example would
be an awareness of God (a reality) affording an awareness of one’s utter depen-
dence on God (a state of affairs). In its second form, “acquaintance” of states of
affairs involves an insight directly, without supervening on acquaintance of any
reality. An example would be coming to “see” the impermanence of all that exists
following an experience that eliminates all phenomenological content.

(5) Mystical experience is alleged to be “noetic,” involving knowledge of what
a subject apprehends (James 1958).

(6) Parasensual experiences such as religious visions and auditions fail to
make an experience mystical. The definition also excludes anomalous experiences
such as out-of-body experiences, telepathy, precognition, and clairvoyance. All of
these are acquaintance with objects or qualities of a kind accessible to the senses
or to ordinary introspection, such as human thoughts and future physical events.
(A degree of vagueness enters the definition of mystical experience here because
of what is to count as a “kind” of thing accessible to nonmystical experience.)

In the wide sense, mystical experiences occur within the religious traditions
of Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Indian religions, Buddhism, and primal religions.
In most of these traditions, the experiences are allegedly of a supersensory reality,
such as God, Brahman, or, as in some Buddhist traditions, Nirvana (Takeuchi
1983, 8—9). Many Buddhist traditions, however, make no claim for an experience
of a supersensory reality. Some cultivate instead an experience of “unconstructed
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awareness,” involving an awareness of the world on a relatively or absolutely
nonconceptual level (Griffiths 1993). The unconstructed experience is thought to
grant insight, such as into the impermanent nature of all things. Some Buddhists
describe an experience of fathata or the “thisness” of reality, accessible only by
the absence of ordinary sense-perceptual cognition. These Buddhist experiences
are sub sense-perceptual, and mystical, since thisness is claimed to be inaccessible
to ordinary sense perception. Some Zen experiences, however, would not count
as mystical by our definition, involving acquaintance with neither a reality nor a
state of affairs (Suzuki 1970).

1.2 The Narrow Sense of “Mystical Experience”

In the narrow sense, “mystical experience” refers to a subclass of mystical expe-
rience in the wide sense. Specifically, it refers to:

A (purportedly:) super sense-perceptual or sub sense-perceptual unitive experi-
ence granting acquaintance of realities or states of affairs that are of a kind not
accessible by way of sense-perception, somatosensory modalities, or standard
introspection.

A unitive experience involves a phenomenological de-emphasis, blurring, or erad-
ication of multiplicity. Examples are experiences of the oneness of nature, “union”
with God (see section 3.2.1), the Hindu experience that Atman is Brahman (that
the self/soul is identical with the eternal, absolute being), the Buddhist uncon-
structed experience, and “monistic” experiences, devoid of all multiplicity. (On
“unitive” experiences, see Smart 1958, 1978; Wainwright 1981, ch. 1.) Excluded from
the narrow definition, though present in the wide one, are, for example, a dualistic
experience of God, a Jewish kabbalistic experience of a single supernal sefirah, and
shamanistic experiences of spirits. These are not mystical in the narrow sense,
because not unitive experiences.

Hereafter, “mystical experience” will be used in the narrow, more philosoph-
ical sense of these terms. Accordingly, mysticism pertains to practices, discourse,
institutions, and traditions associated with unitive experiences only.

2. Religious Experience

“Religious experience” too can be given a wide and a narrow definition. In its
wide sense, “religious experience” would refer to any experience appropriate to a
religious context or that has a “religious” flavor. This would include much of
mystical experience, religious visions and auditions, nonmystical Zen experiences,
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and various religious feelings, such as religious awe and sublimity. Also included
is what Friedrich Schleiermacher (1963) identified as the fundamental religious
experience: the feeling of “absolute dependence.”

In the narrow sense, “religious experience” would take in all of these save
mystical experiences. Thus, “religious” and “mystical” become exclusive catego-
ries, even when the mysticism belongs to a religious tradition. In what follows,
“religious experience” will appear in the narrow sense.

2.1 Numinous Experience

We can call numinous (from numen, meaning divine or spirit) experience the
category of religious experience left over when you subtract mystical experience
in the narrow sense from mystical experience in the wide sense. That is, a nu-
minous religious experience would be a nonunitive experience (purportedly)
granting acquaintance of realities or states of affairs that are of a kind not acces-
sible by way of sense perception, somatosensory modalities, or standard intro-
spection. Your garden-variety sense of God’s presence would count as a numinous
experience. Numinous experiences contrast with religious experiences that involve,
for example, feelings but no acquaintance with nonsensory realities or states of
affairs.

Rudolf Otto (1957, section 15) reserved the term “numinous experience” for
experiences allegedly of a reality perceived of as “wholly other” than the subject,
producing a reaction of dread and fascination before an incomprehensible mys-
tery. In the sense used here, Otto’s numinous experience is but one kind of our
“numinous” experience.

Typically, mystical traditions establish disciplines of contemplation, medita-
tion, and other techniques intended to transform a mystic’s egocentric self-
enclosure. This is deemed crucial for inducing mystical consciousness, and is often
a distinguishing mark of what precedes mystical, rather than religious, experience.
Not all such practices and disciplines, however, hope for unitive experiences. For
example, Native American practices involve lengthy preparation for experiencing
sacred realities solely in what we are here calling “numinous” experiences (Brown
1991, 111-12).



142 PROBLEMS

3. CATEGORIES OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCES

Mystical and religious experiences can be classified in various ways, in addition
to the built-in difference between mystical super sense-perceptual and sub sense-
perceptual experiences. This section notes two common distinctions.

3.1 Extrovertive and Introvertive

When an experience includes sense-perceptual content, we may say it is an ex-
trovertive experience. There are mystical extrovertive experiences, as in a con-
sciousness of the unity of all of nature, as well as numinous extrovertive experi-
ences, as when experiencing God’s presence when gazing at a snowflake. When
wholly nonsensory, we may say an experience is introvertive. An experience of
nothingness or emptiness, in some mystical traditions, and an experience of God
resulting from a disengagement from sense experience would be examples of in-
trovertive experiences (see sections 5 and 6).

3.2 Theistic and Nontheistic

A favorite distinction of Western philosophers is between theistic experiences,
which are purportedly of God, and nontheistic ones. Nontheistic experiences can
be of an ultimate reality other than God or of no reality at all. Numinous theistic
experiences are dualistic, where God and the subject remain clearly distinct, while
theistic mysticism pertains to either union or identity with God.

3.2.1 Union with God

Philosophers have identified a mystical experience of “union” with God, where
this signifies a rich family of experiences rather than a single experience. “Union”
involves a falling away of the separation between a person and God, short of
identity. Christian mystics have variously described union with the Divine. This
includes Bernard of Clairvaux’s unification by “mutuality of love,” Henry Suso’s
likening himself in union to a drop of water falling into wine, taking on the taste
and color of the wine (1953, 185), and Jan van Ruysbroeck’s description of “iron
within the fire and the fire within the iron” (see Pike 1992, ch. 2). Nelson Pike
has identified three stages in the union experience: quiet, full union, and rapture
(ch. 1).
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3.2.2 Identity with God

Mystics sometimes speak as though they have a consciousness of being identical
with God. Examples are the Islamic Sufi mystic Husayn Hallaj proclaiming “I am
God” (see Schimmel 1975, ch. 2) and the Jewish Hasidic master Rabbi Shneur
Zalman of Liady, who wrote of a person as a drop of water in the ocean of the
Infinite with an illusory sense of individual “dropness.” The (heretical) Christian
mystic Meister Eckhart made what looked very much like identity declarations
(see McGinn 2001; Smith 1997). It is an open question, however, when such
declarations are to be taken as identity assertions, with pantheistic or acosmic
intentions, and when they are perhaps variations on descriptions of union-type
experiences.

4. INEFFABILITY AND PARADOXALITY

4.1 Ineffability

William James affirmed that a mark of mystical experiences was their “ineffabil-
ity,” wherein “the subject of it immediately says it defies expression, that no
adequate report of its contents can be given in words” (1958, 292—93). Following
James, mystical experience is often associated with “ineffability,” that is, “inde-
scribability.” Unfortunately, there is some confusion about whether the experi-
ence, the object of the experience, or both are supposed to be ineffable. Ineffability
has been challenged on logical grounds, in that one could not refer to something
ineffable, and that there is a logical contradiction in applying the concept “inef-
fable” to something to which none of our concepts are supposed to apply (Plan-
tinga 1980, 23—25; Yandell 1975). Richard Gale (1960) and Ninian Smart (1958, 69)
each argue that “ineffability” is (merely) an honorific title marking the value and
intensity of the experience for the mystic. Wayne Proudfoot (1985) argues that
mystics could not know that what they experienced could not be expressed in
any possible language, because they do not know every possible language. He
concludes that the ineffability claim only prescribes that no language system shall
be applicable to it. The word “ineffable” thus serves to create and maintain a
sense of mystery (125—27). However, because mystics could not know that a mys-
tical object was indescribable in any possible language, it does not follow they
would not, in their enthusiasm, make a claim beyond their knowledge. In any
case, mystics might reasonably believe that because languages known to them
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cannot describe what they experienced, in all likelihood no other human language
could describe it either.

William Alston maintains that the philosophical emphasis on ineffability is
out of all proportion to what mystics have made of it (1991, 32). There exists a
strand of so-called apophatic mysticism in which God is said to be unknown.
However, even apophatic mystics have had much to say about their experiences
and about God. Alston offers that “indescribability” refers to the difficulty of
describing in literal terms, rather than by metaphor, analogy, and symbols. This
is not a peculiar mark of mysticism, however, since quite common in science,
philosophy, and religion.

Philosophers who have stressed ineffability as a mark of the mystical may be
attempting to mark mysticism as “irrational,” thus excluding it from more sensible
human pursuits. Grace Jantzen has advanced a critique of the emphasis on inef-
fability as an attempt to remove mystical experiences from the realm of rational
discourse, placing them instead into the realm of the emotions (1995, 344). Others
have staunchly defended the “rationality” of mysticism against charges of irra-
tionalism (Staal 1975).

4.2 Paradoxicality

Scholars of mysticism sometimes stress the “paradoxical” nature of mystical ex-
periences. As with ineffability, it is not always clear whether the experience, the
mystical object, or both are supposed to be paradoxical. We can discern four
relevant senses of “paradoxical.” (1) According to its etymology, “paradoxical”
refers to what is surprising or “contrary to expectation.” (2) Language can be
intentionally “paradoxical” in using a logically improper form of words to convey
what is not intended to be logically absurd. This may be for rhetorical effect or
because of difficulty in conveying a thought without resort to linguistic tricks. (3)
As in philosophy, a “paradox” can involve an unexpected logical contradiction,
as in the “Liar Paradox.” (4) Walter Stace sees paradoxality as a universal feature
of mystical experiences, equating “paradoxality” with an intended logical contra-
diction (1961, 212; see section 5 on Stace).

Insofar as mystical experience is out of the ordinary, and the unitive quality
strange (for ordinary folk, at least), reports of them may very well be surprising
or contrary to expectation. Hence, they may be paradoxical in sense (1). Reports
of mystical experiences may be paradoxical also in sense (2), because at times
mystical language does assume logically offensive forms, when actual absurdity
may not be intended. However, paradox in this sense occurs less frequently in
firsthand reports of mystical experiences and more in second-order mystical sys-
tems of thought (Moore 1973; Staal 1975).
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There is no good reason, however, why mystical experiences or their objects
should be paradoxical in either senses (3) or (4). In general, there is no good
reason for thinking that reports of mystical experience should imply logical ab-
surdity. The attempt to designate mystical experiences as paradoxical in these
senses may be but another try at painting mysticism into an irrational corner. We
may be too eager to take logically deviant language at its most literal. For example,
Zen Buddhism speaks of reaching a state of mind beyond both thought and “no-
thought.” However, rather than referring to a middle state, neither thought nor
no-thought, often the intention is to point to a state of mind in which striving
is absent and labeling of mental activities ceases. The mind of “no effort” strives
neither for thought nor for no-thought. No logical absurdity infects this descrip-
tion. Frits Staal (1975) has argued that paradoxical mystical language has been
used systematically to make logically respectable claims. While mystics use much
literal language in describing experiences (Alston 1992, 80-102), the literality need
not extend to paradox in senses (3) or (4).

5. PERENNIALISM

Various philosophers, sometimes dubbed “perennialists,” have attempted to iden-
tify common mystical experiences across cultures and traditions.

Walter Stace’s (1960, 1961) perennialist position has generated much discus-
sion. Stace proposes two mystical experiences found “in all cultures, religions,
periods, and social conditions.” Stace identifies a universal extrovertive experience
that “looks outward through the senses” to apprehend the One or the Oneness
of all in or through the multiplicity of the world, apprehending the “One” as an
inner life or consciousness of the world. The Oneness is experienced as a sacred
objective reality, in a feeling of “bliss” and “joy.” Stace’s universal extrovertive
experience (or the experienced reality, it is not always clear which) is paradoxical,
and possibly ineffable (1961, 79).

Second, Stace identifies a universal, “monistic,”

>

introvertive experience that
“looks inward into the mind,” to achieve “pure consciousness,” that is, an expe-
rience phenomenologically not of anything (1961, 86). Stace calls this a “unitary
consciousness.” Some have called this a “pure conscious event” or PCE (Forman
1993b, 1999; see section 6). A PCE consists of an “emptying out” by a subject of
all experiential content and phenomenological qualities, including concepts,
thoughts, sense perception, and sensuous images. The subject allegedly remains
with “pure” wakeful consciousness. Like his extrovertive experience, Stace’s uni-
versal introvertive experience involves a blissful sense of sacred objectivity, and is
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paradoxical and possibly ineffable. Stace considers the universal introvertive ex-
perience to be a ripening of mystical awareness beyond the halfway house of the
universal extrovertive consciousness.

Stace assimilates theistic mystical experiences to his universal introvertive ex-
perience by distinguishing between experience and interpretation. The introvertive
experience, he says, is the same across cultures. Only interpretations differ. The-
istic mystics are pressured by their surroundings, says Stace, to put a theistic
interpretation on their introvertive experiences. Ninian Smart (1965) also main-
tained the universality of the monistic experience, arguing that abstract descrip-
tions of theistic mystical experiences reflected an interpretive overlay on an ex-
periential base common to both theistic and nontheistic experiences.

Stace has been strongly criticized for simplifying or distorting mystical reports
(for a summary, see Moore 1973). For example, Pike (1992, ch. 5) criticizes the
Stace-Smart position because in Christian mysticism union with God is divided
into discernable phases, which find no basis in Christian theology. These phases,
therefore, plausibly reflect experience and not forced interpretation.

In contrast to Stace, R. C. Zaehner (1961) identified three types of mystical
consciousness: (1) a “panenhenic” extrovertive experience, an experience of one-
ness of nature, one’s self included; (2) a “monistic” experience of an undifferen-
tiated unity transcending space and time; and (3) theistic experience where there
is a duality between subject and the object of the experience. Zaehner thought
that theistic experience was an advance over the monistic, since the latter ex-
pressed a self-centered interest of the mystic to be included in the ultimate.

William Wainwright (1981, ch. 1) has described three modes of mystical ex-
trovertive experience: (1) a sense of the unity of nature; (2) a sense of nature as
a living presence; and (3) the sense that everything transpiring in nature is in an
eternal present. Wainwright recognizes the Buddhist unconstructed experience as
a fourth mode of extrovertive experience. Wainwright, like Zaehner, distinguishes
two mystical introvertive experiences, one of pure empty consciousness, and the-
istic experience marked by an awareness of an object in “mutual love.”

6. PUrReE CoNscious EVENTSs

6.1 The Defenders of Pure Conscious Events

Much philosophical discussion has taken place over whether PCEs ever occur,
and if they do, whether they are significant in mysticism. Defenders of PCEs
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depend on alleged references to pure consciousness in the mystical literature. One
striking example is the Buddhist philosopher Paramaartha, who stated explicitly
that all of our cognitions were “conditioned” by our concepts save for the non-
sensory “unconditioned” Buddhist experience of emptiness (Forman 1989). An-
other example cited is from the writings of the Christian mystic Meister Eckhart
that describe a “forgetting” that abandons concepts and sense experience to sink
into a mystical “oblivion” (Forman 1993a). In addition, Robert Forman (1993b)
has testified to a PCE he himself endured, describing it as an empty consciousness
from which one “need not awake.”

6.2 Criticism of the Defense of Pure Conscious Events

(1) Reports of PCEs in the literature may not be decisive. We should suspect
idealization in at least some instances. Idealization occurs when an ideal goal is
falsely presented as achieved. Whether or not pure consciousness ever occurs, we
should suspect it might be presented as though it did. (2) The PCE defenders
exaggerate the centrality of complete emptying out in mysticism. It is questionable
if it is central in the mainstream of Christian mysticism, for example, where
typically the mystic forgets all else to better contemplate God. Typical is the Chris-
tian mystic Jan Ruysbroeck, who wrote that emptying oneself is but a prelude to
the mystical life of contemplating God through an act of divine grace (Zaehner
1961, 170—71). Likewise, the “shedding of corporeality” in early Hasidism was
meant only to enable the mystic to contemplate the unified supernal structure of
the divine sefirot. And the Zen master Dogen wrote about “wrongly thinking that
the nature of things will appear when the whole world we perceive is obliterated”
(1986, 39). (3) Accordingly, reports of emptying out and forgetting may refer only
to an emptying of ordinary experiential content, making room for an extraordi-
nary content. This accords well with the conception of ayin (nothingness) in
Jewish mysticism, which is positively saturated with divine reality (Matt 1997).
Some have claimed that even for Meister Eckhart emptying out is having one’s
mind on no object other than God, rather than an absolute emptiness of content
(Matt 1997). (4) Perennialists may be exaggerating the wakefulness of some emp-
tying out. The Islamic Sufi fana experience (“passing away”) is sometimes de-
scribed as an unconscious state, and the Sufi might become purely unconscious
on finding God in wajd (Schimmel 1975, 178-79). Therefore, an emptying out
might sometimes simply be pure unconsciousness. (5) Even if a subject honestly
reports on a PCE, there may have been conceptual events the subject either re-
pressed or experienced in a nebulous way (Wainwright 1981, 117-19).
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7. CONSTRUCTIVISM

Constructivism underscores the conceptual “construction” of mystical experience.
Let us call “weak constructivism” the view that there is no mystical experience
without concepts, concepts being what “construct” an experience. Let us call “hard
constructivism” the view that a mystic’s specific cultural background massively
constructs—determines, shapes, or influences—the nature of mystical experiences
(see Hollenback 1996; Jones 1909, introduction; Katz 1978). Hard constructivism
entails the denial of perennialism on the assumption that mystical traditions are
widely divergent (see section 7.3). Weak constructivism is strictly consistent with
perennialism, however, since consistent with there being some transcultural mys-
tical experience involving concepts. Both strong and weak constructivist argu-
ments have been mobilized against the existence of PCEs.

7.1 Weak Constructivist Arguments against PCE Defenders

Here is a sampling of weak constructivist arguments against PCE defenders. (1)
PCEs are impossible because of the “kind of beings” that we are (Katz 1978, 59).
It is a fact about humans that we can experience only with the aid of memory,
language, expectations, and conceptualizations. Therefore, we cannot have a
“pure” awareness, empty of all content. (2) PCEs cannot be “experiences” (Proud-
foot 1985, ch. 4; Bagger 1999, ch. 4). We must distinguish, the claim goes, between
an “event” and an “experience.” That X “has an experience” E entails that X
conceptualizes E. Hence, even if pure conscious events happen to occur, they do
not count as “experiences” until the subject conceptualizes them. At that moment,
they cease to be “pure consciousness.” (3) A survey of mystical literature shows
that typical mystical experiences are conceptual in nature and not empty of con-
cepts. (4) An epistemological objection: subjects could not know they had endured
a PCE. They could not know this during a PCE, because it is supposed to be
empty of all conceptual content (Bagger 1999, 102-3). A subject could not know
this by remembering the PCE, since there is supposed to be nothing to observe,
and hence nothing to remember. Neither could a subject surmise that a PCE had
transpired by remembering a “before” and an “after,” with an unaccounted for
middle. This would fail to distinguish a PCE from plain unconsciousness. Indeed,
it seems to matter little whether a subject who emerges with mystical insights
underwent a PCE or was simply unconscious. (5) A second epistemological ob-
jection: suppose a PCE has occurred and that a subject knows that, somehow.
Still, there is a problem of the relationship of a PCE to the subsequent claims to
knowledge, such as when Eckhart purportedly grounds knowledge of the soul and
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God as one, in a PCE (see Forman 1993a). If, in a PCE, subjects were empty of
all experiential content, they could not claim to have had acquaintance of anything

(Bagger 1999, 102-3).

7.2 Criticism of Weak Constructivism

Several objections can be raised against the weak constructivist position. (1) The
argument from the kind of beings we are against the possibility of a PCE is not
convincing. While our cultural sets shape our ordinary experience, this argument
gives no good reason why we could not enjoy experiences on a preconceptual
level of awareness, especially through a regimen of training. Steven Katz, the
author of this argument, notes our “most brutish, infantile, and sensate levels” of
experience when we were infants (1988, 755). It’s hard to see why in principle we
could not retrieve an unconceptualized level of experience. (2) It makes little
difference whether a PCE is an “experience” or only an “event.” A PCE occurs
within a wider experience of the subject, including the subject’s coming out of
the PCE and assigning it meaning. Let this wider experience be the “experience”
under discussion. (3) The textual evidence that objectors cite against PCEs often
seems consistent with the view that PCEs exist and that different traditions place
different interpretations on them (Pike 1992, supplemental study 2). (4) Neuro-
psychological studies of mystical experience point to the possibility of events of
pure consciousness. A theory by Eugene d’Aquili and Andrew Newberg (1993,
1999) claims to account for PCEs by reference to occurrences in the brain that
cut off ordinary brain activity from consciousness. This theory, if upheld, would
provide physiological support for episodes of pure consciousness (for more on
this theory, see section 13.1). (5) There need be no problem about mystics knowing
they had PCEs. If we accept a reliabilist account of knowledge, a belief is knowl-
edge if produced by a reliable cognitive mechanism (perhaps with some further
conditions). “Awakening” from (what is in fact) a PCE, if it produces the belief
that one has “awakened” from a PCE, could be a reliable cognitive mechanism
sufficient for knowing one had had a PCE. If we stick to an evidentialist concep-
tion of knowledge, mystics could have evidence they had endured a PCE, though
not at the precise time of its occurrence. Here’s how: (a) By hypothesis, a PCE is
an event of conscious awareness. (b) A conscious event can have elements one
does not note at the time, but recalls afterward. This is especially possible when
the recall immediately follows the event. (c) Therefore, it should be possible for
a mystic who endures a PCE to recall immediately afterward the very awareness
that was present in the PCE, even though that awareness was not an object of
consciousness at the time of the PCE. The mystic, recalling the PCE awareness,
could note that the awareness had been of a “pure” type. Because the recall takes
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place in conjunction with the PCE, the entire complex becomes enfolded into
one recognizable “experience” of the mystic. (6) Defenders of PCEs can champion
their epistemological significance, although PCEs are not of anything. Recall that
the noetic quality of a mystical experience can come from an acquaintance of
states of affairs involving an insight directly, without supervening on acquaintance
of any reality (see section 1.1, clause [4]). In addition, an experience is mystical
as long as it grants such an acquaintance. The insight need not be exactly simul-
taneous with what makes the experience mystical. Hence, a person could undergo
a PCE, which then granted acquaintance of states of affairs by a direct insight.
The PCE plus the insight would constitute a complex mystical experience that
afforded awareness of a state of affairs not otherwise accessible.

7.3 Strong Constructivism against Perennialism

Strong constructivism’s main argument against perennialism in general (not just
against PCEs) may be presented as follows (Katz 1978):

Premise (A): The conceptual scheme a mystic possesses massively deter-
mines, shapes, or influences the nature of the mystical experience.

Premise (B): Mystics of different mystical traditions possess pervasively dif-
ferent conceptual schemes.

Conclusion: Therefore, there cannot be a common experience across cul-
tural traditions. That is, perennialism is false.

The strong constructivist denies the distinction between experience and interpre-
tation, since our conceptual apparatus shapes our very experience. If successful,
the argument would show that there were no common numinous experiences
across religious traditions either.

7.4 Criticism of Strong Constructivism

This section summarizes objections against strong constructivism that are not
objections to weak constructivism as well. (1) It seems quite possible for subjects
in the first instance to apply “thin” descriptions to experiences, involving only a
small part of their conceptual schemes. Only on second thought, perhaps, will
they elaborate on their experience in terms of the richness of their home culture.
This would be like a physician with a headache, who experiences the pain in the
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first instance just like ordinary folk and only subsequently applies medical ter-
minology to the headache (King 1988). If so, there is a possibility of common
first-instance mystical experiences across cultures, contrary to Premise (A). (2)
Premise (A) is thrown into further doubt by expressions of surprise by mystics-
in-training about what they experience (Gellman 1997, 145—46; Barnard 1997, 127—
130), as well by heretical types of experience occurring with mystics acculturated
in orthodox teachings, such as Meister Eckhart and Jacob Boehme (see Stoeber
1992, 112-113). These illustrate the possibility of getting out from under one’s mys-
tical background to have new experiences. Likewise, strong constructivism’s in-
herently conservative take on mysticism will struggle to explain transformations
within mystical traditions, and cannot easily account for innovative geniuses
within mystical traditions. (3) Two people walk together down the street and see
an approaching dog. One experiences the dog as “Jones’s favorite black terrier
that came in second in last year’s competition,” while the other experiences it as
“a stray mutt that the dogcatchers should take away.” There is an interesting sense
in which they are having the same experience: seeing that black dog at that place,
at that time. Because of conceptual differences in experiencing, however, the con-
structivist would insist that there was no worthwhile sense in which both dog-
sighters had the same experience. Similarly, there exists an interesting common-
ality of theistic experiences across mystical traditions, despite conceptual disparity.
The conceptual differences are not sufficient to deny this important commonality
(Wainwright 1981, 25). (4) Specific cultural conditioning does not influence every-
one to the same degree and in the same way. Individuals have rich and varied
personal histories that influence their experiential lives in widely differing ways.
A “fat people must drive fat cows” approach to mysticism fails to mirror the
complex human phenomenon of acculturation. (5) Mystical traditions character-
istically involve disciplines aimed at loosening the hold of one’s conceptual scheme
on subsequent experience. Techniques practiced for years promote a pronounced
inhibition of ordinary cognitive processes, sometimes called “deautomization”
(Deikman 1980). This plausibly restricts the influence of one’s cultural background
on one’s mystical experiences, in turn making possible identical experiences across
mystical traditions. (6) The strong constructivist overemphasizes the influence of
premystical religious teaching on the mystic’s experience. Mystical experiences can
circle around and reinvent meaning for the doctrines. An example is the Jewish
Kabbalistic transformation of the notion of mitzvah (“commandment”) to that
of “joining” or “connection” with God. (7) Strong constructivism fails to account
well for widely differing mystical understandings of the same religious text. For
example, the Hindu text The Brahma Sutra is monistic for Shankara (788-820),
a “qualified dualism” for Ramanuja (ca. 1055-1137), and yet again a strict dualism
for Madhva (1199-1278) (see Radhakrishnan 1968, introduction). Likewise, the
teaching of emptiness in the Buddhist text The Prajfiaparamita Heart Sutra re-
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ceives quite disparate unpacking in different streams of Buddhism. It’s plausible
to conclude that distinct experiences were responsible, at least in part, for these
differences.

On the one hand, talk about mystical experiences “the same” across all mys-
tical traditions should be taken with a tablespoon of salt, if scholars claim to have
discovered them solely from isolated descriptions of experiences. It is difficult to
assess the nature of an experience without attending to how it “radiates” out into
the structure of the local mystical theory and life of which it is a part (see Idel
1997). Nevertheless, it does seem possible to generalize about experiences “similar
enough” to be philosophically interesting.

8. ON THE PoOSSIBILITY OF EXPERIENCING
A MysTicAL REALITY

In a position related to constructivism, William Forgie (1984, 1994) has argued
that there could not be an experience “of God,” if we understand experience “of
X” to mean that it is phenomenologically given that the experience is of X. Forgie
argues that phenomenological content can consist of general features only, and
not features specifically identifying God as the object of experience. He compares
this to your seeing one of two identical twins. Which one of the two you are
perceiving cannot be a phenomenological given. Likewise, perhaps you can have
an experience consisting of various phenomenological qualities, but that you ex-
perience God in particular cannot be a phenomenological datum. Subjects must
surmise that they experience God. Forgie’s type of argument applies as well to
objects of mystical and religious experiences other than God. Nelson Pike argues,
against Forgie, that the individuation of an object can be a component of the
phenomenological content of an experience, drawing on examples from sense
perception (1992, ch. 7).

Forgie assumes that the phenomenological content of a theistic experience
must be confined to data akin to the “sense data” of sensory experience, somehow
analogous to colors, shapes, movement, sounds, tastes, and the like. Individuation
is absent from phenomenological content of that sort. Pike, for his part, teases
out alleged phenomenological content for individuating God from analogies to
ordinary sense perception. Both philosophers restrict experiences of God to phe-
nomenal content somehow analogous to sense perception. This might be a mis-
take. Consider, for example, that God could appear to a person mystically, and
at the same time transmit, telepathy-like, the thought that this is God appearing.
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Imagine further that this thought had the flavor of being conveyed to one from
the outside, rather than as originating in the subject. The thought that “This is
God appearing” would be part of the phenomenological content of the subject’s
present (complex) experience (though not part of the mystical mode of the ex-
perience as defined in section 1.1), and yet not the product of an interpretation
by the subject. Indeed, reports of experiences of God sometimes describe what
seems to come with the thought included that “This is God.” Whatever the epis-
temological merits of such an experience might be, it would be quite natural to
say that its phenomenology includes the datum that it is an experience “of God,”
in particular.

9. EPpi1sTEMOLOGY: THE DoOXASTIC
PRACTICE APPROACH AND THE ARGUMENT
FROM PERCEPTION

There are two distinct epistemological questions to be asked about religious and
mystical experience. The first is whether a situated person is warranted in thinking
that his or her experiences (or perhaps those of one’s religious affiliates) are
veridical or have evidential value. The second is whether “we” who in our wisdom
examine the phenomenon of such experiences “from afar” are warranted in think-
ing them veridical or endowed with evidential value. These questions, though
related, can be answered independently of one another.

The major philosophical defense of the right of a person to accept his or her
religious experience as valid (whether or not “we” are entitled to see validity in
the phenomenon of religious experience) may be called the “doxastic practice
approach.” The major defense of the evidential value of at least some religious
experiences, from a general vantage point, may be called the “argument from
perception.”

9.1 The Doxastic Practice Approach

William Alston (1991) has defended beliefs a person forms based on mystical and
religious experience, Alston defines a “doxastic practice” as consisting of socially
established ways of forming and epistemically evaluating beliefs with a certain
kind of content from various inputs, such as cognitive and perceptual (100). The
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practice of forming physical-object beliefs derived from sense perception is an
example of one “doxastic practice,” and the practice of drawing deductive con-
clusions from premises is another. Alston argues that the justification of every
doxastic practice is “epistemically circular”; that is, its reliability cannot be estab-
lished in an independent way. This includes the “sense-perception practice.” How-
ever, we cannot avoid engaging in doxastic practices. Therefore, Alston contends,
it is rational to continue to engage in them providing there is no good reason to
think they are unreliable. Now, there exist doxastic practices consisting of forming
beliefs grounded on religious and mystical experiences such as “God is now ap-
pearing to me.” Such, for example, is the “Christian doxastic practice.” It follows
that it is rational for a person to take the belief outputs of such a practice as true
unless the practice is shown to be unreliable.

9.2 The Argument from Perception

Various philosophers have defended the evidential value, to one degree or another,
of some religious and mystical experiences, principally with regard to experiences
of God (Baillie 1939; Broad 1953; Davis 1989; Gellman 1997, 2001; Swinburne 1991,
1996; Wainwright 1981; Yandell 1993). These philosophers have stressed the “per-
ceptual” nature of experiences of God, hence the name given here, the “argument
from perception.” We can summarize the approach as follows:

(1) Experiences of God have a subject-object structure, with a phenomeno-
logical content allegedly representing the object of the experience. Also, subjects
are moved to make truth claims based on such experiences. Furthermore, as with
sense perception, there are mystical procedures for getting into position for a
mystical experience of God (Underhill 1945, 90—94), and others can take up a
suitable mystical path to try to check on the subject’s claims (Bergson 1935, 210).
In all these ways, experiences of God are like sense perception.

(2) Perception-like experiences count as (at least some) evidence in favor of
their own validity. That a person seems to experience some object is some reason
to think he or she really does have experiential contact with it (Swinburne 1991,
254). So, experiences of God count as (at least some) evidence in favor of their
own validity.

(3) Agreement between the perceptions of people in different places, times,
and traditions enhances the evidence in favor of their validity (Broad 1953). Hence,
agreement about experiences of God in diverse circumstances enhances the evi-
dence in their favor.

(4) Further enhancement of the validity of a religious or mystical experience
can come from appropriate consequences in the life of the person who had the
experience, such as increased saintliness (Wainwright 1981, 83-88).
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(5) (1)—(4) yvield initial evidence in favor of the validity of (some) experiences
of God.

Whether any experiences of God are veridical in the final reckoning will
depend on the strength of the initial evidential case, on other favorable evidence,
and on the power of counterconsiderations against validity. Defenders of the ar-
gument from perception differ over the strength of the initial evidential case and
have defended the staying power of the argument from perception against coun-
terevidence to varying degrees.

10. AN EPIiSTEMOLOGICAL CRITIQUE:
DISANALOGIES TO SENSE EXPERIENCE

Several philosophers have argued against either the doxastic practice approach or
the analogy to sense perception, or both (Bagger 1999; Fales 1996a, 1996b, 2001;
Gale 1994, 1995; C. Martin 1955; M. Martin 1990; Proudfoot 1985; Rowe 1982).
Here the focus will be on objections related specifically to religious and mystical
experience, rather than to general epistemological complaints, beginning with al-
leged disanalogies to sense experience.

Although Alston defends the perceptual character of mystical experiences of
God for his doxastic practice approach, there need be no restriction to the per-
ceptual on the inputs of a doxastic practice. Hence, disanalogy between experi-
ences of God and sense perception would not be harmful to this approach (Alston
1994). Relevant disanalogy would negatively affect the argument from perception.

10.1. Lack of Checkability

The analogy to sense perception allegedly breaks down over the lack of appro-
priate cross-checking procedures for experiences of God. With sense perception,
we can cross-check by employing inductive methods to determine causally rele-
vant antecedent conditions; can “triangulate” an event by correlating it with other
effects of the same purported cause; and can discover causal mechanisms con-
necting a cause to its effects. These are not available for checking on mystical
experiences of God. Evan Fales argues that “cross-checkability” is an integral part
of any successful perceptual epistemic practice. Therefore, the perceptual episte-
mic practice in which mystical experiences of God are embedded is severely de-
fective (Fales 2001). Others conclude that claims to have experienced God are
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“very close” to subjective claims like “I seem to see a piece of paper” rather than
to objective claims like “T see a piece of paper” (C. Martin 1955).

William Rowe observes that God may choose to be revealed to one person
and not to another. Therefore, unlike with sense perception, the failure of others
to have an experience of God under conditions similar to those in which one
person did does not impugn the validity of the experience. Therefore, we have
no way of determining when an experience of God is delusory. If so, neither can
we credit an experience as authentic (Rowe 1982).

10.2 God’s Lack of Space-Time Coordinates

Some philosophers have argued that there could never be evidence for thinking
a person had perceived God (Gale 1994, 1995; see Byrne 2001). For there to be
evidence that a person experienced an object O, and did not have just an “O-ish
impression,” it would have to be possible for there to be evidence that O was the
common object of different perceptions (not necessarily simultaneous with one
another). This, in turn, would be possible only if it were possible to distinguish
perceptions of O, specifically, from possible perceptions of other objects that
might be perceptually similar to O. This latter requirement is possible only if O
exists in both space and time. Space-time coordinates make it possible to distin-
guish O from objects of similar appearance existing in other space-time coordi-
nates. God, however, does not exist in both space and time. Therefore, there could
never be evidence that a person had experienced God.

11. EVALUATION OF THE
DISANALOGY ARGUMENTS

The disanalogists take the evidential credentials of sense perception as paradig-
matic for epistemology. They equate confirming and disconfirming evidence with
evidence strongly analogous to the kind available for sensory perception. However,
the evidential requirement should be “confirming empirical evidence,” be it what
it may. If God-sightings have confirming evidence, even if somewhat different
from the kind available for sense perception, they will then be evidentially
strengthened. If God-sightings do not have much confirming empirical evidence,
be it what it may, they will remain unjustified for that reason, and not because
they lack cross-checks appropriate to sense perception.
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Perhaps the disanalogy proponents believe that justification of physical object
claims should be our evidential standard because only where cross-checks of the
physical object kind are available do we get sufficient justification. However, our
ordinary physical object beliefs are far oversupported by confirming evidence. We
have extremely luxurious constellations of confirming networks there. Hence, it
does not follow that were mystical claims justified to a lesser degree than that, or
not by similar procedures, they would be unjustified.

A problem with the argument from God’s lack of dimensionality is that the
practice of identifying physical objects proceeds by way of an interplay between
qualitative features and relative positions to determine both location and identity.
The judgments we make reflect a holistic practice of making identifications of
place and identity together. There is no obvious reason why the identification
of God cannot take place within its own holistic practice, with its own criteria of
identification, not beholden to the holistic practice involved in identifying physical
objects (see Gellman 2001, ch. 3, for a sketch of such a holistic practice). We
should be suspicious of taking the practice of identifying physical objects as par-
adigmatic for all epistemology.

12. AN ErPisSTEMOLOGICAL CRITIQUE:
ReLIGIOUS DIVERSITY

If the doxastic practice approach or argument from perception works for theistic
experiences, they should work for nontheistic experiences as well. In the history
of religions, we find innumerable gods, with different characteristics. Shall we say
they all exist? Can belief in all of them be rational (Hick 1989, 234—35)? In addition,
there are experiences of nonpersonal ultimate realities, such as the Nirguna Brah-
man of Indian religions. Nirguna Brahman cannot be an ultimate reality if God
is (234-35). The argument from perception cannot work for both, so works for
neither. Furthermore, different theistic faiths claim experience of the one and only
God, ostensibly justifying beliefs that are in contradiction with one another (Flew
1966, 126). If the argument from perception leads to such contradictory results,
it cannot provide evidence that experiences of God are valid.

Straight away, we can discount experiences of polytheistic gods because of
their being embedded in bizarre, fantastic settings and because of the relative
paucity of reports of actual experiences of such beings. Regarding clashing expe-
riences within theistic settings, Richard Swinburne has proposed an ascent to
generality as a harmonizing mechanism. Swinburne believes that conflicting de-
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scriptions of objects of religious experience pose a challenge only to detailed
claims, not to general claims of having experienced a supernal being (1991, 266).

John Hick (1989, ch. 14) has proposed a “pluralistic hypothesis” to deal with
the problem of religious diversity. According to the pluralistic hypothesis, the great
world faiths embody different perceptions and conceptions of one reality that
Hick christens “the Real.” The Real itself is never experienced directly, but has
“masks” or “faces” that are experienced, depending on how a particular culture
or religion thinks of the Real. The Real itself is, therefore, neither personal nor
impersonal, these categories being imposed on the Real by different cultural con-
texts. Hence, the typical experiences of the major faiths are to be taken as validly
of the Real, through mediation by the local face of the Real.

Hick has been criticized for infidelity to the world’s religious traditions. How-
ever, we should understand Hick to be providing a theory about religions rather
than an exposition religions themselves would endorse (for criticism of Hick, see
D’Costa 1987). Some propose harmonizing some conflicting experiences by ref-
erence to God’s “inexhaustible fullness” (Gellman 1997, ch. 4). In at least some
mystical experiences of God, a subject experiences what is presented as proceeding
from an intimation of infinite plenitude. Given this feature, a claim to experience
a personal ultimate, for example, can be squared with an experience of an im-
personal ultimate: one “object,” identified as God or Nirguna Brahman, can be
experienced in its personal attributes or in its impersonal attributes, from out of
its inexhaustible plenitude.

Whether any of these particular solutions succeed, the experiential data are
too many for us to simply scrap on the grounds of contradictory claims. We
should endeavor to retain as much of the conflicting data as possible by seeking
some means of conciliation.

13. AN EPISTEMOLOGICAL CRITIQUE:
NATURALISTIC EXPLANATIONS

Bertrand Russell once quipped, “We can make no distinction between the man
who eats little and sees heaven and the man who drinks much and sees snakes.
Each is in an abnormal physical condition, and therefore has abnormal percep-
tions” (1935, 188). C. D. Broad wrote, to the contrary, “One might need to be
slightly ‘cracked’ in order to have some peep-holes into the super-sensible world”
(1939, 164). Thus is the issue engaged whether we can explain away religious and
mystical experiences by reference to naturalistic causes.
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Wainwright (1981, ch. 2) has argued that a naturalistic explanation is com-
patible with the validity of an experience since God could bring about an expe-
rience through a naturalistic medium. However, we should take into account that
there might be naturalistic explanations that would make it implausible that God
would appear by just those ways (this is elaborated in section 13.2).

Various psychological naturalistic explanations of religious and mystical ex-
perience have been offered, including pathological conditions, such as hypersug-
gestibility, severe deprivation, severe sexual frustration, intense fear of death, in-
fantile regression, pronounced maladjustment, and mental illness, as well as
nonpathological conditions, including the inordinate influence of a religious psy-
chological “set” (Davis 1989, ch. 8; Wulff 2000). In addition, some have advanced
a sociological explanation for some mysticism, in terms of the sociopolitical power
available to an accomplished mystic (Fales 1996a, 1996b).

Naturalistic proposals of these kinds exaggerate the scope and influence of
the cited factors, sometimes choosing to highlight the bizarre and eye-catching at
the expense of the more common occurrences. Also, some of the proposals, at
least, are perfectly compatible with the validity of experiences of God. For ex-
ample, a person’s having a religious psychological set can just as well be a con-
dition for enjoying and being capable of recognizing an experience of God as it
can be a cause of delusion.

13.1 Neuropsychological Explanations

Neuropsychological research has been conducted to look for unique brain pro-
cesses involved in religious and mystical experiences, resulting in a number of
competing theories (Wulff 2000). The “explaining away” enters when one claims
that “It’s all in the head.” The most comprehensive current theory, that of I’ Aquili
and Newberg (1993, 1999), proposes the prefrontal area of the brain as the locus
of special brain activity during mystical episodes. Through “deafferentiation,” or
cutting off of neural input to that area of the brain, they claim, an event of pure
consciousness occurs. The patterns set up in the brain create an overwhelming
experience of “absolute unitary being.” If reinforcement of a certain hypothalamic
discharge then occurs, this will prolong the feeling of elation and will be inter-
preted as an experience of God. Otherwise, there will arise a deep peacefulness
due to the dominance of specified hypothalamic structures. This gets interpreted
as an experience of an impersonal, absolute ground of being. The theory associates
numinous experiences with variations in deafferentiation in various structures of
the nervous system, and lesser religious experiences with mild to moderate stim-
ulation of circuits in the lateral hypothalamus. The latter generate religious awe:
a complex of fear and exaltation (d’Aquili and Newberg 1993, 195). The brain
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functions in related ways in aesthetic experience as well (d’Aquili and Newberg
2000).

The authors themselves do not say their theory shows there to be nothing
objective to mystical or religious experience. However, they do recommend ex-
plaining away objective differences between, for example, theistic and nontheistic
experiences. And their theory could be utilized in an “It’s all in the head” strategy.

Batson, Schoenrade, and Ventis (1993) maintain (comparing religious expe-
riences to creative problem solving) that a person who has a religious experience
faces an existential crisis and attempts to solve it within fixed cognitive structures,
which are embedded in the brain’s left hemisphere. This yields no solution. The
person may then undergo a transforming religious experience, in which the brain
temporarily switches from left-hemisphere to right-hemisphere dominance, from
verbal/conceptual thinking to nonverbal insight “beyond” the person’s dominant
conceptual structure. The switch then reverberates back to restructure the left-
hemisphere conceptual network, now made apt for dealing with the existential
crisis. The right-hemisphere switch can account for the sense of “ineffability,”
since the right hemisphere is not analytic or verbal (Fenwick 1996). Because the
shift involves “transcending” the cognitive, it may explain the conviction of having
contact with a “transcendent realm.” If offered as a naturalistic “explaining away,”
this theory would imply that what a person thinks is an experience of God, say,
is really an experience of temporary right-hemisphere dominance. The theory has
the drawback, however, of applying only to conversion experiences and not to
other religious and mystical episodes.

Other theories that have attracted attention include one focusing on anom-
alous features of the temporal lobes of the brain, the locus for epileptic conditions
(Persinger 1987). One study even claims to have discovered a correlation between
temporal lobe epilepsy and sudden conversion experiences (Dewhurst and Beard
1970). James Austin (1998), a neurologist and himself a Zen practitioner, has
developed a theory of brain transformations for prolonged Zen meditative prac-
tice. The theory is based on gradual, complex changes in the brain, leading to a
blocking of our higher associative processes. Austin believes that the Zen kensho
experience, according to him an experience of reality “as it is in itself,” is an
experience with (relatively) shut-down neural activity.

13.2 Evaluation of Neuropsychological Explanations

It would seem that a neuropsychological theory could do no more than relate
what happens in the brain when a mystical or religious experience occurs. It could
not tell us that the ultimate cause for a theory’s favored brain events was altogether
internal to the organism. On the other hand, such a theory could help rule out
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cases of suspected deception and block the identification of mystical experiences
with mere emotion. True, there may not be out-of-brain “God receptors” in the
body, analogous to those for sensory perception, which might reinforce a suspi-
cion that it’s all in the head. However, out-of-brain receptors are neither to be
expected nor required with nonphysical stimuli, as in mystical experiences. God,
for example, does not exist at a physical distance from the brain. Furthermore,
God could act directly on the brain to bring about the relevant processes for a
subject to perceive God.

On the other hand, a neuropsychological theory would put pressure on claims
to veridical experiences if it could point to brain processes implausibly grounding
a veridical experience. The implausibility would flow from a being of God’s nature
wanting to make itself known by just that way. Suppose, for (an outlandish)
example, researchers convinced us that all and only experiencers of God had a
brain defect caused only by a certain type of blow to the shoulder to people with
a genetic propensity to psoriasis, and that the area of the defect was activated in
the experiences. This might not prove that experiences of God were delusory, but
would raise serious doubts. It is too early in the research, however, to say that
implausible brain conditions have been found for experiences of God.

14. THE SUPERIORITY OF NATURALISTIC
EXPLANATION

Some philosophers have argued that because the “modern inquirer” assumes
everything ultimately explicable in naturalistic terms, in principle we should reject
any supernatural explanation of mystical and religious experience (Bagger 1999).
Invoking God to explain mystical experiences is like invoking miracles to explain
natural phenomena. We should match our elimination of miracles from our ex-
planatory vocabulary by an elimination of a supernatural explanation of mystical
experiences of God. Hence, we do not have to wait until we discover a live
alternative explanation to the theistic explanation of mystical experiences of God.
We should resist a theistic explanation in the name of our epistemic standards.
Hence, we should reject both the doxastic practice approach and the argument
from perception.

This argument ignores the efforts of theistic philosophers to square special
divine activity with a modern scientific understanding of the world (Swinburne
1989). Whether they have succeeded is a question beyond the scope of the present
essay, however. A defender of the doxastic practice approach or the argument



162 PROBLEMS

from perception might point out that contemporary canons of explanation were
formed not so much in full awareness of the rich historical phenomenon of
mystical experiences of God, but in willful ignorance of it. The nontheistic models
of good explanation were born in sin, ignoring what many would consider a good,
supernatural explanation for these experiences. Of course, a person for whom
supernatural explanation is not a live option would have reason to reject the
argument from perception and refuse to engage in a doxastic practice of identi-
fying valid God-experiences. However, most defenders of the argument from per-
ception advance it at best as a defensible line of reasoning, rather than as a proof
of valid experiences of God that should convince anyone, and the doxastic practice
approach is not meant to convince everybody to participate in a theistic doxastic
practice.

15. MysTticisM, RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE,
AND GENDER

Feminist philosophers have criticized the androcentric bias in mysticism and its
philosophical treatment. There are three main objections. (1) Contemporary male
philosophers treat mysticism as most centrally a matter of the private psycholog-
ical episodes of a solitary person. Philosophers believe these private experiences
reveal the meaning and value of mysticism (Jantzen 1994, 1995). Instead, philos-
ophers should be studying the sociopolitical ramifications of mysticism, including
its patriarchal failings. (2) Scholars of mysticism have systematically ignored or
marginalized much of women’s mysticism. Closer attention to women would re-
veal the androcentric bias in male mysticism (Jantzen 1995). (3) The traditional
male construction of God has determined the way male philosophers think of
theistic experience. Thus, theistic experience is conditioned from the outset by
patriarchal conceptualizations and values, and by sex-role differentiation in the
practice of religion (Raphael 1994). Typically, the view states, men understand
theistic experience as a human subject encountering a being wholly distinct, dis-
tant, and overpowering. A paradigm of this approach is Rudolf Otto’s “numinous
experience” of a “wholly other” reality, unfathomable and overpowering, engen-
dering a sense of dreaded fascination. The mystic is “submerged and over-
whelmed” by his own nothingness (Otto 1957). Otto claims that this is the foun-
dational experience of religion. This approach, it is claimed, is mediated by the
androcentrism of Otto’s worldview, entrapped in issues of domination, atomicity,
and submission. Feminist thinkers tend to deny the dichotomy between the holy
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and the creaturely that makes Otto’s analysis possible (see Daly 1973; Goldenberg
1979). Feminist theologians stress the immanent nature of the object of theistic
experience and bring to prominence women’s experience of the holy in their
fleshly embodiment, denigrated by androcentric attitudes.

The feminist critique poses a welcome corrective to undoubted androcentric
biases in mysticism and mystical studies. Regarding (1), although studying the
sociopolitical ramifications of mysticism is certainly a mandatory undertaking and
should contribute to future social justice, it is not necessarily the task of philos-
ophers, and certainly not all philosophers. A division of labor should free philos-
ophers to examine the important phenomenological and epistemological aspects
of mysticism for their own sake, always in awareness of possible androcentric
prejudices. Objection (2) has begun to bring about a welcome change with schol-
arship dedicated to women’s mysticism and its significance (Brunn and Epiney-
Burgard 1989; Beer 1992; Borchert 1994). Regarding (3), we must distinguish be-
tween Otto’s androcentric claim that his type of numinous experience constitutes
religious experience at its most profound and the rich variegation of religious and
mystical experience of men throughout history. This includes men’s experiences
of God’s immanent closeness as well as mystical union with God, quite opposite,
by feminist lights, to Otto’s numinous experience. The study of gender in religious
experience and mysticism has barely begun and promises new insights into and
revisions of our understanding of these human phenomena.
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CHAPTER 7

PASCAL’S WAGERS
AND JAMES’S WILL
TO BELIEVE

JEFFREY JORDAN

DuRrING the summer of 1955 John von Neumann, the mathematical genius and
pioneer of Game Theory, was diagnosed with an advanced and incurable cancer.
When the disease confined him to bed, von Neumann converted to Christianity.
As might be expected of the inventor of the minimax principle, von Neumann
was reported to have said, perhaps jovially, that Pascal had a point: if there is a
chance that God exists and that damnation is the lot of the nonbeliever, then it
is logical at the end to believe (Macrae 1992, 379).

Pascal’s point was his famous wager. Pascal’s wager is a pragmatic argument
in support of theistic belief. Theism is the proposition that God exists. God we will
understand as a title for the individual who is omnipotent, omniscient, and mor-
ally perfect. A theist is anyone who believes that God exists. Pragmatic arguments
employ prudential reasons on behalf of their conclusions. A prudential reason for
a proposition is a reason to think that believing that proposition would be ben-
eficial. Pascal (1623-1662), a French mathematician and philosopher, is famous,
in part, for his contention that, if the evidence is inconclusive, one can properly
consult prudence: “Your reason suffers no more violence in choosing one rather
than the other . .. but what about your happiness? Let us weigh the gain and the
loss involved by wagering that God exists” (1995, 153).! According to Pascal, theistic
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belief, because of its prudential benefits, defeats its doxastic rivals of disbelief and
suspended belief. Other theistic arguments, such as the ontological proof, say, or
the cosmological argument seek to provide epistemic reasons in support of theism.
An epistemic reason for a proposition is a reason to think that that proposition
is true or likely.

Pascal’s wager was a revolutionary apologetic device. It is not an argument
for the claim that God exists. That sort of argument appeals to evidence, whether
empirical or conceptual. The wager is an argument that belief in God is prag-
matically rational, that inculcating a belief in God is the action dictated by pru-
dence. To say that an action is pragmatically rational implies that it is in one’s
best interests to do that action. Rationality and truth can diverge, of course. But
in the absence of conclusive evidence of truth, Pascal contends, rationality should
be our guide. Pascal’s pragmatic turn, though foreshadowed in earlier writers, was
an attempt to argue that theistic belief was the only proper attitude to adopt when
faced with the question of the existence of God. Because reason cannot determine
the answer, it must yield the field to prudence, which, if the wager succeeds, wins
the day for theism. Impressively enough, even though the evidence should be
inconclusive regarding theism, one would be positively irrational not to believe if
the wager succeeds. The wager is designed not to show that theistic belief is
rationally permissible but to show that unbelief is rationally impermissible.

The wager presupposes a distinction between (A) a proposition being rational
to believe, and (B) inducing a belief in that proposition being the rational thing
to do. Although a particular proposition may lack sufficient evidential warrant, it
could be that forming a belief in the proposition may be the rational thing, all
things considered, to do. So, if there is a greater benefit associated with inducing
theistic belief than with any of its competitors, then inducing a belief that God
exists is the rational thing to do.

Like the ontological proof and the cosmological argument, the wager is pro-
tean. Pascal himself formulated several versions of it. Since Ian Hacking’s (1972)
seminal article on the wager, three versions have been recognized within the
concise paragraphs of the Pensées. In this chapter I suggest there’s a fourth version
as well, a version that in many respects anticipates the argument of William James
(1956) in his 1896 essay “The Will to Believe.” This fourth wager argument, I
contend, differs from the better-known three in that it has as a premise the
proposition that theistic belief is more rewarding than nonbelief in this life, in-
dependent of whether God exists or not. As we will see, a variant of this fourth
wager is the strongest of Pascal’s wagers.
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THE Logic ofF PascALrL’s WAGERS

As already mentioned, Pascal’s wager comes in at least four formulations. There
are also versions of the wager that are not found in Pascal’s Pensées. For instance,
it is commonly thought that the prospect of hell, or an infinite disutility, is em-
ployed in the wager. It is not. Still, one could easily construct a Pascal-style wager
argument employing the prospect of hell as a possible outcome. One finds that
dismal prospect, for instance, employed in the Port-Royal Logic presentation of
the wager. Despite the infelicities associated with the title Pascal’s wager, we will
continue to use it for any of the family of Pascalian wagers that has as its con-
clusion the proposition that one should believe in God, whether found in the
Pensées or not.

Every member of the family of Pascalian wagers shares at least three consti-
tutive features. The first is that Pascalian wagers constitute a distinct class among
pragmatic arguments. As mentioned above, pragmatic arguments have premises
that are prudentially directed rather than truth-directed. But Pascalian wagers are
not just pragmatic arguments. They are pragmatic arguments that have the struc-
ture of gambles, a decision made in the midst of evidentiary uncertainty. Pascal
assumed that a person, just by virtue of being in the world, is in a betting situation
such that one must bet one’s life on whether there is or is not a God. This may
be a world in which God exists or this may be a world in which God does not
exist. The upshot of wager-style arguments is simply that if one bets on God and
believes, then there are two possible outcomes. Either God exists and one enjoys
an eternity of bliss, or God does not exist and one loses very little. On the other
hand, if one bets against God and wins, one gains very little. But if one loses that
bet, the consequences may be horrendous. Because the first alternative has an
outcome that overwhelms any possible gain attached to nonbelief, the choice is
clear to Pascal. Even if reason does not provide an answer, prudence does; one
should try to believe. There is everything to gain and little, if anything, to lose.

This leads to the second constitutive feature: a Pascalian wager is a decision
situation in which the possible gain or benefit associated with one of the alter-
natives swamps all the others. With Pascal’s wager, the possible gain of theism is
supposed to be infinitely greater than that of nonbelief. Because an infinite gain
minus any finite loss is still infinite, the possible gain attached to theistic belief
appears nonpareil. Pascalian wagers can come in topics that are not religious,
however, so it is best to understand the swamping property as a gain that is vastly
greater than any of its rivals, even if it is not an infinite gain. Typically, the gain
is so great as to render the probability assignments, even if they are known, nearly
irrelevant.

The third feature has to do with the object of the gamble. The object must
be something that is of extreme importance. Belief in God is not the only relevant
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object. For instance, one might employ a Pascalian argument to contend that the
catastrophic consequences that may flow from global warming make conservation
measures compelling, even if the risk of catastrophe is less likely than not. Or one
can imagine a Pascalian wager, call it the “patient’s wager,” in which a person
diagnosed with a terminal disease, having exhausted the available conventional
therapies, deliberates whether to invest any effort in alternative, unconventional
therapies as a long-shot desperate last hope. This sort of Pascalian wager, like a
desperate “Hail Mary” pass on the last play of a football game, is a “go-for-broke-
since-there’s-nothing-to lose” wager. Pascalian wagers deal with subjects that are
of great concern. As long as one’s argument is pragmatic, has the structure of a
gamble, exhibits the swamping property, and has to do with something of an
ultimate concern, one is using an argument form due to Pascal.

THE APOLOGETIC ROLE OF THE WAGERS

While we cannot know the role in his projected apologetic work Pascal intended
for his wagers, there are hints. Two important hints come early, in fragment 68o.
First is the sentence “Let us now speak according to natural lights” (Pascal 1995,
153). The second is the use of the indefinite article. “If there is a God, he is
infinitely beyond our comprehension” (153). These sentences suggest that Pascal
intended the wagers as arguments for the rationality of theistic belief, and not as
arguments for the rationality of Christian belief. It is likely that Pascal had in
mind a two-step apologetic strategy. The first step would consist of the four
wagers, an ecumenical argument in support of theism generally, with the second
step consisting of arguments for Christianity in particular.

As an ecumenical argument in support of theism, the wagers were designed
to show that theistic belief is rational. Appeals to fulfilled prophecy and to miracles
were Pascal’s favored arguments by which his reader was to be led to Christianity.
Many of the Pensées fragments consist of arguments that either Christianity is the
true religion, or that it is superior to Judaism and Islam in significant respects
(see passages 235—76, for instance). If this speculation is sound, then Pascal’s apol-
ogy was very much in line with the standard seventeenth- and eighteenth-century
apologetic strategy: argue first that there is a god, and then identify which god it
is that exists. This is the strategy adopted by Robert Boyle (1627-1691) and by
Bishop John Tillotson (1630—-1694), for instance, and by those, like William Paley
(1734-1805), who employed the design argument to argue for a divine designer,
and then used the argument from miracles to identify that designer.
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A FAMILY OF WAGERS

About a third of the way into Pensées 680 a dialogue commences. Along with
most commentators, I assume that Pascal formulates the wager arguments in
response to questions and comments from the unnamed interlocutor.

Prior to presenting his wager arguments Pascal sets the stage with certain
observations. The first is that neither the nature nor the existence of God admits
of rational proof: “Reason cannot decide anything. .. Reason cannot make you
choose one way or the other, reason cannot make you defend either of two
choices” (1995, 153). This should not be taken as asserting that evidence and ar-
gument are irrelevant to philosophical theology. Pascal did not think that. While
certain kinds of arguments and evidence are irrelevant, other kinds are relevant.
Furthermore, Pascal clearly thought that his wager arguments were not only rel-
evant but also rationally compelling. Second, wagering about the existence of God
is unavoidable: “You have to wager” (154). Wagering is a forced decision: to refuse
to wager is tantamount to wagering against. A forced decision between alternatives
occurs whenever deciding nothing is equivalent to one of the alternatives. We can
understand wagering on God as taking steps to inculcate theistic belief. Pascal was
not, and no Pascalian need be, a doxastic voluntarist. A Pascalian wager does not
assume that belief is under our direct control. What is necessary is that we can
bring about belief in a roundabout, indirect way. For those making a pro-wager
Pascal suggests a regimen of imitating the faithful by “taking holy water, having
masses said” (156). Wagering against, then, is failing to take steps to bring about
theistic belief. It is not anachronistic to note the Jamesian similarities here: wa-
gering about God arises because argument and evidence and reason are inconclu-
sive. Moreover, wagering is forced, and, clearly, the matter is momentous and
involves, for most of Pascal’s readers, living options.

Be that as it may, Hacking (1972) identifies three versions within the Pensées
fragments. The first, which Hacking dubs the “argument from dominance,” is
conveyed within the admonition to “weigh up the gain and the loss by calling
that heads that God exists . . . If you win, you win everything; if you lose, you
lose nothing. Wager that he exists then, without hesitating” (Pascal 1995, 154).

Rational optimization requires adopting a particular alternative among several
mutually exclusive and jointly exhaustive options, whenever doing so may render
one better off than not doing so, and in no case could doing so render one worse
off. According to Pascal theistic belief dominates.? Consider:



PASCAL’S WAGERS AND ]AMES’S WILL TO BELIEVE 173

God exists ~ (God exists)?
Believe* F1 F2
~ (Believe) F3 F4

In this matrix there are two states of the world (possible ways that the world
might be), one in which God exists and one in which God does not exist; and
two acts (choices available to the agent), whether to bring about belief or not.
Given that the outcomes associated with the acts have the relations F1 >> F3,
and F2 is at least as good as F4, belief weakly dominates not believing.> Because
nowhere in passage 680 does Pascal suggest that nonbelief results in hell, or in
an infinite disutility, if God exists, no great disvalue has been assigned to F3. The
argument from dominance proceeds as follows:

1. For any person S, if one of the alternatives, o, available to S has an out-
come better than the outcomes of the other available alternatives, and never
an outcome worse than the others, S should choose o. And,

2. Believing in God is better than not believing if God exists, and is no worse
if God does not exist.

Therefore,
C. One should believe in God.

This first wager is an example of a decision under uncertainty. Whenever one
deliberates with knowledge of the outcomes but no knowledge of the probabilities
associated with those outcomes, one faces a decision under uncertainty. On the
other hand, if one deliberates armed with knowledge of both the outcomes and
the probabilities associated with those outcomes, one faces a decision under risk.

Typically, decisions under risk require an “objective evidential basis for esti-
mating probabilities, for example, relative frequencies, or actuarial tables, or the
relative strengths of the various propensities of things (states of affairs) that affect
the outcome” (Rawls 2001, 106). With decisions under uncertainty no such basis
is available. Given Pascal’s claim that “if there is a god, he is infinitely incompre-
hensible to us. .. we are incapable, therefore, of knowing either what He is or if
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He is” (1995, 153), it is not surprising that his first version of the wager is a decision
under uncertainty.

The conclusion—that one should believe that God exists—is an “ought of
rationality.” Pascal probably did not intend, nor need a Pascalian for that matter,
to limit the imperative force of (C) to pragmatic rationality only. The idea of (C)
is that belief in God is not merely pragmatically rational but rational all things
considered. Let’s distinguish between something being rationally compelling and
something being plausible. An argument is rationally compelling if, on grasping
the argument, one would be irrational in failing to accept its conclusion. A ra-
tionally compelling argument is one that it is rational all things considered to
accept. On the other hand, an argument is plausible if, on grasping the argument,
one would be reasonable or rational in accepting its conclusion, but one would
not be irrational in failing to accept it. Pascal believed that his wager made theistic
belief rationally compelling.

The transition to the second version of the wager is precipitated by the in-
terlocutor’s objection to the assumption that theistic wagering does not render
one worse off if God does not exist. In response, Pascal introduces probability
assignments to the discussion, and, more important, the idea of an infinite utility:

Since there is an equal chance of gain and loss, if you won only two lives in-
stead of one, you could still put on a bet. But if there were three lives to win,
you would have to play. .. and you would be unwise . . . not to chance your

life to win three in a game where there is an equal chance of losing and win-

ning. (1995, 154)

While probability plays no part in the first argument, it has a prominent role in
the second version of the wager, which Hacking calls the “argument from expec-
tation.” The argument from expectation is built on the concept of maximizing
expected utility. Perhaps employing a nascent principle of indifference, it assumes
that the probability that God exists is one-half. It also assumes that the outcome
of right belief if God exists is of infinite utility.”

One calculates the expected utility of an act ¢ by multiplying the benefits and
probabilities of each outcome associated with ¢, subtracting any respective costs,
and then summing the totals from each associated outcome. So, the expected
utility of believing in God, given an infinite utility and o.5 probabilities, is:

(0 X 12) + (F2 X %) = oo,

With the assumption of an infinite utility theistic belief easily outdistances not
believing, no matter what finite value is found in F2, F3, or F4:
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God exists ~(God exists)
Y A
Believe 0.5, ® 0.5, F2 EU = =«
EU = finit
~ (Believe) 0.5, F3 0.5, F4 fute
value

Put schematically:

3. For any person S, and alternatives, o0 and [, available to S, if o carries a
greater expected utility than does B, S should choose o. And,

4. Given that the existence of God is as likely as not, the expected utility of
believing in God infinitely exceeds that of not believing. Therefore,

C. One should believe in God.

Hacking asserts that the assumption of equal chance is “monstrous.” Perhaps
it is. The beautiful thing about infinite utility, though, is that infinity multiplied
by any finite value is still infinite. The assumption that the existence of God is
just as likely as not is needlessly extravagant, for, as long as the existence of God
is judged to be greater than zero, believing will always carry an expected utility
greater than that carried by nonbelief. And this is true no matter the value or
disvalue associated with the outcomes F2, F3, and F4. This observation underlies
the third version of the wager, which Hacking titles the “argument from domi-
nating expectation.” In this version, p represents an indeterminate positive prob-
ability greater than zero and less than one-half:
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God exists ~ (God exists)
p 1—p
Believe p> ® 1—p, F2 EU = =
EU = finite
~ (Beli , F —p, F
(Believe) p> F3 1—p, F4 value

No matter how unlikely it is that God exists, as long as there is some positive
nonzero probability that he does, believing is one’s best bet:

5. For any person S, and alternatives, o and [3, available to S, if the expected
utility of o exceeds that of B, S should choose a. And,

6. Believing in God carries more expected utility than does not believing,
given that the existence of God has a positive, nonzero probability.
Therefore,

C. One should believe in God.

Because of its ingenious employment of infinite utility, the third version has be-
come what most philosophers think of as Pascal’s wager. We will refer to it as the
canonical version.

The fourth version of the wager is found in the concluding remarks that
Pascal makes to his interlocutor in Pensées 680:

But what harm will come to you from taking this course? You will be faithful,
honest, humble, grateful, doing good, a sincere and true friend. It is, of course,
true; you will not take part in corrupt pleasure, in glory, in the pleasures of
high living. But will you not have others?

I tell you that you will win thereby in this life. (1995, 156)

The fourth version brings us full circle, away from arguments under risk and back
to an argument under uncertainty. This version remedies the defect that precluded
the first argument from strict dominance.
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God exists ~ (God exists)
Believe o0 F2
~ (Believe) F3 F4

Like its predecessors, the fourth version implies that the benefits of belief vastly
exceed those of nonbelief if God exists; but, unlike the others, the fourth implies
that F2 > F4. No matter what, belief is one’s best bet. Belief strictly dominates
nonbelief. Let’s call this version of the wager the “argument from strict domi-
nance”:

7. For any person S, if among the alternatives available to S, the outcomes of
one alternative, o, are better than those of the other available alternatives, S
should choose o.. And,

8. Believing in God is better than not believing, whether God exists or not.
Therefore,

C. One should believe in God.

Premise (8) is true only if one gains simply by believing. Pascal apparently thought
that this was obvious. Sincere theistic belief results, he thought, in virtuous living,
and virtuous living is more rewarding than vicious living. The response of Pascal’s
interlocutor, we might plausibly imagine, would be that Pascal has made an illicit
assumption: Why think that virtuous living requires theism? And even if virtuous
living requires theism, why think that being morally better is tantamount to being
better off all things considered? Now whether virtue is its own reward only in a
theistic context or not, the relevant point is whether theistic belief provides more
benefit than not believing, even if God does not exist. If it does, then this is an
important point when considering the many-gods objection.
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THE MANY-GoDS OBJECTION

Like the canonical version, the fourth version seems vulnerable to what’s known
as the many-gods objection. Notice that in all four arguments the wager consists
of a 2 x 2 matrix: there are two acts available to the agent, with only two possible
states of the world. From Pascal’s day to this, critics have been quick to point out
that Pascal’s partitioning of the possible states of the world overlooks the obvious:
What if some deity other than God exists? Perhaps there’s a deity that harbors
animus toward theism, such that he or she rewards nonbelief (Martin 1990, 232—
34). In effect, the many-gods objection asserts that Pascal’s 2 x 2 matrix is flawed
because the states it employs are not jointly exhaustive of the possibilities. Let’s
expand the Pascalian matrix:

G N D

Believe in G F1 F2 F3
0
Believe in

F F F
Neither 4 > 6

oo
Believe in D Fy F8 Fo
[e]

With D representing the existence of a nonstandard deity, a “deviant” deity, and
N representing the world with no deity of any sort (call this state “naturalism”),
theistic belief no longer strictly dominates.® With infinite utility residing in col-
umns G and D, and with the values of F3, F4, and F7 presumably the same, even
weak dominance seems lost to theism, since there’s no state in which theism is
better than its competitors. Just as the many-gods objection is thought by many
to be the bane of the third version, one might think it is fatal to the fourth version
of the wager as well.

Still, all is not lost for the Pascalian as long as there’s good reason in support
of (8). With (8) in hand, the Pascalian could salvage from the ruins of the fourth
version a wager that circumvents the many-gods objection. Given that the lower
two cells of the D column are the same as the upper cell of the G column, and
that F3 = F4 = F7, the Pascalian can employ the N column as a principled way
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to adjudicate between believing theistically or not. That is, whether one believes
theistically, or believes in a deviant deity, or refrains from believing in any deity
at all, one is exposed to the same kind of risk (F3 or F4 or F7). The worst outcomes
of theistic belief, of deviant belief, and of naturalistic belief are on a par. Moreover,
whether one believes theistically, or believes in a deviant deity, or refrains from
believing in any deity at all, one enjoys eligibility for the same kind of reward (%
= oo = ), The best outcomes, that is, of theistic belief, of deviant belief, and of
naturalistic belief are on a par. Given (8), however, we would have good reason
to believe that F2 > Fs. In addition, we have no evidence to think there’s any
deviant analogue of (8). We have no reason, that is, to think that belief in a
deviant deity correlates with the kind of positive benefits associated with theistic
belief. But this absence of evidence to think that belief in a deviant deity is as-
sociated with positive benefit, conjoined with the obvious opportunity costs aris-
ing from such a belief, is itself reason to think that F2 > F8. Indeed, no matter
how we might expand the matrix to accommodate the exotica of possible divinity,
we would have reason to believe that F2 exceeds any this-world outcome associ-
ated with the exotica.® So, given that F2 > Fs5 and that F2 > F8, even if the
2 X 2 matrix is abandoned in favor of an expanded one, a Pascalian beachhead is
established:

9. For any person S making a forced decision under uncertainty, if one of the
alternatives, 0., available to S has an outcome as good as the best outcomes
of the other available alternatives, B and Y, and never an outcome worse
than the worst outcomes of B and 7, and, excluding the best outcomes and
worse outcomes, has only outcomes better than the outcomes of  and v,

S should choose o.. And,

10. Theistic belief has an outcome better than the other available alternatives if
naturalism obtains. Therefore,

C. One should believe in God.

Premise (9) is a cousin of the weak dominance principle. If there’s at least one
state in which a particular alternative has an outcome better than that of the
others and, moreover, that alternative has no outcome worse than the worst
outcomes of the other alternatives, then that alternative weakly dominates.

This version of the wager, I contend, is the strongest member of the Pascalian
family. It is valid and is not obviously unsound: one can reasonably accept both
premises. With this wager in hand, we might do no better than to invoke James:
“Pascal’s argument, instead of being powerless, then seems a regular clincher, and
is the last stroke needed to make our faith ... complete” (1956, 11).
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TaHE WILL TO BELIEVE

The argument presented by William James (1842—1910) in his 1896 essay “The Will
to Believe” is too often interpreted as just a version of Pascal’s wager.! It is more
than that. Unlike the wager, the focus of James’s argument extends far beyond
the issue of the rationality of theistic belief to include various philosophical issues
(for instance, whether to embrace determinism or indeterminism), and even mat-
ters of practical life. James’s argument, in its attack on what we might call the
agnostic imperative (suspend belief whenever the evidence is insufficient), makes
the general epistemological point that “a rule of thinking which would absolutely
prevent me from acknowledging certain kinds of truth if those kinds of truth were
really there, would be an irrational rule” (1956, 28). If James is correct, then the
agnostic imperative, which we might understand more fully as for all persons S
and propositions p, it is permissible for S to believe that p only if S has evidence
that p is more likely than not, is false.

The foil of James’s essay, and a prominent early proponent of what we’re
calling the agnostic imperative, is W. K. Clifford (1845-1879). Clifford argued:

If I let myself believe anything on insufficient evidence, there may be no great

harm done by the mere belief; it may be true after all, or I may never have

occasion to exhibit it in outward acts. But I cannot help doing this great

wrong towards Man, that I make myself credulous. The danger to society is

not merely that it should believe wrong things, though that is great enough;

but that it should become credulous, and lose the habit of testing things and

inquiring into them; for then it must sink back into savagery. (1879, 185-186)

Clifford famously presented the agnostic imperative as a rule of morality: “It
is wrong always, everywhere, and for any one, to believe anything upon insuffi-
cient evidence” (1879, 186). If Clifford’s rule of morality is correct, then anyone
who believes a proposition that he or she does not take to be more likely than
not is, thereby, immoral.

James’s primary concern in the “Will to Believe” essay is to argue that Clif-
ford’s rule is irrational. James contends that Clifford’s rule is but one intellectual
strategy open to us. A proponent of Clifford’s rule advises, in effect, that one
should avoid error at all costs, and thereby risk the loss of certain truths. But
another strategy open to us is to seek truth by any means available, even at the
risk of error. James champions the latter via the main argument of the “Will to
Believe” essay:

1. Two alternative intellectual strategies are available:

* Strategy A: Risk a loss of truth and a loss of a vital good for the cer-
tainty of avoiding error.
* Strategy B: Risk error for a chance at truth and a vital good.
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12.
13.

14.

15.

Clifford’s rule embodies Strategy A. But,

Strategy B is preferable to Strategy A because Strategy A would deny us
access to certain possible kinds of truth. And,

Any intellectual strategy that denies access to possible truths is an inade-
quate strategy. Therefore,

Clifford’s rule is unacceptable.

James asserts that “there are ... cases where a fact cannot come at all unless a
preliminary faith exists in its coming” (1956, 25). Among other examples he pro-
vides of this particular kind of truth is that of social cooperation:

A social organism of any sort whatever, large or small, is what it is because
each member proceeds to his own duty with a trust that the other members
will simultaneously do theirs. Wherever a desired result is achieved by the co-
operation of many independent persons, its existence as a fact is a pure conse-
quence of the precursive faith in one another of those immediately concerned.
(24)

And if James is right that there is a kind of proposition that has as a truth-maker
its being believed, what we might call “dependent truths,” then proposition (13)
looks well supported.

Of course, accepting proposition (15), and advancing an alternative strategy

of seeking truth via any available means, even at the risk of error, does not entail
that anything goes. An important part of James’s essay restricts what legitimately
might be believed in the absence of adequate evidence.

To facilitate matters, I paraphrase eight definitions made by James:

* Hypothesis: Something that may be believed.

» Option: A decision between two hypotheses.

* Living option: A decision between two live hypotheses.

* Live hypothesis: Something that is a real candidate for belief. A hypothesis
is live for a person just in case that person lacks compelling evidence dis-
confirming that hypothesis, and the hypothesis has an intuitive appeal for
that person.

* Momentous option: The option may never again present itself, or the deci-
sion cannot be easily reversed, or something of importance hangs on the
choice. It is not a trivial matter.

* Forced option: The decision cannot be avoided, the consequences of refus-
ing to decide are the same as actually deciding for one of the alternative
hypotheses.

* Genuine option: One that’s living, momentous, and forced.

* Intellectually open: Neither the evidence nor arguments conclusively decide
the issue.



182 PROBLEMS

James’s contention is that any hypothesis, that’s part of a genuine option and
that’s intellectually open may be believed, even in the absence of sufficient evi-
dence. No rule of morality or rationality is violated if one accepts a hypothesis
that’s genuine and open.

The relevance of all of this to theistic belief, according to James, is that:

Religion says essentially two things . . . the best things are the more eternal
things, the overlapping things, the things in the universe that throw the last
stone, so to speak, and say the final word . .. The second affirmation of reli-
gion is that we are better off even now if we believe [religion’s] first affirma-
tion to be true. .. The more perfect and more eternal aspect of the universe is
represented in our religions as having personal form. The universe is no longer
a mere It to us, but a Thou . .. We feel, too, as if the appeal of religion to us
were made to our own active good-will, as if evidence might be forever with-
held from us unless we met the hypothesis half-way. (1956, 25—27)

According to James, just as one is not likely to make friends if one is aloof,
one is not likely to become acquainted with the deity, if there is such, if one seeks
that acquaintance only after sufficient evidence has been obtained. There are pos-
sible truths belief in which is a necessary condition of obtaining evidence for
them. Let’s call the class of propositions whose evidence is restricted to those who
first believe “restricted propositions.” Dependent propositions and restricted
propositions are James’s counterexamples to Clifford’s rule. They are two examples
of the kinds of truths that Clifford’s rule would keep one from acknowledging.

One might object that James has at best shown only that theistic belief is
momentous if God exists. If God does not exist, and, as a consequence, the vital
good of eternal life does not obtain, then no vital good is at stake. To answer this
objection a Jamesian might focus on what James calls the second affirmation of
religion—we are better off even now if we believe—and take that affirmation to
include positive benefits that are available, via pro-belief, even if God does not
exist. In the context of the Western religious tradition, the second affirmation is
expressed, in part, by propositions (8) and (10).

Given that theism is intellectually open and that it’s part of a genuine option,
and given that there are vital goods attached to theistic belief, James says, the
hope that it is true is a sufficient reason to believe.

A common complaint about James’s argument is that it presupposes doxastic
voluntarism. Doxastic voluntarism is the thesis that persons can acquire beliefs at
will, that persons have direct control over their beliefs. Perhaps the most prom-
inent objection along these lines is due to Bernard Williams (1972), who argues,
in effect, that it’s not possible to both believe that p and to know that p is false.
But if doxastic voluntarism were true, that would be possible. Williams’s argument
may present a problem for doxastic voluntarism, but it does not present one for
James. For one thing, James’s proposal is operative only when the evidence is
inconclusive, and is not operative in the face of conclusive adverse evidence. James
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does not countenance believing when the evidence is clear that the hypothesis is
less likely than not. For another thing, James’s talk of believing this or that hy-
pothesis can be replaced with talk of accepting this or that hypothesis. And
whether belief is under our control or not, acceptance surely is.

Another objection commonly leveled against James’s argument is that “it con-
stitutes an unrestricted license for wishful thinking...if our aim is to believe
what is true, and not necessarily what we like, James’s universal permissiveness
will not help us” (Hick 1990, 60). That is, hoping that a proposition is true is no
reason to think that it is. This objection is false and unfair. As we have noted,
James does not hold that the falsity of Clifford’s rule implies that anything goes.
Restricting the relevant permissibility class to propositions that are intellectually
open and part of a genuine option provides ample protection against wishful
thinking. Moreover, why think that believing what’s true and believing what we
like are necessarily mutually exclusive? Some philosophers have suggested that
James thought that passional reasoning was, under certain circumstances, a reli-
able means of acquiring true beliefs.!"" If certain uses of the passions are a reliable
means of acquiring true belief, then the wishful thinking charge is irrelevant.

A more interesting objection contends that James’s argument fails “to show
that one can have a sufficient moral reason for self-inducing an epistemically
unsupported belief” (Gale 1991, 383). This objection contends that there is a
weighty moral duty to proportion one’s beliefs to the evidence, and that this duty
flows from moral personhood: to be a morally responsible person requires that
one have good reasons for each of one’s beliefs. But to believe an epistemically
unsupported proposition is to violate this duty and is thus, in effect, a denial of
one’s own personhood.’? Or think of it another way: as intellectual beings, we
have the dual goal of maximizing our stock of true beliefs and minimizing our
stock of false ones. Clifford’s rule derives its moral validity, one might contend,
from that intellectual goal. And from Clifford’s rule flows our duty to believe only
those propositions that enjoy adequate evidential support. James’s argument
would, if operative, thwart our intellectual goal by permitting us to violate Clif-
ford’s rule.

Can a morally responsible person ever have a moral duty to believe a prop-
osition that lacks adequate evidence, a duty that outweighs the alleged Cliffordian
duty of believing only those propositions that enjoy adequate support? It seems
so. To see this, we must indulge in a bit of science fiction, and employ what we
might call the “ET argument.” Suppose Clifford is abducted by very powerful and
very smart extraterrestrials that demonstrate their intent and power to destroy
the Earth. Moreover, these fiendish ETs offer but one chance of salvation for
humankind: that Clifford acquire and maintain the belief that the solar system is
geocentric and not heliocentric. Clifford adroitly points out that he cannot just
will this belief. The ETs, devilish in their anticipation and in their technology,
provide him with a supply of one-a-day doxastic-producing pills, such that simply
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swallowing a pill produces the requisite belief for twenty-four hours. I submit
that Clifford would do no wrong by swallowing the pills and, hence, bringing
about and maintaining belief in a proposition that’s much less likely than not.
Indeed, Clifford would be wrong not to swallow the pills. Moreover, because one
is never irrational in doing one’s moral duty, not only would Clifford not be
immoral, he would not even be irrational in bringing about and maintaining belief
in a geocentric solar system. Given the distinction between (A) a proposition being
rational to believe, and (B) inducing a belief in that proposition being the rational
action to do, it may be that a particular proposition lacks sufficient evidential
warrant, but that forming a belief in that proposition is the rational action to
perform.

One might claim that the ET argument fails because it is valid only if a
proposition like the following is true:

J. If S is morally justified in doing things that will predictably result in her
doing x, then S is morally justified in doing x.'*

But one might argue that (J) is false. For instance, one might allege that the
following is a counterexample to (J):

Suppose an evil and powerful tyrant offers me the following choice: die now,
or submit to an irreversible and irresistible hypnotic suggestion which will
cause me to kill myself five years from now. I have no other option. Surely I
am practically [and morally] justified in submitting to hypnosis in these cir-
cumstances. But it would be bizarre to maintain that five years from now, I am
practically [and morally] justified in killing myself. (Mills 1998, 34-35)

But this is no counterexample to proposition (J). Proposition (J) is specifically
about actions. Irreversible and irresistible events that happen to one are clearly
not actions of that person. In the alleged counterexample, one’s killing oneself is
not an action, it is a foreseeable and unavoidable effect of gaining an additional
five years of life. Of course, the failure of this attack on proposition (J) does not
entail that (J) is true, but given its intuitive appeal there’s reason to accept it.

PRAGMATIC ARGUMENTS
AND BELIEF IN GoOD

Perhaps one further characteristic shared by Pascal’s wager and James’s argument
should be mentioned: these are arguments that many people, such as von Neu-
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mann, actually employ. There are people who are persuaded by them. I doubt
that the same is true of, say, the ontological argument. A close examination of
the wager and the will-to-believe argument is important, then, not only for their
inherent philosophical interest, but also to determine whether these arguments
merit the trust that people actually accord them.

1. In the Levi translation the relevant passage is 680; in the Lafuma edition the pas-
sage is 343. All Pensées citations are to the Levi edition.

2. As described, the first version of the wager is an argument from weak domi-
nance.

3. The matrix employed to represent Pascal’s wager consists of three important
components: states of the world (ways the world could be), acts (actions open to deci-
sion), and outcomes (anticipated effects of each act if a particular state occurs):

States

Acts Outcomes

Depending on the number of Acts and States (2 x 2, or 2 x 3, or 3 x 3...) the Out-
comes will be arranged in cells, which are numbered sequentially from the upper left-
hand cell across. For example:

States

F1 F2

Acts

F3 F4

4. While it may be better to understand the acts as bringing about belief, and re-
maining within nonbelief, for convenience, I will formulate the acts as simply Believe
and ~ (Believe).

5. The expression X >> Y should be understood as X greatly exceeds Y.

6. Clearly enough, the acts in this case have no propensity to bring about the
states.
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7. While objective probabilities are standardly used in calculating expected utility,
subjective (or epistemic, or personalist) probabilities can be employed as well. The wa-
ger can accommodate either objective probability assignments or subjective ones.

8. By “nonstandard deity” I mean the gerrymandered fictions of philosophers. See,
for instance, Saka (2001, 321—41).

9. Even though it is possible to imagine any number of deviant gods, any extension
beyond a 3 x 3 matrix is logically redundant given that F2 exceeds the “this world” out-
comes of the deviant deities, and given that the best cases and worse cases are on a par.

10. For additional detail on James, consult Bird (1986, 161-81).

1. See Wainwright (1995, 84—107).

12. I do not suggest that this brief argument is an adequate summary of Gale’s de-
tailed objection to James.

13. Proposition (J) is modeled on a proposition discussed by Mills (1998, 34-35).
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CHAPTER 8

THE PROBLEM
OF EVIL

PETER VAN INWAGEN

1. INTRODUCTORY REMARKS:
THE PROBLEM OF EVIL AND THE
ARGUMENT FROM EVIL

THERE are many ways to understand the phrase “the problem of evil.” In this
chapter, I understand this phrase as a label for a certain purely intellectual prob-
lem—as opposed to an emotional, spiritual, pastoral, or theological problem (and
as opposed to a good many other possible categories of problem as well). The
fact that there is much evil in the world (that is to say, the fact that many bad
things happen) can be the basis for an argument for the nonexistence of God
(that is, of an omnipotent and morally perfect God. But I take these qualifications
to be redundant: I take the phrases “a less than omnipotent God” and “a God
who sometimes does wrong” to be self-contradictory, like “a round square” or “a
perfectly transparent object that casts a shadow.”) Here is a simple formulation
of this argument:

If God existed, he would be all-powerful and morally perfect. An all-powerful
and morally perfect being would not allow evil to exist. But we observe evil.
Hence, God does not exist.
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Let us call this argument “the argument from evil”—glossing over the fact that
there are many arguments for the nonexistence of God that could be described
as arguments from evil. The intellectual problem I call the problem of evil can
be framed as a series of closely related questions addressed to theists: How would
you respond to the argument from evil? Why hasn’t it converted you to atheism
(for surely you’ve long known about it)? Is your only response the response of
faith—something like, “Evil is a mystery. We must simply trust God and believe
that there is some good reason for the evils of the world”? Or can you reply to
the argument? Can you explain how, in your view, the argument can be anything
less than an unanswerable demonstration of the truth of atheism?

These questions present theists with a purely intellectual challenge. I believe
this intellectual challenge can be met. I believe it can be met by critical exami-
nation of the argument. I believe critical examination of the argument shows that
it is indeed something less than an unanswerable demonstration of the truth of
atheism. I attempt just such a critical examination in this chapter. In this chapter,
we shall examine this argument, hold it up to critical scrutiny.

2. THE “MORAL INSENSITIVITY  CHARGE

Before we examine the argument from evil, however, we must consider the charge
that to examine it, to treat it as if it was, as it were, just another philosophical
argument whose virtues and defects could be weighed by impartial reason, is a
sign of moral insensitivity—or downright wickedness. One might suppose that
no argument was exempt from critical examination. But it is frequently asserted,
and with considerable vehemence, that it is extremely wicked to examine the
argument from evil with a critical eye. Here, for example, is a famous passage
from John Stuart Mill’s Three Essays on Religion:

We now pass to the moral attributes of the Deity . . . This question bears a very
different aspect to us from what it bears to those teachers of Natural Theology
who are encumbered with the necessity of admitting the omnipotence of the
Creator. We have not to attempt the impossible problem of reconciling infinite
benevolence and justice with infinite power in the Creator of a world such as
this. The attempt to do so not only involves absolute contradiction in an intel-
lectual point of view but exhibits to excess the revolting spectacle of a jesuitical
defense of moral enormities. (1875, 183)

I cannot resist quoting, in connection with this passage from Mill, a poem that
occurs in Kingsley Amis’s (1966) novel The Anti-death League (it is the work of
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one of the characters).! This poem puts a little flesh on the bones of Mill’s abstract
Victorian prose. It contains several specific allusions to just those arguments Mill
describes as jesuitical defenses of moral enormities. Its literary effect depends
essentially on putting these arguments, or allusions to them, into the mouth of
God.

To a Baby Born without Limbs

This is just to show you who’s boss around here.

IYll keep you on your toes, so to speak.

Make you put your best foot forward, so to speak,

And give you something to turn your hand to, so to speak.
You can face up to it like a man,

Or snivel and blubber like a baby.

That’s up to you. Nothing to do with Me.

If you take it in the right spirit,

You can have a bloody marvelous life,

With the great rewards courage brings,

And the beauty of accepting your LOT.

And think how much good it’ll do your Mum and Dad,
And your Grans and Gramps and the rest of the shower,
To be stopped being complacent.

Make sure they baptize you, though,

In case some murdering bastard

Decides to put you away quick,

Which would send you straight to LIMB-0, ha ha ha.
But just a word in your ear, if you’ve got one.

Mind you, po take this in the right spirit,

And keep a civil tongue in your head about Me.
Because if you DON’T,

I've got plenty of other stuff up My sleeve,

Such as leukemia and polio

(Which, incidentally, you’re welcome to any time,
Whatever spirit you take this in).

Ive given you one love-pat, right?

You don’t want another.

So watch it, Jack.

I am afraid I must accuse Mill (and the many other authors who have expressed
similar sentiments) of intellectual dishonesty.

Philosophy is hard. Thinking clearly for an extended period is hard. It is easier
to pour scorn on those who disagree with you than actually to address their



THE PROBLEM OF EVIL 191

arguments. And of all the kinds of scorn that can be poured on someone’s views,
moral scorn is the safest and most pleasant (most pleasant to the one doing the
pouring). It is the safest kind because, if you want to pour moral scorn on some-
one’s views, you can pretty much take it for granted that most people will regard
what you have said as unanswerable; you can take it as certain that everyone who
is predisposed to agree with you will believe you have made an unanswerable
point. You can pretty much take it for granted that your audience will dismiss any
attempt your opponent in debate makes at an answer as a “rationalization”—that
great contribution of modern depth psychology to intellectual complacency and
laziness. Moral scorn is the most pleasant kind of scorn to deploy against those
who disagree with you because a display of self-righteousness—moral posturing—
is a pleasant action whatever the circumstances, and it’s nice to have an excuse for
it. No one can tell me Mill wasn’t enjoying himself when he wrote the words “ex-
hibits to excess the revolting spectacle of a jesuitical defense of moral enormities.”
(Perhaps he was enjoying himself so much that his attention was diverted from the
question, What would it be to exhibit a revolting spectacle in moderation?)

To people who employ the argument from evil and attempt to deflect critical
examination of this argument by that sort of moral posturing, I can only say,
Come off it. These people are, in point of principle, in exactly the same position
as those defenders of law and order who, if you express a suspicion that a man
accused of abducting and molesting a child has been framed by the police, tell
you with evident disgust that molesting a child is a monstrous crime and that
you’re defending a child molester.

3. Gop’s OMNIPOTENCE, His
MoRAL PERFECTION, AND His
KNOWLEDGE OF EvIL

Having defended the moral propriety of critically examining the argument from
evil, I will now do just that. The argument presupposes, and rightly, that two
features God is supposed to have are “nonnegotiable”: that he is omnipotent and
morally perfect. That he is omnipotent means that he can do anything—provided
his doing it doesn’t involve an intrinsic impossibility. (Thus, even an omnipotent
being can’t draw a round square. And God, although he is omnipotent, is unable
to lie, for his lying is as much an intrinsic impossibility as a round square.) To
say that God is morally perfect is to say that he never does anything morally
wrong—that he could not possibly do anything morally wrong. If omnipotence
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and moral perfection are nonnegotiable components of the idea of God, this fact
has the following two logical consequences. (1) If the universe was made by an
intelligent being, and if that being is less than omnipotent (and if there’s no other
being who is omnipotent), the atheists are right: God does not exist. (2) If the
universe was made by an omnipotent being, and if that being has done even one
morally wrong thing (and if there isn’t another omnipotent being, one who never
does anything morally wrong), the atheists are right: God does not exist. If,
therefore, the Creator of the universe lacked either omnipotence or moral per-
fection, and if he claimed to be God, he would be either an impostor (if he claimed
to be omnipotent and morally perfect) or confused (if he admitted that he was less
than omnipotent or less than morally perfect and still claimed to be God).

One premise of the simple version of the argument set out above—that an
all-powerful and morally perfect being would not allow evil to exist—might well
be false if the all-powerful and wholly good being were ignorant, and not culpably
ignorant, of the existence of evil. But this is not a difficulty for the proponent of
the simple argument, for God, if he exists, is omniscient. The proponent of the
simple argument could, in fact, defend his premise by an appeal to far weaker
theses about the extent of God’s knowledge than “God is omniscient.” If the
simple argument presents an effective prima facie case for the conclusion that
there is no omnipotent and morally perfect being who is omnisicent, it presents
an equally effective prima facie case for the conclusion that there is no omnipotent
and morally perfect being who has even as much knowledge of what goes on in
the world as we human beings have. The full panoply of omniscience, so to speak,
does not really enter into the initial stages of a presentation and discussion of an
argument from evil. Omniscience, omniscience in the full sense of the word, will
become important only when we come to examine responses to the argument
from evil that involve free will (see Section 9).

How shall we organize our critical examination of the argument from evil? I
propose that we imagine in some detail a debate about the existence of God, and
that we try to determine how effective a debating point the reality of evil would
be for the party to the debate who was trying to show that there was no God.

4. A DESCRIPTION OF AN IDEAL DEBATE
ABOUT THE EXISTENCE OF GoD

Let us imagine that we are about to watch part of a debate between an atheist
(“Atheist”) and a theist (“Theist”) about whether there is a God. This debate is
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being carried on before an audience of agnostics. As we enter the debating hall
(the debate has evidently been going on for some time), Atheist has the floor.
She is trying to convince the agnostics to abandon their agnosticism and become
atheists like herself. Theist is not, not in this part of the debate anyway, trying to
convert the agnostics to theism. At present, he is trying to convince the agnostics
of only one thing: that Atheist’s arguments should not convert them to atheism.
(By an odd coincidence, we have arrived just at the moment at which Atheist is
beginning to set out the argument from evil.) I mean these fictional characters to
be ideal types, ideal representatives of the categories “atheist,” “theist,” and “ag-
nostic”: they are all highly intelligent, rational, and factually well informed; they
are indefatigable speakers and listeners, and their attention never wanders from
the point at issue. The agnostics, in particular, are moved by a passionate desire
for truth. They want to get the question of the existence of God settled, and they
don’t at all care which way it gets settled. Their only desire is—if this should be
possible—to leave the hall with a correct belief about the existence of God, a be-
lief they have good reason to regard as correct. (They recognize, however, that
this may very well not be possible, in which case they intend to remain agnos-
tics.) Our two debaters, be it noted, are not interested in changing each other’s
beliefs. Each is interested in the effects his or her arguments will have on the
beliefs of the agnostics and not at all in the effects those arguments will have
on the beliefs of the other debater. One important consequence of this is that
neither debater will bother to consider the question, Will my opponent accept
this premise? Each will consider only the question, Will the agnostics accept this
premise?

Can Atheist use the argument from evil to convert these ideal “theologically
neutral” agnostics to atheism—in the face of Theist’s best efforts to block her
attempt to convince them of the truth of atheism? Our examination of the ar-
gument from evil will be presented as an attempt to answer this question.

5. ATHEIST’S INITIAL STATEMENT
OF THE ARGUMENT FROM Evir; THEIST
BeEciNs His REPLY BY MAKING
A POINT ABOUT REASONS

Atheist, as I have said, is beginning to present the argument from evil to the
audience of agnostics. Here is her initial formulation of the argument:
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Since God is morally perfect, he must desire that no evil exist—the nonexist-
ence of evil must be what he wants. And an omnipotent being can achieve or
bring about whatever he wants—or at least whatever he wants that is intrinsi-
cally possible, and the nonexistence of evil is obviously intrinsically possible. So
if there were an omnipotent, morally perfect being who knew about these evils—
well, they wouldn’t have arisen in the first place, for he’d have prevented their
occurrence. Or if, for some reason, he didn’t do that, he’d certainly remove
them the instant they began to exist. But we observe evils, and very long-
lasting ones. So we must conclude that God does not exist.

What shall Theist say in reply? I think he should begin with an obvious point
about the relations between what one wants, what one can do, and what one will,
in the event, do:

I grant that, in some sense of the word, the nonexistence of evil must be what
a perfectly good being wants. But we often don’t bring about states of affairs
we can bring about and want to bring about. Suppose, for example, that Alice’s
mother is dying in great pain and that Alice yearns desperately for her mother
to die—today and not next week or next month. And suppose it would be
easy for Alice to arrange this—she is perhaps a doctor or a nurse and has easy
access to pharmacological resources that would enable her to achieve this end.
Does it follow that she will act on this ability she has? It does not, for Alice
might have reasons for not doing what she can do. (She might, for example,
think it would be morally wrong to poison her mother; or she might fear be-
ing prosecuted for murder.) The conclusion that evil does not exist does not,
therefore, follow logically from the premises that the nonexistence of evil is
what God wants and that he is able to bring about the object of his desire—
since, for all logic can tell us, God might have reasons for allowing evil to exist
that, in his mind, outweigh the desirability of the nonexistence of evil.

But Theist must say a great deal more than this, for, if we gave her her head,
Atheist could make a pretty good prima facie case for two conclusions: that a
morally perfect creator would take pains to prevent the suffering of his creatures,
and that the suffering of creatures could not be a necessary means to any end for
an omnipotent being. Theist must, therefore, say something about God’s reasons
for allowing evil, something to make it plausible to believe there might be such
reasons. Before I allow him to do this, however, I will introduce some terminology
that will help us to understand the general strategy I am going to have him follow
in his discussion of God’s reasons for allowing evil to exist.
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6. A DistiNncTION: “THEODICY”
AND “DEFENSE”

Suppose that I believe in God and that I think I know what God’s reasons for
allowing evil to exist are and that I tell them to you. Then I have presented you
with what is called a theodicy, from the Greek words for “God” and “justice.”
Thus, Milton, in Paradise Lost, tells us that the purpose of the poem is to “justify
the ways of God to men”—%justify” meaning “exhibit as just.” (Here I use “the-
odicy” in Alvin Plantinga’s sense. Other writers have used the word in other
senses.) If I could present a theodicy, and if the audience to whom I presented it
found it convincing, I’d have an effective reply to the argument from evil, at least
as regards that particular audience. But suppose that, although I believe in God,
I don’t claim to know what God’s reasons for allowing evil are. Is there any way
for someone in my position to reply to the argument from evil? There is. Consider
this analogy.

Your friend Clarissa, a single mother, left her two very young children alone
in her flat for several hours very late last night. Your Aunt Harriet, a maiden lady
of strong moral principles, learns of this and declares that Clarissa is unfit to raise
children. You spring to your friend’s defense: “Now, Aunt Harriet, don’t go jump-
ing to conclusions. There’s probably a perfectly good explanation. Maybe Billy or
Annie took ill, and she decided to go over to St Luke’s for help. You know she
hasn’t got a phone or a car and no one in that neighborhood of hers would come
to the door at two o’clock in the morning.” If you tell your Aunt Harriet a story
like this, you don’t claim to know what Clarissa’s reasons for leaving her children
alone really were. And you’re not claiming to have said anything that shows that
Clarissa really is a good mother. You're claiming only to show that the fact Aunt
Harriet has adduced doesn’t prove Clarissa isn’t a good mother; what you’re trying
to establish is that for all you or Aunt Harriet know, she had some good reason
for what she did. And you’re not trying to establish only that there is some remote
possibility that she had a good reason. No lawyer would try to raise doubts in
the minds of the members of a jury by pointing out to them that for all they
knew his client had an identical twin, of whom all record had been lost, and who
was the person who had actually committed the crime his client was charged with.
That may be a possibility—I suppose it is a possibility—but it is too remote a
possibility to raise real doubts in anyone’s mind. What you’re trying to convince
Aunt Harriet of is that there is, as we say, a very real possibility that Clarissa had
a good reason for leaving her children alone, and your attempt to convince her
of this consists in your presenting her with an example of what such a reason
might be.

Critical responses to the argument from evil—at least responses by philoso-
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phers—usually take just this form. A philosopher who responds to the argument
from evil typically does so by telling a story, a story in which God allows evil to
exist. This story will, of course, represent God as having reasons for allowing the
existence of evil, reasons that, if the rest of the story were true, would be good
ones. Such a story philosophers call a defense. A defense and a theodicy will not
necessarily differ in content. A’s defense may, indeed, be verbally identical with
B’s theodicy. The difference between a theodicy and a defense is simply that a
theodicy is put forward as true, while nothing more is claimed for a defense than
that it represents a real possibility—or a real possibility given that God exists. If
I offer a story about God and evil as a defense, I hope for the following reaction
from my audience: “Given that God exists, the rest of the story might well be
true. I can’t see any reason to rule it out.” The logical point of this should be
clear. If the audience of agnostics reacts to a story about God and evil in this
way, then, assuming Atheist’s argument is valid, they must reach the conclusion
Theist wants them to reach: that, for all they know, one of Atheist’s premises is
false. And if they reach that conclusion, they will, for the moment, remain ag-
nostics.

Some people, if they are familiar with the usual conduct of debates about the
argument from evil, may be puzzled by my bringing the notion “a very real
possibility” into my fictional debate at this early point. It has become something
of a custom for critics of the argument from evil first to discuss the so-called
logical problem of evil, the problem of finding a defense that contains no internal
logical contradiction; when the critics have dealt with this problem to their own
satisfaction, as they always do, they go on to discuss the so-called evidential (or
probabilistic) problem of evil, the problem of finding a defense that (among
certain other desirable features) represents, in my phrase, a real possibility. A
counsel for the defense who followed a parallel strategy in a court of law would
first try to convince the jury that his client’s innocence was logically consistent
with the evidence by telling a story involving twins separated at birth, operatic
coincidences, and mental telepathy; only after he had convinced the jury by this
method that his client’s innocence was logically consistent with the evidence would
he go on to try to raise real doubts in the jurors’ minds about his client’s guilt.

I find this division of the problem artificial and unhelpful and will not allow
it to dictate the form of my discussion of the argument from evil. I am, as it
were, jumping right into the evidential problem (so-called; I won’t use the term)
without any consideration of the logical problem. Or none as such, none under
the rubric “the logical problem of evil.” Those who know the history of the
discussions of the argument from evil in the 1950s and 1960s will see that many
of the points I make, or have my creatures Atheist and Theist make, were first
made in discussions of the logical problem.

All right. Theist’s response will take the form of an attempt to present one
or more defenses, and his hope will be that the response of the audience of
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agnostics to this defense, or these defenses, will be, “Given that God exists, the
rest of the story might well be true. I can’t see any reason to rule it out.” What
form could a plausible defense take?

One point is clear: a defense cannot simply take the form of a story about
how God brings some great good out of the evils of the world, a good that
outweighs those evils. At the very least, a defense will have to include the prop-
osition that God was unable to bring about the greater good without allowing the
evils we observe (or some other evils as bad or worse). And to find a story that
can plausibly be said to have this feature is no trivial undertaking. The reason for
this lies in God’s omnipotence. A human being can often be excused for allowing,
or even causing, a certain evil if that evil was a necessary means, or an unavoidable
consequence thereof, to some good that outweighed it—or if it was a necessary
means to the prevention of some greater evil. The eighteenth-century surgeon
who operated without anesthetic caused unimaginable pain to his patients, but
we do not condemn him because (at least if he knew what he was about) the
pain was an unavoidable consequence of the means necessary to a good that
outweighed it: saving the patient’s life, for example. But we should condemn a
present-day surgeon who had anesthetics available and who nevertheless operated
without using them—even if his operation saved the patient’s life and thus re-
sulted in a good that outweighed the horrible pain the patient suffered.

7. THEIST’S REPLY CONTINUES;
THE INITIAL STATEMENT OF THE
FREE-wILL DEFENSE

There seems to me to be only one defense that has any hope of succeeding, and
that is the so-called free-will defense.? I am going to imagine Theist putting for-
ward a very simple form of this defense; I will go on to ask what Atheist might
say in response:

God made the world and it was very good. An indispensable part of its good-
ness was the existence of rational beings: self-aware beings capable of abstract
thought and love and having the power of free choice between contemplated
alternative courses of action. This last feature of rational beings, free choice or
free will, is a good. But even an omnipotent being is unable to control the
exercise of free choice, for a choice that was controlled would ipso facto not be
free. In other words, if I have a free choice between x and y, even God cannot
ensure that I choose x. To ask God to give me a free choice between x and y
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and to see to it that I choose x instead of y is to ask God to bring about the
intrinsically impossible; it is like asking him to create a round square or a ma-
terial body with no shape. Having this power of free choice, some or all hu-
man beings misused it and produced a certain amount of evil. But free will is
a sufficiently great good that its existence outweighs the evils that have resulted
and will result from its abuse; and God foresaw this.

Theist’s presentation of the free-will defense immediately suggests several ob-
jections. Here are two that would immediately occur to most people:

How could anyone possibly believe that the evils of this world are outweighed
by the good inherent in our having free will? Perhaps free will is a good and
would outweigh, in Theist’s words, “a certain amount of evil,” but it seems
impossible to believe that it can outweigh the amount of physical suffering (to
say nothing of other sorts of evil) that actually exists.

Not all evils are the result of human free will. Consider, for example, the Lis-
bon earthquake or the almost inconceivable misery and loss of life produced
by the hurricane that ravaged Honduras in 1997. Such events are not the result
of any act of human will, free or unfree.

In my view, the simple form of the free-will defense I have put into Theist’s mouth
is unable to deal with either of these objections. The simple form of the free-will
defense can deal with at best the existence of some evil—as opposed to the vast
amount of evil we actually observe—and the evil with which it can deal is only
the evil that results from the acts of human beings. I believe, however, that more
sophisticated forms of the free-will defense do have interesting things to say about
the vast amount of evil in the world and about the suffering caused by earthquakes
and hurricanes and other natural phenomena. Before I discuss these “more so-
phisticated” forms of the free-will defense, however, I want to examine two ob-
jections that have been brought against the free-will defense that are so funda-
mental that, if they were valid, they would refute any elaboration of the defense,
however sophisticated. These objections have to do with free will. I am not going
to include them in my dialogue between Atheist and Theist, for the simple reason
that, in my view, anyway, they have not got very much force, and I do not want
to be accused of fictional character assassination; my Atheist has more interesting
arguments at her disposal. But I cannot ignore these arguments: the first has been
historically important and the second turns on a point that is likely to occur to
most readers.
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8. AN OBJECTION TO THE FREE-WILL
DEFENSE: GoD CAN CONTROL THE
ExXERCISE OF FREE CHOICE

The first of the two arguments is essentially this: the free-will defense fails because
free will and determinism are compatible; God could, therefore, create a world
whose inhabitants are free to do evil but do only good.

This might seem a surprising argument. Why should anyone believe that free
will and determinism were compatible?

Well, many very able philosophers have believed this, and for reasons unre-
lated to theological questions. Philosophers of the stature of Thomas Hobbes,
David Hume, and John Stuart Mill have held that free will and determinism are
perfectly compatible: that there could be a world in which the past determined a
unique future and whose inhabitants were nonetheless free agents. Philosophers
who accept this thesis are called “compatibilists.” It is not hard to see that if the
compatibilists are right about the nature of free will, the free-will defense fails. If
free will and determinism are compatible, an omnipotent being can, contrary to
a central thesis of the free-will defense, create a person who has a free choice
between x and y and ensure that that person choose x rather than y.

Those philosophers who accept the compatibility of free will and determinism
defend their thesis as follows: being free is being free to do what one wants to
do. Prisoners in a jail, for example, are unfree because they want to leave and
can’t. The man who desperately wants to stop smoking but can’t is unfree for the
same reason—even though the barrier that stands between him and a life without
nicotine is psychological, and not a physical thing like a wall or a door. The very
words “free will” testify to the rightness of this analysis, for one’s will is simply
what one wants, and a free will is just exactly an unimpeded will. Given this
account of free will, a Creator who wants to give me a free choice between x and
¥ has only to arrange matters in such a way that the following two “if” statements
are both true: if I were to want x, I'd be able to achieve that desire, and if I were
to want y, I’d be able to achieve that desire. And a Creator who wants to ensure
that I choose x rather than y has only to implant in me a fairly robust desire for
x and see to it that I have no desire at all for y. And these two things are obviously
compatible. Suppose, for example, that there was a Creator who had placed a
woman in a garden and had commanded her not to eat of the fruit of a certain
tree. Could he so arrange matters that she have a free choice between eating of
the fruit of that tree and not eating of it—and also ensure that she not eat of it?
Certainly. To provide her with a free choice between the two alternatives, he need
only see to it that two things are true: first, that if she wanted to eat of the fruit
of that tree, no barrier (such as an unclimbable fence or paralysis of the limbs or
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a neurotic fear of trees) would stand in the way of her acting on that desire, and,
second, that if she wanted not to eat of the fruit, nothing would force her to act
contrary to that desire. And to ensure that she not eat of the fruit, he need only
see to it that not eating of the fruit be what she desires (and that she have no
other desire in conflict with this desire). An omnipotent and omniscient being
could therefore bring it about that every creature with free will always freely did
what was right.

Having thus shown a proposition central to the free-will defense to be false,
the critic can make the consequences of its falsity explicit in a few words. If a
morally perfect being could bring it about that every creature with free will always
freely did what was right, there would of necessity be no creaturely abuse of free
will, and evil could not possibly have entered the world through the creaturely
abuse of free will. The so-called free-will defense is thus not a defense at all, for
it is an impossible story.

We have before us, then, an argument for the conclusion that the story called
the free-will defense is an impossible story. But how plausible is the account of
free will on which the argument rests? Not very, I think. It certainly yields some
odd conclusions. Consider the lower social orders in Brave New World, the
“deltas” and “epsilons.” These unfortunate people have their deepest desires cho-
sen for them by others, by the “alphas” who make up the highest social stratum.
What the deltas and epsilons primarily desire is to do what the alphas tell them.
This is their primary desire because it has been implanted in them by prenatal
and postnatal conditioning. (If Huxley were writing today, he might have added
genetic engineering to the alphas’ list of resources for determining the desires of
their slaves.) It would be hard to think of beings who better fitted the description
“lacks free will” than the deltas and epsilons of Brave New World. And yet, if the
compatibilists’ account of free will is right, the deltas and epsilons are exemplars
of beings with free will. Each of them is always doing exactly what he wants, after
all, and who among us is in that fortunate position? What he wants is to do as
he is told by those appointed over him, of course, but the compatibilists’ account
of free will says nothing about the content of a free agent’s desires: it requires only
that there be no barrier to acting on them. The compatibilists’ account of free
will is, therefore, if not evidently false, at least highly implausible—for it has the
highly implausible consequence that the deltas and epsilons are free agents. And
an opponent of the free-will defense cannot show that that story fails to represent
a “real possibility” by deducing its falsity from a highly implausible theory.
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9. A SECOND OBJECTION TO THE
FREE-wILL DEFENSE: FREE WILL Is
INCOMPATIBLE WITH GOoD’s OMNISCIENCE

I turn now to the second argument for the conclusion that any form of the free-
will defense must fail: the free-will defense, of course, entails that human beings
have free will; but the existence of a being who knows the future is incompatible
with free will, and an omnisicent being knows the future, and omniscience belongs
to the concept of God; hence, the so-called free-will defense is not a possible
story—and is therefore not a defense at all.

Most theists, I think, would reply to this argument by trying to show that
divine omniscience and human free will were compatible, for that is what most
theists believe. But I find the arguments, which I will not discuss, for the incom-
patibility of omniscience and freedom, if not indisputably correct, at least pretty
convincing, and I will therefore not reply in that way. (And I think that the
attempt of Augustine and Boethius and Aquinas to solve the problem by con-
tending that God is outside time—that he is not merely everlasting but altogether
nontemporal—is a failure. I don’t mean to say that I reject the proposition that
God is outside time; I mean that I think his being outside time doesn’t solve the
problem.) I will instead reply to the argument by engaging in some permissible
tinkering with the concept of omniscience. At any rate, I believe it to be permis-
sible for reasons I shall try to make clear.

In what follows, I am going to suppose that God is everlasting but temporal,
that he is not “outside time.” I make this assumption because I do not know how
to write coherently and in detail about a nontemporal being’s knowledge of (what
is to us) the future. Now consider these two propositions:

X will freely do A at .
Y, a being whose beliefs cannot be mistaken, believes now that X will do A
at t.

These two propositions are consistent with each other or they are not. If they are
consistent, there is no problem of omniscience and freedom. Suppose, then, that
they are inconsistent, and suppose free will is possible. (If free will isn’t possible,
the free-will defense is self-contradictory for that reason alone.) Then it is im-
possible for a being whose beliefs cannot be mistaken to have beliefs about what
anyone will freely do in the future. Hence, if free will exists it is impossible for
any being to be omniscient. Now, if the existence of free will implies that there
cannot be an omniscient being, it might seem, by that very fact, to imply that
there cannot be an omnipotent being. For if it is intrinsically impossible for any
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being now to know what someone will freely do tomorrow or next year, it is
intrinsically impossible for any being now to find out what someone will freely
do tomorrow or next year; and a being who can do anything can find out any-
thing. But this inference is invalid, for an omnipotent being is, as it were, excused
from the requirement that it be able to do the intrinsically impossible. This sug-
gests a solution to the problem of free will and divine omniscience: why should
we not qualify the concept of omniscience in a way similar to the way the concept
of omnipotence is qualified? Why not say that even an omniscient being is unable
to know certain things—those such that its knowing them would be an intrin-
sically impossible state of affairs. Or we might say this: an omnipotent being is
also omnisicent if it knows everything it is able to know. If we say, first, that the
omnipotent God is omniscient in the sense that he knows everything that, in his
omnipotence, he is able to know, and, second, that he does not know what the
future free acts of any agent will be, we do not contradict ourselves—owing to
the fact that (now) finding out what the future free acts of an agent will be is an
intrinsically impossible action.

I must admit that this solution to the problem of free will and divine fore-
knowledge raises a further problem for theists: Are not most theists committed
(for example, in virtue of the stories told about God’s actions in the Bible) to the
proposition that God at least sometimes foreknows the free actions of creatures?
This is a very important question. In my view, the answer is no, at least as regards
the Bible. But a discussion of this important question is not possible within the
scope of this chapter.

10. ATHEIST CONTENDS THAT THE
FrREE-wILL DEFENSE CANNOT ACCOUNT
FOR THE AMOUNT AND THE KINDS OF

EviL WE OBSERVE

I conclude that neither an appeal to the supposed compatibility of free will
and determinism nor an appeal to the supposed incompatibility of free will and
omniscience can undermine the free-will defense.

Let us return to Atheist, who, as I said, has better arguments at her disposal
than those considered in sections 8 and 9. What shall she say in response to the
free-will defense? What she should do, I think, is to concede a certain limited
power to the free-will defense and to go on to maintain that this power is essen-
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tially limited. Her best course is to concede that the free-will defense shows there
might be, for all anyone can say, a certain amount of evil, a certain amount of
pain and suffering, in a world created by an all-powerful and morally perfect
being, and to conduct her argument in terms of the amounts and the kinds of
evil that we actually observe. Her best course is to argue for the conclusion that
neither the simple version of the free-will defense I have had Theist present nor
any elaboration of it can constitute a plausible account of the evil, the bad things,
that actually exist. I have mentioned two points about the evil we observe in the
world that would probably occur to most people immediately upon hearing The-
ist’s initial statement of the free-will defense: that the amount of suffering (and
other evils) is enormous and must outweigh whatever goodness is inherent in the
reality of free will; that some evils are not caused by human beings and cannot
therefore be ascribed to the creaturely abuse of free will. I will now ascribe to
Atheist a rather lengthy speech that takes up these two points—and a third,
perhaps less obvious.

I will concede that the free-will defense shows that the mere existence of some
evil or other cannot be used to prove the nonexistence of God. If we lived in a
world in which everyone, or most people, suffered in certain relatively minor
ways, and if each instance of suffering could be traced to the wrong or foolish
acts of human beings, you would be making a good point when you tell these
estimable agnostics that, for all they know, these wrong or foolish acts are free
acts, that even an omnipotent being cannot determine the outcome of a free
choice, and that the existence of free choice is a good thing, sufficiently good
to outweigh the bad consequences of its occasional abuse. But the evil we actu-
ally observe in the world is not at all like that. First, the sheer amount of evil
in the world is overwhelming. The existence of free will may be worth some
evil, but it certainly isn’t worth the amount we actually observe. Second, there
are lots of evils that can’t be traced to the human will, free or unfree. Earth-
quakes and tornados and genetic defects and . . . well, one hardly knows where
to stop. These two points are familiar ones in discussions of the argument
from evil. I want also to make a third point, which, although fairly well-
known, is not quite so familiar as these. Let us consider certain particular very
bad events—“horrors” I will call them. Here are some examples of what I call
horrors: a school bus full of children is crushed by a landslide; a good
woman’s life is gradually destroyed by the progress of Huntington’s Chorea; a
baby is born without limbs. Some horrors are consequences of human choices
and some are not (consider, for example, William Rowe’s [1979] case of a fawn
that dies in agony in a forest fire before there were any human beings). But
whether a particular horror is connected with human choices or not, it is evi-
dent that God could have prevented the horror without sacrificing any great
good or allowing some even greater horror.

Now a moment ago I mentioned the enormous amount of evil in the
world, and it is certainly true that there is in some sense an enormous amount
of evil in the world. But the word “amount” at least suggests that evil is quan-
tifiable, like distance or weight. That may be false or unintelligible, but if it is
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true, even in a rough-and-ready sort of way, it shows that horrors raise a
problem for the theist that is distinct from the problem raised by the enor-
mous amount of evil. If evil can be, even roughly, quantified, as talk about
amounts seems to imply, it might be that there was more evil in a world in
which there were thousands of millions of relatively minor episodes of suffer-
ing (broken ribs, for example) than in a world in which there were a few hor-
rors. But an omnipotent and omniscient creator could be called to moral ac-
count for creating a world in which there was even one horror. And the reason
is obvious: that horror could have been “left out” of creation without the sac-
rifice of any great good or the permission of some even greater horror. And
leaving it out is exactly what a morally perfect being would do; such good
things as might depend causally on the horror could, given the being’s omnip-
otence and omniscience, be secured by (if the word is not morally offensive in
this context) more “economical” means. Thus, the sheer amount of evil (which
might be distributed in a fairly uniform way) is not the only fact about evil
Theist needs to take into account. He must also take into account what we
might call (again with some risk of using morally offensive language) high local
concentrations of evil—that is, horrors. And it is hard to see how the free-will
defense, however elaborated, could provide any resources for dealing with hor-
rors.

I will, finally, call your attention to the fact that the case of “Rowe’s fawn,”
which I briefly described a moment ago, is a particularly difficult case for The-
ist. True, however sentimental we may be about animals, we must admit that
the death of a fawn in a forest fire is not much of a horror compared with,
say, a living child’s being thrown into a furnace as a sacrifice to Baal. The de-
gree of horror involved in the event is not what creates the special difficulty for
theists in this case. What creates the difficulty is rather the complete causal iso-
lation of the fawn’s sufferings from the existence and activities of human be-
ings. No appeal to considerations in any way involving human free will can
possibly be relevant to the problem with which this case confronts Theist, the
difficulty of explaining why an omnipotent and morally perfect being would
allow such a thing to happen.

11. THEIST ELABORATES THE FREE-WILL
DEFENSE: EviL RESULTS FROM A
PRIMORDIAL ESTRANGEMENT OF

HuMmaNITY FROM GOD

This is Atheist’s response to the free-will defense. How is Theist to reply? If I were
he (and in some sense I am), I would reply as follows.
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The free-will defense, in the simple form in which I've stated it, suggests—
though it does not entail—that God created human beings with free will, and
then just left them to their own devices. It suggests that the evils of the world
are the more or less unrelated consequences of uncounted millions of largely
unrelated abuses of free will by human beings. Let me propose a sort of plot

to be added to the bare and abstract story called the free-will defense. Consider
the story of creation and rebellion and the expulsion from paradise we find in
the first three chapters of Genesis. Could this story be true—I mean literally
true, true in every detail? Well, no. It contradicts what science has discovered
about human evolution and the history of the physical universe. And that is
hardly surprising, for it long antedates these discoveries. The story is a rework-
ing—with much original material—by a Hebrew author or authors of elements
found in many ancient Middle Eastern mythologies. Like Virgil’s Aeneid, it is a
literary refashioning of materials that were originally mythical and legendary,
and it retains a strong flavor of myth. It is possible, nevertheless, that the first
three chapters of Genesis are a mythicoliterary representation of actual events
of human prehistory. The following is consistent with what we know of human
prehistory. Our current knowledge of human evolution, in fact, presents us
with no particular reason to believe this story is false:

For millions of years, perhaps for thousands of millions of years, God
guided the course of evolution so as eventually to produce certain very
clever primates, the immediate predecessors of Homo sapiens. At some time
in the past few hundred thousand years, the whole population of our pre-
human ancestors formed a small breeding community—a few thousand or a
few hundred or even a few score. That is to say, there was a time when
every ancestor of modern human beings who was then alive was a member
of this tiny, geographically tightly knit group of primates. In the fullness of
time, God took the members of this breeding group and miraculously raised
them to rationality. That is, he gave them the gifts of language, abstract
thought, and disinterested love—and, of course, the gift of free will. Perhaps
we cannot understand all his reasons for giving human beings free will, but
here is one very important one we can understand: He gave them the gift of
free will because free will is necessary for love. Love, and not only erotic
love, implies free will. The essential connection between love and free will is
beautifully illustrated in Ruth’s declaration to her mother-in-law, Naomi:

And Ruth said, Entreat me not to leave thee, or to return from following
after thee: for whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I
will lodge: thy people shall be my people and thy God my God: where
thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried; the Lord do so to me,
and more also, if aught but death part thee and me. (Ruth 1: 16, 17)

It is also illustrated by the vow Mr. van Inwagen, the author of my fictional
being, made when he was married:

I, Peter, take thee, Elisabeth, to my wedded wife, to have and to hold
from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in
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sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, till death us do part, ac-
cording to God’s holy ordinance; and thereto I plight thee my troth.

God not only raised these primates to rationality—not only made of them
what we call human beings—but also took them into a kind of mystical
union with himself, the sort of union Christians hope for in Heaven and
call the Beatific Vision. Being in union with God, these new human beings,
these primates who had become human beings at a certain point in their
lives, lived together in the harmony of perfect love and also possessed what
theologians used to call preternatural powers—something like what people
who believe in them today call paranormal abilities. Because they lived in
the harmony of perfect love, none of them did any harm to the others. Be-
cause of their preternatural powers, they were able somehow to protect
themselves from wild beasts (which they were able to tame with a look),
from disease (which they were able to cure with a touch), and from ran-
dom, destructive natural events (like earthquakes), which they knew about
in advance and were able to avoid. There was thus no evil in their world.
And it was God’s intention that they should never become decrepit with age
or die, as their primate forbears had. But, somehow, in some way that must
be mysterious to us, they were not content with this paradisal state. They
abused the gift of free will and separated themselves from their union with
God.

The result was horrific: not only did they no longer enjoy the Beatific
Vision, but they now faced destruction by the random forces of nature, and
became subject once more to old age and natural death. Nevertheless, they
were too proud to end their rebellion. As the generations passed, they
drifted further and further from God—into the worship of invented gods (a
worship that sometimes involved human sacrifice), inter-tribal warfare
(complete with the gleeful torture of prisoners of war), private murder, slav-
ery, and rape. On one level, they realized, or some of them realized, that
something was horribly wrong, but they were unable to do anything about
it. After they had separated themselves from God, they were, as an engineer
might say, “not operating under design conditions.” A certain frame of
mind became dominant among them, a frame of mind latent in the genes
they had inherited from a million or more generations of ancestors. I mean
the frame of mind that places one’s own desires and perceived welfare above
everything else, and that accords to the welfare of one’s relatives and the
other members of one’s tribe a subordinate privileged status, and assigns no
status at all to the welfare of anyone else. And this frame of mind was now
married to rationality, to the power of abstract thought; the progeny of this
marriage were continuing resentment against those whose actions interfere
with the fulfillment of one’s desires, hatreds cherished in the heart, and the
desire for revenge. The inherited genes that produced these baleful effects
had been harmless as long as human beings had still had constantly before
their minds a representation of perfect love in the Beatific Vision. In the
state of separation from God, and conjoined with rationality, they formed
the genetic substrate of what is called original or birth sin: an inborn ten-
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dency to do evil against which all human efforts are vain. We, or most of
us, have some sort of perception of the distinction between good and evil,
but, however we struggle, in the end we give in and do evil. In all cultures
there are moral codes (more similar than some would have us believe), and
the members of every tribe and nation stand condemned not only by alien
moral codes but by their own. The only human beings who consistently do
right in their own eyes, whose consciences are always clear, are those who,
like the Nazis, have given themselves over entirely to evil, those who say, in
some twisted and self-deceptive way what Milton has his Satan say explicitly
and clearly: “Evil, be thou my Good.”

When human beings had become like this, God looked out over a ru-
ined world. It would have been just for him to leave human beings in the
ruin they had made of themselves and their world. But God is more than a
God of justice. He is, indeed, more than a God of mercy—a God who was
merely merciful might simply have brought the story of humanity to an end
at that point, like a man who shoots a horse with a broken leg. But God, as
I have said, is more than a God of mercy: he is a God of love. He therefore
neither left humanity to its own devices nor mercifully destroyed it. Rather,
he set in motion a rescue operation. He put into operation a plan designed
to restore separated humanity to union with himself. This defense will not
specify the nature of this plan of atonement. The three Abrahamic religions,
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, tell three different stories about the nature
of this plan, and I do not propose to favor one of them over another in
telling a story that, after all, I do not maintain is true. This much must be
said, however: the plan has the following feature, and any plan with the ob-
ject of restoring separated humanity to union with God would have to have
this feature: its object is to bring it about that human beings once more
love God. And, since love essentially involves free will, love is not some-
thing that can be imposed from the outside, by an act of sheer power. Hu-
man beings must choose freely to be reunited with God and to love him,
and this is something they are unable to do of their own efforts. They must
therefore cooperate with God. As is the case with many rescue operations,
the rescuer and those whom he is rescuing must cooperate. For human be-
ings to cooperate with God in this rescue operation, they must know that
they need to be rescued. They must know what it means to be separated
from him. And what it means to be separated from God is to live in a
world of horrors. If God simply “canceled” all the horrors of this world by
an endless series of miracles, he would thereby frustrate his own plan of
reconciliation. If he did that, we should be content with our lot and should
see no reason to cooperate with him. Here is an analogy. Suppose Dorothy
suffers from angina, and that what she needs to do is to stop smoking and
lose weight. Suppose her doctor knows of a drug that will stop the pain but
will do nothing to cure the condition. Should the doctor prescribe the drug
for her, in the full knowledge that if the pain is alleviated, there is no
chance she will stop smoking and lose weight? Well, perhaps the answer is
yes, if that’s what Dorothy insists on. The doctor is Dorothy’s fellow adult
and fellow citizen, after all. Perhaps it would be insufferably paternalistic to
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refuse to alleviate Dorothy’s pain in order to provide her with a motivation
to do what is to her own advantage. If one were of an especially libertarian
cast of mind, one might even say that someone who did that was “playing
God.” It is far from clear, however, whether there is anything wrong with
God’s behaving as if he were God. It is at least very plausible to suppose
that it is morally permissible for God to allow human beings to suffer if the
result of suppressing the suffering would be to deprive them of a very great
good, one that far outweighed the suffering. But God does shield us from
much evil, from a great proportion of the sufferings that would have re-
sulted from our rebellion if he did nothing. If he did not shield us from
much evil, all human history would be at least this bad: every human soci-
ety would be on the moral level of Nazi Germany—or worse, if there is a
“worse.” But, however much evil God shields us from, he must leave a vast
amount of evil “in place” if he is not to deceive us about what separation
from him means—and, in so deceiving us, to remove our only motivation
for cooperating with him in the working out of his plan for divine-human
reconciliation. The amount he has left us with is so vast and so horrible
that we cannot really comprehend it, especially if we are middle-class Euro-
peans or Americans. Nevertheless, it could have been much worse. The in-
habitants of a world in which human beings had separated themselves from
God and he had then simply left them to their own devices would regard
our world as a comparative paradise. All this evil, however, will come to an
end. There will come a time after which, for all eternity, there will be no
more unmerited suffering. Every evil done by the wicked to the innocent
will have been avenged, and every tear will have been wiped away. If there
is still suffering, it will be merited: the suffering of those who refuse to co-
operate with God in his great rescue operation and are allowed by him to
exist forever in a state of elected ruin—those who, in a word, are in Hell.

One aspect of this story needs to be brought out more clearly than it
has been. If the story is true, much of the evil in the world is due to
chance. There is generally no explanation of why this evil happened to that
person. What there is is an explanation of why evils happen to people with-
out any reason. And the explanation is: that is part of what our being sepa-
rated from God means: it means our being the playthings of chance. It
means not only living in a world in which innocent children die horribly, it
means living in a world in which each innocent child who dies horribly dies
horribly for no reason at all. It means living in a world in which the
wicked, through sheer luck, often prosper. Anyone who does not want to
live in such a world, a world in which we are the playthings of chance, had
better accept God’s offer of a way out of that world.

I will call this story the expanded free-will defense. I mean it to include the
“simple” free-will defense as a part. Thus, it is a feature of the expanded free-
will defense that even an omnipotent being, having raised our remote ancestors
to rationality and having given them the gift of free will, which included a free
choice between remaining united with him in bonds of love and turning away
from him to follow the devices and desires of their own hearts, was not able to
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ensure that they have done the former—although we may be confident he did
everything omnipotence could do to raise the probability of their doing the
former. But, before there were human beings, God knew that, however much
evil might result from the elected separation from himself, and consequent self-
ruin, of his human creatures—if it should occur—the gift of free will would
be, so to speak, worth it. For the existence of an eternity of love depends on
this gift, and that eternity outweighs the horrors of the very long but, in the
most literal sense, temporary period of divine-human estrangement.

Here, then, is a defense, the expanded free-will defense. I contend that the
expanded free-will defense is a possible story (internally consistent, at least as
far as we can see); that, given that there is a God, the rest of the story might
well be true; that it includes evil in the amount and of the kinds we find in the
actual world, including what is sometimes called natural evil, such as the suf-
fering caused by the Lisbon earthquake. (Natural evil, according to the ex-
panded free-will defense, is a special case of the evil that results from the abuse
of free will; the fact that human beings are subject to destruction by earth-
quakes is a consequence of a primordial abuse of free will.) I concede that it
does not help us with cases like “Rowe’s fawn”—cases of suffering that oc-
curred before there were human beings or that are for some other reason caus-
ally unconnected with human choice. But I claim to have presented a defense
that accounts for all actual human suffering.

That was a long speech on the part of Theist. I now return to speaking in
propria persona. I have had Theist tell a story, a story he calls the expanded free-
will defense. You may want to ask whether I believe this story I have put into the
mouth of my creature. Well, I believe parts of it and I don’t disbelieve any of it.
(Even those parts I believe do not, for the most part, belong to my faith; they
are merely some of my religious opinions.) I am not at all sure about “preter-
natural powers,” for example, or about the proposition that God shields us from
much of the evil that would have been a “natural” consequence of our estrange-
ment from him. But what I believe and don’t believe is not really much to the
point. The story I have told is, I remind you, only supposed to be a defense.
Theist does not put forward the expanded free-will defense as a theodicy, as a
statement of the real truth of the matter concerning the coexistence of God and
evil. Nor would T, if I told it in circumstances like Theist’s. Theist contends only,
I contend only, that the story is—given that God exists—true for all anyone
knows. And I certainly don’t see any very compelling reason to reject any of it.
In particular, I don’t see any reason to reject the thesis that God raised a small
population of our ancestors to rationality by a specific action on, say, June 13,
116,027 BC, or on some such particular date. It is not a discovery of evolutionary
biology that there are no miraculous events in our evolutionary history. It could
not be, any more than it could be a discovery of meteorology that the weather
at Dunkirk during those fateful days in 1940 was not due to a specific and local
divine action. It could, of course, be a discovery of evolutionary biology that the
genesis of rationality was not a sudden, local event. But no such discovery has
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been made. If someone, for some reason, put forward the theory that extrater-
restrial beings visited the earth, and by some prodigy of genetic engineering, raised
some population of our primate ancestors to rationality in a single generation
(something like this happened in the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey), this theory
could not be refuted by any facts known to physical anthropology.

12. ATHEIST TURNS TO THE
CONSIDERATION OF A PARTICULAR
HorRrRIBLE EvVIL

How might Atheist respond to the expanded free-will defense, given that this
defense is, as I argued, consistent with what science has discovered about human
prehistory? If I were in her position, I would respond to Theist in some such
words as these:

You, Theist, may have told a story that accounts for the enormous amount of
evil in the world, and for the fact that much evil is not caused by human be-
ings. But I don’t think you appreciate the force of the argument from horrors
(so to call it), and I think I can make the agnostics, at any rate, see this. Let
me state the argument from horrors a little more systematically; let me lay out
its premises explicitly, and you can tell me which of its premises you deny.

There are many horrors, vastly many, from which no discernible good re-
sults—and certainly no good, discernible or not, that an omnipotent being
couldn’t have got without the horror; in fact, without any suffering at all. Here
is a true story. A man came upon a young woman in an isolated place. He
overpowered her, chopped off her arms at the elbows with an axe, raped her,
and left her to die. Somehow she managed to drag herself on the stumps of
her arms to the side of a road, where she was discovered. She lived, but she
experienced indescribable suffering, and although she is alive, she must live the
rest of her life without arms and with the memory of what she had been
forced to endure. No discernible good came of this, and it is wholly unreason-
able to believe that any good could have come of it that an omnipotent being
couldn’t have achieved without employing the raped and mutilated woman’s
horrible suffering as a means to it. And even if this is wrong and some good
came into being with which the woman’s suffering was so intimately connected
that even an omnipotent being couldn’t have got the good without the suffer-
ing, it wouldn’t follow that that good outweighed the suffering. (It would cer-
tainly have to be a very great good to do that.)

I will now draw on these reflections to construct a version of the argu-
ment from evil, a version that, unlike the version I presented earlier, refers not
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to all the evils of the world, but just to this one event. (The argument is mod-
eled on the central argument of William Rowe’s “The Problem of Evil and Some
Varieties of Atheism” [1979].) I will refer to the events in the story I have told
collectively as “the Mutilation.” I argue:

(1) If the Mutilation had not occurred, if it had been, so to speak, simply left out of
the world, the world would be no worse than it is. (It would seem, in fact, that
the world would be significantly better if the Mutilation had been left out of it, but
my argument doesn’t require that premise.)

(2) The Mutilation in fact occurred and was a horror.

(3) If a morally perfect creator could have left a certain horror out of the world he
created, and if the world he created would have been no worse if that horror had
been left out of it than it would have been if it had included that horror, then the
morally perfect creator would have left the horror out of the world he created—or
at any rate, he would have left it out if he had been able to.

(4) If an omnipotent being created the world, he was able to leave the Mutilation out
of the world (and was able to do so in a way that would have left the world oth-
erwise much as it is).

There is, therefore, no omnipotent and morally perfect creator.

You, Theist, must deny at least one of the four premises of this argument; or
at any rate, you must show that serious doubts can be raised about at least one
of them. But which?

So speaks Atheist. How might Theist reply? Atheist has said that her argument
was modeled on an argument of William Rowe’s. If Theist models his reply on
the replies made by most of the theists who have written on Rowe’s argument,
he will attack the first premise (see, for example, Wykstra 1996). He will try to
show that, for all anyone knows, the world (considered under the aspect of eter-
nity) is a better place for containing the Mutilation. He will try to show that for
all anyone knows, God has brought, or will at some future time bring, some great
good out of the Mutilation, a good that outweighs it, or else has employed the
Mutilation as a means to preventing some even greater evil; and he will argue
that, for all anyone knows, the great good achieved or the great evil prevented
could not have been, respectively, achieved or prevented, even by an omnipotent
being, otherwise than by some means that essentially involved the Mutilation (or
something else as bad or worse).
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13. THEIST DISCUSSES THE RELATION OF
THE EXPANDED FREE-wILL DEFENSE TO
THE QUESTION WHETHER AN OMNIPOTENT
AND MoORALLY PERFECT BEING WouLD
ELIMINATE EVERY PARTICULAR HORROR
FROM THE WORLD

I am not going to have Theist reply to Atheist’s argument in this way. I find (1)
fairly plausible, even if I am not as sure as Atheist is (or as sure as most atheists
who have discussed the issue seem to be) that (1) is true. I am going to represent
Theist as employing another line of attack on Atheist’s response to his expanded
free-will defense. I am going to represent him as denying premise (3), or, more
precisely, as trying to show that the expanded free-will defense casts considerable
doubt on premise (3). And here is his reply:

Why should we accept premise (3) of Atheist’s argument? I have had a look at
Rowe’s defense of the corresponding premise of his argument, the entirety of
which I will quote: “[This premise] seems to express a belief that accords with
our basic moral principles, principles shared both by theists and non-theists.”
(1979, 337)

But what are these “basic moral principles, shared both by theists and non-
theists”? Rowe does not say, but I believe there is really just one moral princi-
ple it would be plausible to appeal to in defense of premise (3). It might be
stated like this.

If one is in a position to prevent some evil, one should not allow that evil to
occur—not unless allowing it to occur would result in some good that would
outweigh it or preventing it would result in some other evil at least as bad.

Is this principle true?

I think not. (I can, in fact, think of several obvious objections to it. But
most of these objections would apply only to the case of human agents, and 1
shall therefore not mention them.) Consider this example. Suppose you are an
official who has the power to release anyone from prison at any time. Blodgett
has been sentenced to ten years in prison for felonious assault. His sentence is
nearing its end, and he petitions you to release him from prison a day early.
Should you? Well, the principle says so. A day spent in prison is an evil—if
you don’t think so, I invite you to spend a day in prison. Let’s suppose that
the only good that results from putting criminals in prison is the deterrence of
crime. (This assumption is made to simplify the argument. That it is false in-
troduces no real defect into the argument.) Obviously, nine years, 364 days
spent in prison is not going to have a significantly different power to deter
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felonious assault from ten years spent in prison. So: no good will be secured
by visiting on Blodgett that last day in prison, and that last day spent in prison
is an evil. The principle tells you, the official, to let him out a day early. This
much, I think, is enough to show that the principle is wrong, for you have no
such obligation. But the principle is in more trouble than this simple criticism
suggests.

It would seem that if a threatened punishment of n days in prison has a
certain power to deter felonious assault, a threatened punishment of n — 1
days spent in prison will have a power to deter felonious assault that is not
significantly less. Consider the power to deter felonious assault that belongs to
a threatened punishment of 1,023 days in prison. Consider the power to deter
felonious assault that belongs to a threatened punishment of 1,022 days in
prison. There is, surely, no significant difference. Consider the power to deter
felonious assault that belongs to a threatened punishment of 98 days in prison.
Consider the power to deter felonious assault that belongs to a threatened
punishment of 97 days in prison. There is, surely, no significant difference.
Consider the power to deter felonious assault that belongs to a threatened
punishment of one day in prison. Consider the power to deter felonious as-
sault that belongs to a threatened punishment of no time in prison at all.
There is, surely, no significant difference. (In this last case, of course, this is
because the threat of one day in prison would have essentially no power to
deter felonious assault.)

A moment’s reflection shows that if this is true, as it seems to be, then the
moral principle entails that Blodgett ought to spend no time in prison at all.
For suppose Blodgett had lodged his appeal to have his sentence reduced by a
day not shortly before he was to be released but before he had entered prison
at all. He lodges this appeal with you, the official who accepts the moral prin-
ciple. For the reason I have set out, you must grant his appeal. Now suppose
that when it has been granted, clever Blodgett lodges a second appeal: that his
sentence be reduced to ten years minus two days. This second appeal you will
also be obliged to grant, for there is no difference between ten years less a day
and ten years less two days as regards the power to deter felonious assault. I
am sure you can see where this is going. Provided only that Blodgett has the
time and the energy to lodge 3,648 successive appeals for a one-day reduction
of his sentence, he will escape prison altogether.

This result is, I take it, a reductio ad absurdum of the moral principle. As
the practical wisdom has it (and this is no compromise between practical con-
siderations and strict morality; it is strict morality), You have to draw a line
somewhere. And this means an arbitrary line. The principle fails precisely be-
cause it forbids the drawing of morally arbitrary lines. There is nothing wrong,
or nothing that can be determined a priori to be wrong, with a legislature’s
setting ten years in prison as the minimum punishment for felonious assault—
and this despite the fact that ten years in prison, considered as a precise span of
days, is an arbitrary punishment.

The moral principle is therefore false—or possesses whatever defect is the
analogue in the realm of moral principles of falsity in the realm of factual
statements. What are the consequences of its falsity, of its failure to be an ac-
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ceptable moral principle, for the “argument from horrors™? Let us return to
the expanded free-will defense. This story accounts for the existence of horrors—
that is, that there are horrors is a part of the story. The story explains why
there are such things as horrors (at least, it explains why there are postlapsar-
ian horrors) although it says nothing about any particular horror. And to ex-
plain why there are horrors is not to meet the argument from horrors.

A general account of the existence of horrors does not constitute a reply
to the argument from horrors because it does not tell us which premise of the
argument to deny. Let us examine this point in detail. According to the ex-
panded free-will defense, God prevents the occurrence of many of the horrors
that would naturally have resulted from our separation from him. But he can-
not, so to speak, prevent all of them, for that would frustrate his plan for re-
uniting human beings with himself. And if he prevents only some horrors,
how shall he decide which ones to prevent? Where shall he draw the line—the
line between threatened horrors that are prevented and threatened horrors that
are allowed to occur? I suggest that wherever he draws the line, it will be an
arbitrary line. That this must be so is easily seen by thinking about the Mutila-
tion. If God had added that particular horror to his list of horrors to be pre-
vented, and that one alone, the world, considered as a whole, would not have
been a significantly less horrible place, and the general realization of human
beings that they live in a world of horrors would not have been significantly
different from what it is. The existence of that general realization is just the
factor in his plan for humanity that (according to the expanded free-will de-
fense) provides his general reason for allowing horrors to occur. Therefore,
preventing the Mutilation would in no way have interfered with his plan for
the restoration of our species. If the expanded free-will defense is a true story,
God has made a choice about where to draw the line, the line between the
actual horrors of history, the horrors that are real, and the horrors that are
mere averted possibilities, might-have-beens. The Mutilation falls on the “ac-
tual horrors of history” side of the line. And this fact shows that the line is an
arbitrary one, for if he had drawn it so as to exclude the Mutilation from real-
ity (and left it otherwise the same) he would have lost no good thereby and he
would have allowed no greater evil. He had no reason for drawing the line
where he did. But then what justifies him in drawing the line where he did?
What justifies him in including the Mutilation in reality when he could have
excluded it without losing any good thereby? Has the victim of the Mutilation
not got a moral case against him? He could have saved her and he did not,
and he does not even claim to have achieved some good by not saving her. It
would seem that God is in the dock, in C. S. Lewis’s words; if he is, then I,
Theist, am playing the part of his barrister, and you, the Agnostics, are the
jury. I offer the following obvious consideration in defense of my client: there
was no nonarbitrary line to be drawn. Wherever God drew the line, there
would have been countless horrors left in the world—his plan requires the ac-
tual existence of countless horrors—and the victim or victims of any of those
horrors could bring the same charge against him that we have imagined the
victim of the Mutilation bringing against him.

But I see Atheist stirring in protest; she is planning to tell you that, given
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the terms of the expanded free-will defense, God should have allowed the min-
imum number of horrors consistent with his project of reconciliation, and that
it is obvious he has not done this. She is going to tell you that there is a non-
arbitrary line for God to draw, and that it is the line that has the minimum
number of horrors on the “actuality” side. But there is no such line to be
drawn. There is no minimum number of horrors consistent with God’s plan of
reconciliation, for the prevention of any one particular horror could not possi-
bly have any effect on God’s plan. For any n, if the existence of n horrors is
consistent with God’s plan, the existence of n—1 horrors will be equally consis-
tent with God’s plan. To ask what the minimum number of horrors consistent
with God’s plan is is like asking, What is the minimum number of raindrops
that could have fallen on England in the nineteenth century that is consistent
with England’s having been a fertile country in the nineteenth century? Here is
a simple analogy of proportion: a given evil is to the openness of human be-
ings to the idea that human life is horrible and that no human efforts will ever
alter this fact as a given raindrop is to the fertility of England.

And this is why God did not prevent the Mutilation—insofar as there is a
“why.” He had to draw an arbitrary line and he drew it. And that’s all there is
to be said. This, of course, is cold comfort to the victim. Or, since we are
merely telling a story, it would be better to say: if this story were true and
known to be true, knowing its truth would be cold comfort to the victim. But
the purpose of the story is not to comfort anyone. It is not to give an example
of a possible story that would comfort anyone if it were true and that person
knew it to be true. If a child dies on the operating table in what was supposed
to be a routine operation and a board of medical inquiry finds that the death
was due to some factor the surgeon could not have anticipated and that the
surgeon was not at fault, that finding will be of no comfort to the child’s par-
ents. But it is not the purpose of a board of medical inquiry to comfort any-
one; the purpose of a board of medical inquiry is, by examining the facts of
the matter, to determine whether anyone was at fault. And it is not my pur-
pose in offering a defense to provide even hypothetical comfort to anyone. It is
to determine whether the existence of horrors entails that God is at fault—or,
rather, since by definition God is never at fault, to determine whether the exis-
tence of horrors entails that an omnipotent creator would be at fault.

It is perhaps important to point out that we might easily find ourselves in
a moral situation like God’s moral situation according to the expanded free-
will defense, a situation in which we must draw an arbitrary line and allow
some bad thing to happen when we could have prevented it, and in which,
moreover, no good whatever comes of our allowing it to happen. In fact, we
do find ourselves in this situation. In a welfare state, for example, we use taxa-
tion to divert money from its primary economic role in order to spend it to
prevent or alleviate various social evils. And how much money, what propor-
tion of the gross national product, shall we—that is, the state—divert for this
purpose? Well, not none of it and not all of it (enforcing a tax rate of 100
percent on all earned income and all profits would be the same as not having
a money economy at all). And where we draw the line is an arbitrary matter.
However much we spend on social services, we shall always be able to find



216 PROBLEMS

some person or family who would be saved from misery if the state spent (in
the right way) a mere $1,000 more than it in fact plans to spend. And the state
can always find another $1,000, and can find it without damaging the economy
or doing any other sort of harm.

14. CONCLUDING REMARKS:
EvALUATING THEIST’S RESPONSE TO THE
ARGUMENT FROM EvIL

So Theist replies to Atheist’s argument from horrors. But we may note that Theist
has failed to respond to an important point Atheist has made. As he himself
conceded, his reply takes account only of postlapsarian horrors. There is still to
be considered the matter of prelapsarian horrors, horrors such as Rowe’s poor
fawn. There were certainly sentient animals long before there were sapient ani-
mals, and the paleontological record shows that for much of the long prehuman
past, sentient creatures died agonizing deaths in natural disasters. Obviously, the
free-will defense cannot be expanded in such a way as to account for these ago-
nizing deaths, for only sapient creatures have free will, and these deaths cannot
therefore have resulted from the abuse of free will—unless, as C. S. Lewis has
suggested, prehuman animal suffering is ascribed to a corruption of nature by
fallen angels (1940, 122—24). Interesting as this suggestion is, I do not propose to
endorse it, even as a defense. I confess myself unable to treat this difficult problem
adequately within the scope of this chapter. I should have to devote a whole essay
to the problem of prelapsarian horrors to say anything of value about it. I must
simply declare this topic outside the scope of this chapter. I refer the reader to
my essay “The Problem of Evil, the Problem of Air, and the Problem of Silence,”
(van Inwagen 1991), which contains a defense—not a version of the free-will
defense—that purports to account for the sufferings of prehuman animals. T will
remark that this defense shares one important feature of the expanded free-
will defense. This defense, too, requires God to draw an arbitrary line; it allows
God to eliminate much animal suffering that would otherwise have occurred in
the course of nature, but it requires him, as it were, to stop eliminating it at some
point, even though no good is gained by his stopping at whatever point he does
stop at. I would thus say that God could have eliminated the suffering of Rowe’s
fawn at no cost and did not, and that this fact does not count against his moral
perfection—just as the fact that he could have eliminated the Mutilation at no
cost and did not does not count against his moral perfection. But the nature of
the goods involved in this other defense is a subject I cannot discuss here.
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Let me put this question to the readers of this chapter: Has Theist successfully
replied to the argument from horrors insofar as those horrors are events that involve
human beings? Well, much depends on what further things Atheist might have to
say. Perhaps Atheist has a dialectically effective rejoinder to Theist’s reply to the
argument from horrors. But one must make an end somewhere. The trouble with
real philosophical debates is that they almost never come to a neat and satisfactory
conclusion. Philosophy is argument without end. I do think this much: if Atheist
has nothing more to say, the Agnostics should render a verdict of “not proven”
as regards premise (3) of the argument from horrors and the moral principle on
which it is based, namely, that, if it is within one’s power to prevent some evil,
one should not allow that evil to occur unless allowing it to occur would result
in some good that would outweigh it or preventing it would result in some other
evil at least as bad.

Let me put a similar question before the readers of this chapter as regards
the extended free-will defense and the problem of the vast amount of evil (in-
cluding the vast amounts of natural evil): Does Theist’s presentation of the ex-
tended free-will defense constitute a successful reply to Atheist’s contention that
an omnipotent and morally perfect God would not allow the existence of a world
that contains evil in the amount and of the kinds we observe in the world around
us insofar as this contention involves only evils that befall human beings? Again,
much depends on what further things Atheist might have to say. My own opinion
is this: if Atheist has nothing further to say, an audience of agnostics of the sort
I have imagined should concede that for all anyone knows, a world created by an
omnipotent and morally perfect God might contain human suffering in the
amount and of the kinds we observe.?

1. In the novel, there are several minor illiteracies in the poem (e.g., “whose” for
“who’s” in the first stanza). (The fictional author of the poem, a well-educated man, was
trying to hide the fact of his authorship.) I hav