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Descartes's Seaond Argument for the
Existenceof God

In this paper, | will criticize Descartes sfirst argument for the
existence of God, which was derived from an argument by St. Anselm. |

will argue that there ae two significant problems with the agument. L. Intro. It's always a good
idea to start off your paper

First, _it assimes that existenceis a property V\_/hen there ae good reasons with a dlear introductory
to believe that it could na be. Second thereisafatal flaw in the logic of paragraph that states
the agument that canna beignared. | contend that his argument must fail explicitly what you will
in the faceof these problems. argue.

Descates uglt to dip the Gordian Knat of skepticism by proving
the existence of abeingthat he cdled God. His primary motivation for
proving this was the promise of a solution for what phil osophers cdl the
skeptical problem. Consider the position we find ouselvesin as rational
observers of theworld. Asyou sit here, reading the white shed of paper -
onwhich this essay iswritten, perhaps you fed the grain o the paper and 2. Exposition. In most

cases, it is a good idea to

notice the sounds of a neaby conversation. We ae acaistomed to give some background
recaving such information from our sense organs and we dmost always information about the
asume that the causes of these sensations are objeds outside our minds - views you are discussing
sheds of paper and ou noisy neighbas, for instance Descatesis sohtha:}t1 the ;eider can see
. . . . . . . whny e points yOU

concerned with the justificationwe auld gvein aserting that we redly mention are relevant. In a
do knaw such things abou the world around ts. o paper that's only 1500-2000

We have dl had the experience of dreaming and believing that words long, you probably
what we were “see@ng’ were red objeds outside our minds, only to be don’t want to spend more
awoken and dscover that they were never there & all. If so, Descartes han 200 words or 0 on
argues, this suggests that we do nd dire_dly_ percave thfa oby eds of t_he sper}d the first 25-35% of
physicd world, but rather that we perceve images and impressonsin ou your paper on this and get
own minds. Under normal circumstances, the stimulation d our five on to your argument.

senses oud bring abou an image or experiencein ou “mind s eye” that
wetake & an indicaion that there ae such oljeds or events present in the
physicd world around . When we dream, we ae avare of sense-
impressonsin just the same way, thoughthey are not caused by anything
outside of our minds. But if thisis 9, then we have no reliable way of
telling when ou sense-impressons are caised by physicd objedsand
when they are caused by something else. Y ou might only be dreaming
that there is awhite shed of paper before you and a cmnwersation gang on
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nearby. This becomes a much more serious problem when we realize that
all of our experiences might be mere dreams or hallucinations and we
would never know the difference. This possibility may seem far-fetched,
but Descartes's point is that we cannot be certain that it isnot true. If we
cannot be certain of thisin any case, then we do not even know that there
isaphysical world around us. We must be skeptics about the our
knowledge of the physical world.

Descartes's solution to this was to argue that there was a supreme
being, responsible for the creation of the Universe, who has a nature such
that arationa observer would never be arbitrarily deceived. God would
make the physical world regular and our perception of the world reliable
because it would be contrary to God's nature to do otherwise. Godisa
perfectly honest being, Descartes would say. To give such a proof,
Descartes borrows the conception of God espoused by many medieval
philosophers. They said that God was a perfect being in the sense that
God had every positive attribute that one might want and had it in the
fullest degree possible. For instance, knowledge would be such a positive
attribute and so God would have omniscience (perfect knowledge of every
fact). Like St. Anselm before him, Descartes thought that existence would
be such a positive attribute. It is certainly better to exist than not to exist,
for one would much rather be an active being out accomplishing things
than not exist and be relegated to the realm of others imagination.
Assuming that existence is a positive attribute every being would want,

Descartes offers the following argument:*

1. By definition, God is a being who has every
positive attribute to its fullest extent.

2. Existence is a positive attribute.

3. Therefore, God has the property of existence (i.e.
God exists).

If this argument succeeds, then Descartes has shown that God exists an
he has an important part of his solution to the skeptical problem.

The first reason to doubt the soundness of this argument was
offered by the German philosopher Immanuel Kant. He challenged th
idea that we might call existence a property of things.” Generally, when
we speak of something being a property, it isafeature or an attribute of
something that we think something might have or lack. For instance, we
can certainly agree that “being red” is a property that some things - like

3. A clear statement of the
argument you are
addressing. This is
essential to the clarity and
precision of your
arguments, as well. Don' t
hesitate to write out the
premises of an argument
as I' ve done here. This
often allows you to state
an argument more
succinctly as well, leaving
you more room for the
things you have to say
about the argument at
hand. (Since this is
someone else’s argument,
think of this as part of the
exposition.)

NOTE: For the purposes
of this ilustration, we
should assume that the
end of this paragraph is
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text. Remember the point
is to go BEYOND what
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fire trucks and apples - have and aher thingsladk. But existenceis not
likethis. An ojed canna lad the property of existence, for then it
would na exist and could nd have any propertiesat all. We might say
that thingsthat do nd exist, like aroundsguare or aunicorn, have the
property of non-existence, but it seams far more reasonable to smply say
that there ae no such oljeds and so there isno reason to say that they
have ay propertiesat all. It also seans dangerousto say that existenceis
aproperty becaise it allows usto include that property in our concepts of
things, and thereby simply define them into existence If we dhanged the
definitions acordingly, we muld use an argument like thisto prove the
existence of Santa Claus, the Tocoth Fairy and the Easter Bunny as well!

In resporse to this criticism, Descartes might argue that he was
interested in attributing a diff erent sort of property to God. We might cdl
this property ‘necessary existence. Thiswould be aproperty that only a
unique, all-powerful being could have and anything else in the world
would lack. A beinglikeyou a me cetainly would na have this
property, for the world could have gore on qute happily withou any ore
of us. Itisnat yet clea why we shoud think that any being acually does
have this unusua property. Presumably, establishing that would require
an argument showing that the rest of the universe could exist only if God
did, perhaps becaise God was the aedor or cause of the entire universe.
Thismight circumvent Kant’s objedion, thoughit is only a promise of an
argument at this gage. Let us grant Descartes thisideaof a property of
necessary existencefor the time being, for there ae other reasonsto be
suspicious of this argument.

Thereisavery important ambiguity in the agument even if we
allow Descartes to add the property of necessary existence. Premise (1) in
the agument above is an apped to adefinition. Thisiswhat philosophers
cdl aconditional clam or an implication. It is sying something to the
effea of, “For al the thingsin the world, if something is God, then it has
the following properties...” Weuse such clamsall thetime. However, to
make a ¢aim like thisis very different from asserting that something
adually fallsunder that definition. Thisiswhy we can say “By definition,
aunicorn hasahorn ontop o its head” with impunity. We ae not saying
that there ae any uncornsout there in the world, just that if something
were aunicorn, it would have ahorn onitsheal. The problem isthat the
conclusionisnot suppcsed to be a ondtional statement. It acually
assrtsthat thereis athing with that property. We cetainly would na
accet the following argument:
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1. By definition, if something isa unicorn, then it
has all the Unicorn-properties.

2. A hornin the head is a unicorn property.

3. Therefore, thereisaunicorn in the real world that
has a horn in its head.

At most, the last premise should say that if something isaunicorn, then it
hasahorninitshead. We have not shown that there are any unicorns,
only that the definition implies certain things about any unicorns that do
happen to exist. By the same token, Descartes's argument cannot imply
that there is a God who has existence, but only that anything that was God
would have existence. Thisisamuch lessinteresting conclusion.
We could allow Descartes to make his argument avalid one in one A%a,itn, 'ettidng the af])ther side
other way. We could change it to read: dood dea, R
1. Thereisabeing who has al the positive
attributes to the fullest extent.
2. Necessary existence is a positive attribute.
3. Therefore, there is a being who has necessary
existence.

Of course, this argument is not nearly so interesting because we assume
God's existence in the first premise, which was the very thing that we
weretrying to prove all along. Someone who did not already believein
God's existence would never grant us such a premise, so the argument is
woefully anemic. Adding the property of necessary existence does
nothing to affect this argument, since it isthe logic of the argument that is
flawed. Descartes has not recognized the difference between asserting
that something would have a property and asserting that there is something
that does have that property.

...evenif their last word
doesn' t work so well.
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NOTES

1. Thisargument is paraphrased from Descartes's writingsin the
Meditations, particularly Meditation 5 (Descates, Rene. Meditations
on First Philosophy. Indianapadlis: Hadkett Press ©1993)

2. | tookthis paint from asummary of the agument off ered in Chapter 4
of Peter Van Inwagen's Metaphysics (San Francisco: Westview Press
©1994).

3. My paper has benefited gredly from discussons with my clasanates,
particularly JohnColtrane and Charles Mingus.

| do'wgd think lessof papers
where you confer with ather
students, though youMUST
mention them in afootnote
like this.

Remember to gve methe
entire bookcitation the first
time youmentionit. An
aternative dtation style has
you make parentheticd
referenceto the aithor, yea
of puHicationand page
number (e.g. (Van Inwagen
(1994, pg. 175)) followed by
a oomplete bibliography for
al your sources at the end o
the paper. Ask for advice
and suggestionsif you are
unsure éou how to cite
works.



