Ontological Argument Overview
The ontological argument is the only a priori argument for the existence of God. It works on the principle that God must exist by definition.

Anselm – Version 1

This argument (in Proslogion 2) starts with a definition of God as “that than which no greater can be conceived”. If one accepts this definition then, according to Psalm 14, the fool says in his heart that there is no God. By definition, of God is the greatest being that can be conceived then that being must exist. The God that exists in reality (in re) is greater than a God that exists just in the mind (in intellectum). An atheist who accepts Anselm’s definition of God is a fool because, according to the definition, God cannot be just an idea.

Gaunilo’s response “on behalf of the fool”

Anselm’s fellow monk, Gaunilo, refuted Anselm’s argument by writing “on behalf of the fool”. He argues that, according to Anselm’s logical all sorts of perfect things must exist. He gives the example of a perfect island, which would only be perfect if it existed in reality. Clearly this is not the case! He asks who is the greater fool? Someone who accepts this “proof” or someone who imagines that he has “proven” anything by arguing it?
Anselm’s response – contingency and necessity

(Refer to the cosmological argument – there are lots of links here!)

Anselm’s response to Gaunilo is to refer to the concepts of contingency and necessity. Sticking with his definition of God he asks if a contingent being would be greater than a necessary being. Naturally, necessary beings would be considered greater than contingent ones, and a necessary being would exist by definition. He notes than this is substantially different to Gaunilo’s island example. A perfect island isn’t necessary; the concept of necessity only applies to the greatest possible being, and that would be God. The definition of God requires that God is a necessary being and Anselm observes that the definition of a perfect island does not include necessity.

Descartes Ontological Argument

Descartes takes up Anselm’s theme and argues that God is, by definition, a perfect being. Perfect beings include all possible “perfections”, ie. They are perfectly good, powerful, knowing etc. He further argues that “existence” is a form of perfection (a perfect being that didn’t exist wouldn’t be perfect). He compares God to a triangle; just as the properties of a triangle require it to have three sides and internal angles adding to 180o, similarly the properties (or perfections) of God include existence. A triangle is not a triangle without 3 sides. God is not God without existence.
Kant’s objections

Kant objects to the ontological argument on several grounds. He firstly notes the distinction between analytic and synthetic statements. Analytic statements are true by definition (all dogs are mammals), synthetic statements tell us something new (my dog is a terrier). While Descartes seems to think that “God exists” is an analytic statement, Kant argues that it is, in fact, synthetic. Because of this Kant argues that Descartes would need to demonstrate “God exists” to be true, rather than assuming it is analytically true. If Kant is right (that “God exists” is synthetic) then it has to be possible that it is false, and therefore the ontological argument proves nothing.

Kant also argues that existence is a fundamentally different property to others. In terms of Descartes’ “perfections” Kant says that “existence” is the basic requirement for all other perfections to have any meaning. Imagine two candidates apply for a job, both equally well qualified. It turns out that candidate A actually exists, but candidate B doesn’t. Therefore, candidate B never had any of the qualities his CV documented at all; the fact that candidate A exists is not just “another property” that happens to make her a better candidate! Furthermore,  Kant suggests that “existence” doesn’t tell us anything about what we are discussing, just whether there are actually examples of what we are discussing. He therefore argues that it is inappropriate to ascribe “existence” to God as one of God’s “perfections”.

(However, one might argue that the fact that unicorns do NOT have the property of existence DOES tell us something important about them…)
