Anselm of Canterbury (1033-1109) 

The Ontological Argument
1. Essential background

Anselm's ontological argument appears to be alive and well on the Internet, even on YouTube. 
Unfortunately, many presentations are defective or misleading. 
· Few take care to put the argument in the proper philosophical context. 

· Anselm's philosophical orientation is Platonist rather Aristotelian.

· Few take care to put the argument in the proper historical context. 

· In eleventh-century Western Europe, there were only Christians, relatively few Jews, and distant Muslims. 

· All of them professed belief in God.

· There was no need or reason to prove God's existence.

· However, there was a growing need to explain why God ought to be revered, loved and trusted—in a word, believed in.

· Few take care to make explicit everything Anselm assumed in making his argument.
Such defects often result in a gross misreading of the argument.
The most common mistake is that the argument is about the existence of God.
Anselm's argument is about the Being (essence or the reality) of God.
It is not about the existence of God.

· “To be real” and ‘to exist” are not synonyms.
“To be” and “to exist” are obviously not full synonyms. Moreover, it appears that not everything that is (has being, is real) exists; and that not everything that exists is (has being, is real). Anselm argued for the conclusion “Deus est”, literally “God is”. He rarely used the word ‘exsistere’ from which our ‘exist’ derives. However, he used it to conclude chapter two of the Proslogion in which he presented his famous argument. 

Existit ergo procul dubio aliquid quo maius cogitari non valet
, et in intellectu et in re.  

Does this prove that he claimed to proven the existence of something greater than which is unthinkable? Looking up ‘exsistere’ in my dictionary of classical Latin, I find this:

exsisto (existo), stiti (titi), III.


1) to rise, to emerge (from or above something from which or above which one previously did not distinguish oneself); to reveal oneself, to stand up, to raise oneself.


2) metaph.: to emerge or reveal oneself, to act (as something, in a certain capacity), to make an appearance, to come into being, to become (in perfectum also = to be available, to occur, to be).

3) to follow (logically) from something.

The dictionary does not mention “to exist” as a common translation. Unless, in medieval Latin, ‘exsistere’ had come to mean primarily “to exist” (in the modern sense of the word), there seems no good reason to translate Anselm's concluding sentence in chapter 2 as 

Therefore, without doubt, something greater than which nothing is thinkable exists both in the understanding and in reality

rather than 

Therefore, without doubt, something greater than which nothing is thinkable reveals itself both in the understanding and in reality.

or even

Therefore, without doubt, in [respect of] its intelligibility as well as its reality, something greater than which nothing is thinkable follows logically [from my argument].

Anselm's text gives us little reason for assuming that he was thinking of existence as distinct from being in formulating his argument. Of course, this is an important consideration only if there is a significant conceptual difference between the two ideas. Considered from a philosophical perspective that is broadly congenial to a realist thinker such as Anselm, existence and being are certainly conceptually different, as the following preliminary remarks make clear.  

Existence is a recursive notion.

One thing, A, exists for another thing, B, if B can identify A as something that somehow objectively relates to (e.g. interacts with, is produced by, follows from, or is defined by or in terms of) something that is already supposed to exist for B — ultimately, B itself. Because we, humans, spontaneously assume that “A exists” means the same as “A exists for us, human beings”, we interpret the foregoing as “A exists if humans can identify it as something that somehow objectively relates to something that is already supposed to exist.” The touchstone of “existence” is therefore ultimately every human person capable of thinking “I exist” and of understanding (1) that he cannot but think of himself as existing and (2) that others who are like him in being able to think also cannot but think of themselves as existing. Because we exist, the people we speak to exist; the apples we eat exist; the microscopes we make and use exist; the microbes we see through our microscopes exist; and so on. Because we exist and can count, natural numbers exist; because we can do arithmetic, negative numbers and numbers that are fractions of numbers exist; and so on. 

The primacy of thinking over observation

Would apples, microbes and natural numbers exist, even we did not exist? Undoubtedly, but then they would not exist for us. Indeed, the very question regarding their existence would not exist for us. We may think that, nevertheless, the question might exist for some other intelligent being, but the thought that it might exist for such a being would not exist for us, if we did not exist. As far as human talk and thought is concerned, nothing would exist, if we did not exist; and we would not exist if we were not able to think of ourselves as existing, and of other things that we think of as either capable or not capable of having some objective relation to us. There could not have existed anything before there was intelligence. “The existence of the material universe as it was before the emergence of intelligent life” is an intellectual construction based on observations and calculations made by intelligent beings. 
Identifying things and judging something objectively related to another thing are actions of the mind. Our sensory apparatus (such as eyes, ears, nose; or their technological enhancements, such as telescopes, micro​scopes, radio scopes, spectrometers, etc.) may be able to distinguish between one appearance and another, if it is somehow connected to some kind of memorising apparatus. However, it cannot distinguish between reality and appearance. Only the objective mind can determine whether an observation is trustworthy or whether something exists objectively or only subjectively (i.e. as something subjec​tively thought or imagined to exist by one or other person or group). One person's observations cannot correct those of another, but one mind can correct the reasoning and judgments of another, including his reasoning and judgments about the trustworthiness of this or that observation.

Thinking objectively requires meeting all the “dictates of reason”, i.e. standards of rightness in thinking — standards of pure logic, mathematics, geometry, ethics, and all other a priori sciences. One who does not believe in his own capacity to think rightly cannot claim to have an objective notion of anything. 

Existence is relative to an order of being

An order of being is a rightly thinkable order of thinkable things, viz. of things that are rightly conceivable as existing in some form or manner. 

Some things are thinkable as they are (e.g., mathematical things), because what they are is determined fully by the order of being to which they belong (e.g., the mathematical order of being). Understanding mathematics is logically sufficient for determining whether a statement about a mathematical thing is objectively true, false, or not decidable.

Other things are not thinkable as they are, because at least part of what they are is not accessible to the objective mind. For example, we can understand a triangular material object geometrically to the extent that its shape approximates a true triangle (which is a thinkable as it is). However, we cannot understand it materially, because its matter is not a thinkable thing. The word ‘matter’ does not name something to which the matter of the object is somehow an approximation. Hence, we can have hypothetical theories of physical things, but understanding a theory of physical things is not sufficient for determining whether a statement about a physical thing is objectively true, false, or not decidable. However, we cannot have theories of physical things unless we assume that there is really an order of physical being. Without that assumption, we would not be able to make sense of the question, whether this theory of physics gives us a better or more real description of the order of physical being than that theory does.

A thing exists in an order of being, if it can be located relative to other things in that order of being. A thing exists mathematically, if it can be located relative to other things in the order of mathematical being. A thing exists physically, if it can be located relative to other things in the order of physical being. And so on for every order of being.

However, the things we associate with an order of being may not fit. They may be in disorder. If the world is the sum total of all human affairs then we can and should distinguish between the order of the world (the order of personal being) and manifestations of order and disorder in the world. Every order of being implies its proper standard(s) of excellence or rectitude (rightness). By means of these standards, a right-thinking person can identify the existence of disorderly states, deficiencies and errors in the things in that order (e.g. mathematical errors in calculations, diseases in living things), in their interactions (e.g. crimes in human affairs), and in opinions and theories about such things and their conditions of order.

‘Existence’ is an ambiguous, relative term

Physical, mathematical, logical, biological, psychological, sociological, poetic existence, etc. — each of these modes of existence is different from the other modes and applies to different kinds of things. The methods for establishing the existence of a mathematical thing differ from those for determining the existence of a physical thing. There is not a single proof for the existence of x that is applicable equally to the case were x stands for an apple and to the case where x stands for the square root of -1.

‘Being’ is a univocal term

Although one kind of thing may have more or less being (viz. may be more or less real) than another, there is only one kind of being. Mathematical being and physical being are determined in the same way, viz. by showing that it is possible to think coherently about orders of mathematical, respectively physical being. 

Existence is a yes-or-no matter.

Of two existing things that share the same mode of existence (e.g. physical, or mathematical existence), each exists just as much as the other does.

Being is a matter of more or less.

Of two things that have being, one may be more real than the other. For example, a healthy horse is more of a horse (more really a horse) than a sick, a fortiori a dead, one. Some parts of mathematics are more real than others because they are thinkable in only one way, whereas we can think of different, alternate orders of, for example, geometry (with respect to straight versus curved spaces) or transfinite numbers (with or without the Continuum hypothesis).

Some things are real, although they do not exist physically

E.g., numbers, geometrical shapes, logical, mathematical, ethical truths …. These things are what they ought to be, and ought to be what they are, because they are in perfect order. We can think them as they are (in the strict sense of logical, correct thinking), although we cannot observe or detect them by physical means, or infer them from empirical data. 

Some things exist that are not real. They have no being.

(A) Mathematical errors, logical fallacies, crimes and vices are examples. They are what they ought not to be. They cannot be in order. They are manifestations of disorder. 
We can observe, detect or infer them, provided we are competent in mathematics, logic, ethics, or some other science of real things. We notice their existence when we note that things that seem to express propositions of mathematics, logic or ethics in fact lack the appropriate correctness. 

(B) “Raw” data in empirical physics provide another type of example. They are as they appear to be. There is no sense to asking what they ought to be. We can only register them as they appear in our observations. We cannot detect, infer, or think them.

Some things are real in some but not all of their parts or aspects. 

They are mixtures of being and non-being, of order and disorder. This is true for all physical things. They are all formed material things. Although their form may be thinkable, their matter is literally not thinkable.

For example, all horses resemble each other in more respects than any horse resembles any other sort of thing. Still, no two horses are exactly alike in all respects (if only because each horse is composed of pieces of matter, flesh, cells, molecules, atoms, etc. that it does not share with any other horse). Thus, we can have a good theory of horses and use it to reason correctly about horses as elements of a class, but there will always be propositions that are true for this particular horse but not for that particular horse. 

As far as such mixed things have being, it may be possible to determine whether they are to some extent what they should be, but there is no guarantee that any mixed thing is as it should be (because every mixed thing is at risk of particular disorders stemming from its non-thinkable parts). 

When Anselm wrote ‘Deus est’ (‘God is’), he meant that God is real, i.e. that God has being — indeed, necessary or undeniable being, because it is impossible to think that He has no being (or that, at one time or other, at some place or other, He might be nothing). In the realm of being we can distinguish God from all other beings, not by pointing Him out but by identifying respects in which other things lack being.
 Regarding all other things, we can always think of something that is greater in being, either because it is real in every respect they are and then some, or because its being is in every respect purer, more excellent, less dependent on contingent external conditions than theirs is. Thus, Anselm claimed that a correct formulation of the God concept as that which does not lack being in any respect ensures that the proposition “God is” is undeniably true — its untruth is not thinkable. That correct formulation is “something than which no greater in being can be thought” or “socon”. Indeed, it is not possible to think of something that is greater in being than something than which no greater in being can be thought. A socon can only be thought of as real in every thinkable respect. 

Anselm denied the possibility of locating God in any order of being. It would have been illogical, therefore, for him to try to prove the existence of God. Instead, he wanted to show that, because every order of being is thinkable only as implying its own standard of rightness or excellence, no order of being is thinkable unless we believe that Being (or Reality) itself implies every conceivable standard of rightness. The significance of Anselm's argument about Being is that it allowed him to conclude that all standards of rightness or excellence point in the same direction, because all orders of being are parts or aspects of Being itself (Supreme Being, God) and not a mass of disconnected objects of subjective thought. Consequently, as to their being, all excellences, all standards of rightness (Truth, Justice, Reason, Harmony, etc.) are essentially the same. Thus, for Anselm, believing in God implies believing that all standards of rightness point in the same direction, towards the same perfection.

Hence, Anselm's credo: “I believe in order to understand. For I believe even this: that unless I believe, I shall not understand.” We may expand this as follows: If I do not believe in God then I have no reason to seek, because then I believe that there is nothing to find. If I do not believe in God then I have no reason to seek to understand how everything we do or say refers ultimately to the same reality — a reality that is the same for and common to all of us. If you do not believe in God, everything is intrinsically meaningless; all meaning is at best self-delusion; and each of us is trapped in a virtual reality of his own or another's making. If I do not believe in God then there are no standards of rightness, and everything (including my thoughts) disintegrates into debris left by clashing intrinsically meaningless forces. Even if I accept that there are standards of rightness but do not believe in God (i.e. do not believe that they all point in the same direction), I may as well believe anything I fancy and call it right.
 If I believe that one standard of rightness may be incompatible with some or all others then there is no rightness at all. Of course, it does happen that something is right in some respects and not right in other respects, but that is different from something being wrong by one standard because it is right by another. 

As soon as we take note of the fact that ‘to be’ and ‘to exist’ are not full synonyms, we can begin to distinguish between things that effectively exist (even though they lack being or reality) and things that are real (even if they do not effectively exist). Given the variety of meanings of the word ‘existence’, it is of course possible to maintain that “to be” is one of the accepted meanings of ‘to exist’. Then we can maintain that Anselm's argument was about the existence of God in that particular sense of ‘existence’. However, that would be a sense that applies to God but not to any other thing. There is no common basis for making judgments about the existence or non-existence of God, peanuts, transfinite numbers, or 10-dimensional shapes. In contrast, there is a common basis for making judgments about the being of anything whatsoever. That common basis is that, in our thinking and by thinking, we can distinguish between what is thinkable and what is unthinkable.

2. Anselm's argument, step by step

Let us now step through Anselm’s argument. For ease of reading, I use ‘socon’ as an abbreviation for Anselm's expression ‘something greater than which nothing is thinkable’. We begin with an explication of Anselm's vocabulary. Then I explicate its logical apparatus and its philosophical framework. Finally, we look at the argument itself.
Terminology 
· (a) Socon := something greater than which nothing is imaginable
· (b) Great := excellent in some way
· For example, great in mathematics/knowledge/justice, …

· Specifically (for the purpose of understanding Anselm's argument), great in being
· (c) Greater than := greater-in-being than, i.e. more real than
· (0) Socon := something more real than which nothing is imaginable
                                                                                                                [a,b,c]

· Convention: ‘God’ is name of socon.

Therefore, 

· (1) “God is not socon” is a formal contradic​tion. 

· (2)  “God is not socon” is unthinkable.

The logical apparatus

· Postulate A: What is thinkable is imaginable; what is imaginable need not be thinkable.
· Postulate B: What is imaginable is real or imaginary, possibly real and imagined, but never neither real nor imaginary.
· (3) if a thing is imaginable and not imaginary then it is real
· Postulate C: “Socon” is a contradiction-free, intelligible concept. 

· (4) socons are imaginable.

· Postulate D: “Being real and imagined” is a contradiction-free, intelligible concept 

· (5) “Socons are real and imagined” is imaginable.

· Tautology: “A thing that is both real and imagined is more real than a thing that is not real but only imagined” 

· (6) What is imaginary (imagined but not real) is not socon.
                                                                                                   [0, 5]

· (7) “Socons are imaginary” is unthinkable
The philosophical framework 
· Rule A: What is imaginable but is unthinkable to be Q ought to be thought not to be Q.
· (8) “God is socon” ought to be thought.                           [2]

· Rule B: What ought to be thought of as Q is Q. 

· (9) God is socon.                                                        [8]

The argument

· (10) Socons are imaginable                                      [ =4]

· (11) “Socons are imaginary” is unthinkable                   [=7]

· (12) “Socons are not imaginary” ought to be thought. 

                                                                 [10, 11, Rule A]

· (13) Socons are not imaginary.                       [12, Rule B]

· (14) Socons are real.               [10, 11, 13, 3, Postulate B] 

· Conclusion: God is real.                                                  [9, 15]

3. A few notes

1) Anselm's argument does not prove that there is only one socon and that it is God. However, it is easy to prove that every socon is as great-in-being (i.e. as real) as any other socon in every respect and regarding every excellence. Moreover, Anselm did not set out to prove that God is a socon or a supreme Being. His aim was to prove that God is socon, i.e. Supreme Being itself. God is not an element in a class of similar things. He is literally sui generis. 
2) We can only think of an order of being as necessarily greater in being than any thing in that order. The mathematical order of being is greater, more real than any number, definition or theorem in it. The cosmological order of being is greater, more real than any physical thing, object, field or force in it. However, an order of socons is unthinkable, because we would have to think of it as greater than which nothing greater is thinkable. Still, we cannot think of socons as in any way disordered. Therefore, ‘socon’ denotes perfect order, viz. rightness in every conceivable way. 
3) Anselm further argued that what is greater than which nothing else is thinkable must be greater than we can think it to be. Obviously, he could not argue that a socon is greater than it can think itself to be (for then it would not be socon to begin with). Therefore, we know that our knowledge of God is necessarily incomplete, and that our beliefs about God are possibly in error.
4) If we modify the argument to make it yield “God exists” as its conclusion then we should interpret ‘greater’ as greater-in-existence (or more existent) rather than greater-in-being (more real). That would be nonsensical. Existence is a yes-or-no matter, not a question of more or less. [The two works that form the proper context of the argument, Anselm’s Monologion and his Proslogion, abound with arguments in terms of more or less, greater or lesser being. In the whole of the Proslogion, Anselm used the Latin word for to exist only twice, and never in the course of an argument.] Moreover, the Latin ‘exsistit’ literally means “emerges”, “becomes clear” — and these meanings do not appeal to materialist, physicalist or empirical prejudices in the way “exists” does.

6) The point of interest of Anselm's argument is not whether we should add ‘God’ to the enormous list of things that exist. It is that a mind that cannot or will not accept the reality of that than which nothing greater is thinkable is incapable of thinking coherently at all. Such a mind is incapable not only of theological but also of philosophical thought. It can only play disconnected mind games, making up one “virtual reality” after another. It can think of science — any science — only as such a game, persuasive when and where it is in fashion but without validated a claim to greater rightness than other games.
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� Usually, Anselm uses ‘potest’ (can) rather than ‘valet’ (is capable of).


� In this and the previous translations, I assume that the comma in the Latin sentence suggests that we read it as ‘Exsistit (…) et in intellectu et in re’. 


� See section “� REF _Ref348426689 \h ��An alternative interpretation�”, page � PAGEREF _Ref348426689 \h ��354� above.


� Cf. the saying attributed to G.K. Chesterton, “The problem with people who have last their faith is not that they believe nothing but that they believe anything.” It cannot be found in Chesterton's writings, but it is just the sort of quip he might have made in a debate, interview or conversation.


� See page � PAGEREF common_basis_being \h ��90� below.
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