Descartes’ Second Proof of God’s Existence (the Ontological Argument)


I think the best way to think of the argument is to divide it into two parts: first, that existence is part of the idea of  God in the same way that being a prince is part of the idea of Hamlet; second, that  because this is so, it follows that God has to exist. Most of the class discussion was about the first part. Here some people argued against Descartes that existence is part of the idea of anything whatever - Hamlet, Santa Claus, you name it. I think this may be right, but if we want to see what’s wrong with the Ontological argument, it doesn’t go far enough: unless you refute the second part, then Descartes will still be able to show that God exists, using the premiss that existence is part of the idea of God. Of course he’ll also be able to show that Santa Claus exists - so we know there’s got to be something wrong with his argument - but until we see what’s wrong with the second part, we won’t know what’s wrong with it. Another argument suggested against the first part was the claim that existence isn’t part of the idea of God or of anything else. That was Kant’s view; Kant thought that existence wasn’t really a property of something like being red or being 5 feet high - a lot of people think Kant was right about this, but I have never understood what it means to say that, for example, I exist but that I don’t have the property of existing.


I think the best way to approach the argument is to just give Descartes the first part - and see whether he can use it to show that God exists. The way the argument is supposed to work is plainly to say that if existence is part of the idea of God in the way that being a prince is part of the idea of Hamlet, then everything you can legitimately say about Hamlet being a prince you can say about God existing. So for example, since you can say that Hamlet, if he exists, is a prince, you can say that God, if he exists, exists. This seems true enough, but it doesn’t help the argument - to say that God exists if he exists isn’t to say that God exists.



What Descartes needs to say is that Hamlet is a prince - not that he’s a prince if he exists, but that he is a prince whether or not he exists. If that’s right, then the analogy for God is not that if he exists he exists, but just that he exists - that he exists whether or not he exists - which means that even if he doesn’t exist he does - which really amounts to saying that he does. So I think Descartes’ argument works if he’s allowed to say that you don’t need to exist in order to have properties .I suspect Descartes does think this: that Santa Claus has a beard even though he doesn’t exist; etc.


Why would anyone get the idea that you can have properties even if you don’t exist? I gave the example of the element coloradium, which no one has ever made - so in that sense it doesn’t exist - but which has properties like atomic number, etc. I think that when Descartes talks about triangles etc. he has some thought like this in mind: he thinks there aren’t really any triangles - no real perfect triangles, but that there are still true things you can say about triangles, and so triangles have properties even though they don’t exist.


And I think one can object to this by saying that we can agree with the idea that there are truths about triangles and coloradium, without saying that non-existent things have properties. Instead, we should say that there’s a difference between triangles and the property triangularity, a difference between a lump of coloradium and the property being coloradium, and a difference between God and the property of being God. Even if there are no triangles, there is a property triangularity, and a lot of things you can say about it: e.g. that if anything had that property it would have to have its angles add up to 180o : you might even say that this is a property of the property triangularity: that it requires the things that have it to have angles that add up to 180. In the same way, it isn’t that Hamlet’s a prince - there is no Hamlet, so none to be a prince - but there is a property Hamletness, and one property of Hamletness is that anyone who has it needs to be a prince. As for God and his existence; the property being God has this property: that anything that has it needs to exist too (by the way, I suspect that the same is true of any property - that to have it, you need to exist), but this doesn’t mean that anyone has the property being God - i.e. it doesn’t mean that God exists. 

