
The Ontological Argument

ANSELM (1033-1109)

Anselm was born in Italy. A Benedictine monk, he was Abbot of Bec and later

Archbishop of Canterbury. He wrote several important works on theological subjects. His

most important philosophical work is the Proslogium, in which he set forth a startling and

radically new proof for the existence of God. The proof is known as the Ontological

Argument. 

The Ontological Argument attempts to prove the existence of God by starting with

nothing more than the mere concept of the most perfect being. The argument is as follows:

1. God is the Greatest Possible Being.

2. The Greatest Possible Being exists in the mind alone.

3. It is greater to exist in reality than in the mind alone.

4. Therefore, if the Greatest Possible Being exists in the mind alone, then it is not

the greatest possible being.

5. Therefore, the Greatest Possible Being must exist in reality.

6. Therefore, God exists in reality.

Vocabulary
Ontology: the study of being

Importunity: persistence in requesting or demanding 
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Concepts:
To exist in the understanding alone:

Greatest Possible Being:

Existence as a predicate:

Questions:
1. What is your concept of the Greatest Possible Being?
2. Would existence be one of its characteristics?
3. In your own words, explain Anselm’s argument.
4. Are you convinced by it? Why or why not?
5. What is Gaunilo’s criticism of the argument? 
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PROSLOGIUM

. . . I BEGAN TO ASK MYSELF

whether there might be found a single argu-

ment which would require no other for its

proof than itself alone; and alone would suf-

fice to demonstrate that God truly exists, and

that there is a supreme good requiring noth-

ing else, which all other things require for

their existence and well-being; and whatever

we believe regarding the divine Being.

Although I often and earnestly direct-

ed my thought to this end, and at some times

that which I sought seemed to be just within

my reach, while again it wholly evaded my

mental vision, at last in despair I was about to

cease, as if from the search for a thing which

could not be found. But when I wished to

exclude this thought altogether, lest, by busy-

ing my mind to no purpose, it should keep me

from other thoughts, in which I might be suc-

cessful; then more and more, though I was

unwilling and shunned it, it began to force

itself upon me, with a kind of importunity.

So, one day, when I was exceedingly wearied

with resisting its importunity, in the very con-

flict of my thoughts, the proof of which I had

despaired offered itself, so that I eagerly



embraced the thoughts which I was strenu-

ously repelling. . . .

And so, Lord, do you, who does

give understanding to faith, give me, so far

as you know it to be profitable, to under-

stand that you are as we believe; and that

you are that which we believe. And, indeed,

we believe that you are a being than which

nothing greater can be conceived. Or is

there no such nature, since the fool has said

in his heart, there is no God? But, at any

rate, this very fool, when he hears of this

being of which I speak — a being than

which nothing greater can be conceived —

understands what he hears, and what he

understands is in his understanding;

although he does not understand it to exist.

For, it is one thing for an object to

be in the understanding, and another to

understand that the object exists. When a

painter first conceives of what he will after-

wards perform, he has it in his understand-

ing, but he does not yet understand it to be,

because he has not yet performed it. But

after he has made the painting, he both has

it in his understanding, and he understands

that it exists, because he has made it.

Therefore, even the fool is con-

vinced that something exists in the under-

standing, at least, than which nothing

greater can be conceived. For, when he

hears of this, he understands it. And what-

ever is understood, exists in the understand-

ing. And assuredly that, than which nothing

greater can be conceived, cannot exist in the

understanding alone. For, suppose it exists

in the understanding alone: then it can be

conceived to exist in reality; which is

greater.

Therefore, if that, than which noth-

ing greater can be conceived, exists in the

understanding alone, this very being, than

which nothing greater can be conceived, is

not the greatest possible being. But obvi-

ously this is impossible. Hence, there is no

doubt that there exists a being, than which

nothing greater can be conceived, and it

exists both in the understanding and in real-

ity....

And it assuredly exists so truly, that

it cannot be conceived not to exist. For, it is

possible to conceive of a being which can-

not be conceived not to exist, and this is

greater than one which can be conceived

not to exist. Therefore, if that, than which

nothing greater can be conceived, can be

conceived not to exist, it is not that, than

which nothing greater can be conceived.

But this is an irreconcilable contradiction.

There is, then, so truly a being than which

nothing greater can be conceived to exist,

that it cannot even be conceived not to

exist; and this Being you are, O Lord, our

God.

So truly, therefore, you do exist, O

Lord, my God, that you can not be con-
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ceived not to exist; and rightly. For if a

mind could conceive of a being better than

Thee, the creature would rise above the

Creator; and this is most absurd. And,

indeed, whatever else there is, except Thee

alone, can be conceived not to exist. To

Thee alone, therefore, it belongs to exist

more truly than all other beings, and hence

in a higher degree than all others. For, what-

ever else exists does not exist so truly, and

hence in a less degree it belongs to it to

exist. Why, then, has the fool said in his

heart, there is no God, since it is so evident,

to a rational mind, that You do exist in the

highest degree of all? Why, except that he is

dull and a fool? ...

In Behalf of the Fool

AN ANSWER TO THE ARGU-

MENT OF ANSELM BY GAUNILO

...if it should be said that a being

which cannot be even conceived in terms of

any fact, is in the understanding. I do not

deny that this being is, accordingly, in my

understanding. But since through this fact it

can in no wise attain to real existence also,

I do not yet concede to it that existence at

all, until some certain proof of it shall be

given.

For he who says that this Being

exists, because otherwise the Being which

is greater than all will not be greater than

all, does not attend strictly to what he is say-

ing. For I do not yet say, no, I even deny or

doubt that this Being is greater than any real

object. Nor do I concede to it any other

existence than this (if it should be called

existence) which it has when the mind,

according to a word merely heard, tries to

form the image of an object absolutely

unknown to it.

How, then, is the veritable exis-

tence of that Being proved to me from the

assumption, by hypothesis, that it is greater

than all other beings? For I should still deny

this, or doubt your demonstration of it, to

this extent, that I should not admit that this

being is in my understanding and concept

even in the way in which many objects

whose real existence is uncertain and doubt-

ful, are in my understanding and concept.

For it should be proved first that this being

itself really exists somewhere; and then,

from the fact that it is greater than all, we

shall not hesitate to infer that it also subsists

in itself.

For example: it is said that some-

where in the ocean is an island, which,

because of the difficulty, or rather the

impossibility, of discovering what does not

exist, is called the lost island. And they say

that this island has an inestimable wealth of

all manner of riches and delicacies in

greater abundance than is told of the Islands

of the Blessed; and that having no owner or
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inhabitant, it is more excellent than all other

countries, which are inhabited by mankind,

in the abundance with which it is stored.

Now if someone should tell me that

there is such an island, I should easily

understand his words, in which there is no

difficulty. But suppose that he went on to

say, as if by a logical inference: “You can no

longer doubt that this island which is more

excellent than all lands exists somewhere,

since you have no doubt that it is in your

understanding. And since it is more excel-

lent not to be in the understanding alone,

but to exist both in the understanding and in

reality, for this reason it must exist. For if it

does not exist, any land which really exists

will be more excellent than it; and so the

island already understood by you to be

more excellent will not be more excellent.”

If a man should try to prove to me

by such reasoning that this island truly

exists, and that its existence should no

longer be doubted, either I should believe

that he was jesting, or I know not which I

ought to regard as the greater fool: myself,

supposing that I should allow this proof; or

him, if he should suppose that he had estab-

lished with any certainty the existence of

this island. For he ought to show first that

the hypothetical excellence of this island

exists as a real and indubitable fact, and in

no wise as any unreal object, or one whose

existence is uncertain, in my understanding. 

ANSELM’S REPLY

But you say, it is as if one should

suppose an island in the ocean, which sur-

passes all lands in its fertility, and which,

because of the difficulty, or rather the

impossibility, of discovering what does not

exist, is called a lost island; and should say

that there can be no doubt that this island

truly exists in reality, for this reason, that

one who hears it described easily under-

stands what he hears.

Now I promise confidently that if

any man shall devise anything existing

either in reality or in concept alone (except

that than which a greater cannot be con-

ceived) to which he can adapt the sequence

of my reasoning, I will discover that thing,

and will give him his lost island, not to be

lost again.

But it now appears that this being

than which a greater is inconceivable can-

not be conceived not to be, because it exists

on so assured a ground of truth; for other-

wise it would not exist at all.

Hence, if anyone says that he con-

ceives this being not to exist, I say that at

the time when he conceives of this either he

conceives of a being than which a greater is

inconceivable, or he does not conceive at

all. If he does not conceive, he does not

conceive of the nonexistence of that of

which he does not conceive. But if he does

conceive, he certainly conceives of a being
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which cannot be even conceived not to

exist. For if it could be conceived not to

exist, it could be conceived to have a begin-

ning and an end. But this is impossible.

He, then, who conceives of this

Being conceives of a Being which cannot

be even conceived not to exist; but he who

conceives of this Being does not conceive

that it does not exist; else he conceives what

is inconceivable. The nonexistence, then, of

that than which a greater cannot be con-

ceived is inconceivable.

From the Proslogium, translated by Sindey

Norton Deane, 1903.
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