Anselm’s Ontological Argument

Anselm's argument rests on three premises:

(1) God is that than which none greater can be conceived.

(2) That which exists in re is greater than that which exists in intellectu alone.

(3) God's existence in re is conceivable.

The fool may be understood to say:

(4) (a) God exists in intellectu, but (b) God does not exist in re.

We may think of Anselm's argument in chapter two of the Proslogion as an argumentum reductio ad absurdum derived from (4) and the Anselmian premises (in italics).

(5) If God did exist in re, then he would be greater than he is. [from (2) and (4)]

(6) It is conceivable that there is a being greater than God. [From (3) and (5)]

(7) It is conceivable that there is a being greater than the being than which nothing greater can be conceived. [From (1) and (6)].

Since (7) is self-contradictory, the assumption (4) from which the contradiction was validly deduced is false. It is not the case that God exists in intellectu and not in re. Therefore, given (3), God exists in both the understanding and in reality. It follows (by the logical rule of “simplification”) that God exists in reality. Thus, if a person can conceive of a being than Whom none greater exists, God exists. Such a being can be conceived. Therefore, God exists. Q.E.D.

