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2.3. Gödel’s Ontological Argument 70
2.4. On That Than Which No Worse Can Be Conceived 72
2.5. Concluding Remarks 96

3. Cosmological Arguments 97
3.1. Some Initial Considerations 97
3.2. Aquinas’ First Three Ways 98
3.3. Descartes’ Causal Argument 107
3.4. Leibniz’s Argument 119
3.5. Meyer and the Axiom of Choice 123
3.6. Koons and Contingency 125
3.7. Gale, Pruss, and ‘Weak’ Sufficient Reason 130
3.8. Craig and the Kalām Arguments 137
3.9. Smith’s Atheological Cosmological Arguments 154
3.10. Concluding Remarks 168

4. Teleological Arguments 174
4.1. Biological Design: Paley 174

vii

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-86386-5 - Arguing about Gods
Graham Oppy
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521863864
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


viii Contents

4.2. Biological Design: Behe 187
4.3. Cosmic Fine-Tuning 200
4.4. Hume’s Criticisms of Arguments for Design 228
4.5. Concluding Remarks 240

5. Pascal’s Wager 241
5.1. The Argument 241
5.2. Some Objections to the Argument 243
5.3. Objections Involving Infinity 249
5.4. Modified Wagers 255
5.5. Concluding Remarks 258

6. Arguments from Evil 259
6.1. Preliminary Considerations 260
6.2. ‘Logical’ Arguments from Evil 262
6.3. Evidential Arguments from Evil (co-written with Michael

J. Almeida) 289
6.4. The Problem of Heaven (co-written with Yujin Nagasawa

and Nick Trakakis) 314
6.5. Concluding Remarks 329

7. Other Arguments 331
7.1. Arguments from Authority 332
7.2. Arguments from Religious Experience 345
7.3. Arguments from Morality 352
7.4. Arguments from Miracles 376
7.5. Arguments from Consciousness 382
7.6. Arguments from Puzzling Phenomena 401

8. Concluding Remarks 414
8.1. Clifford 416
8.2. James 422
8.3. Concluding Remarks 425

References 427

Index 445

© Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-86386-5 - Arguing about Gods
Graham Oppy
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/0521863864
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


Preface

As I indicated in the preface to my book Philosophical Perspectives on Infin-
ity (2006), this work on arguments about the existence of orthodoxly con-
ceived monotheistic gods was initially intended to form part of a larger work
under the title God and Infinity. However, while there are places in which I do
appeal to my earlier work on infinity – and while there are also places where I
try to note the ways in which considerations about the infinite have a dif-
ferential impact on arguments about the existence of orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic gods – I think that it is fair to say that the finished work is more
in the nature of an interim summary of my views on arguments about the
existence of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods.

There are various reasons why this work is only an interim summary. First,
there are ways in which my views about the topics discussed in this book have
changed over time; I see no reason why there will not be further changes
in the future. Second, the nature of the subject ensures that there are many
important topics that bear directly on the assessment of arguments about
the existence of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods, but about which
nothing is said in this book. While I would like to have given an encyclope-
dic discussion of the subject, it is doubtful that I would have found either
publisher or readers if I had tried to do so. Third, I have no doubt that there
will be interesting new formulations of arguments about the existence of
orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods that appear in the near future –
and those new formulations may have important consequences for the chief
claims that are defended in the present book. Fourth, there is another part
of the projected larger work – on the topic of the properties that are typ-
ically assigned to orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods – that forms a
companion to the present work but that is not yet ready for publication.
Some of the material that one might have thought ought to be discussed in
the present work will actually turn up in that other volume, when it finally
sees the light of day.
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Introduction

As its title suggests, this book is about arguments about gods. More exactly, it is
a book about arguments about orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods. In
particular, it focuses on the kinds of arguments that contemporary Christian
philosophers of religion typically give when they give arguments on behalf
of the claim that the orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god in which they
happen to believe exists.

In this book, I take it for granted that there is nothing incoherent –
doxastically impossible – in the idea that our universe was created ex nihilo
by an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good being. I propose to consider
this question further in a companion volume that is currently incomplete;
however, I do not propose there to defend the view that there is something
incoherent – doxastically impossible – in the idea that our universe was
created ex nihilo by an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good being.

The main thesis that I wish to defend in the present book is that there
are no successful arguments about the existence of orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic gods – that is, no arguments that ought to persuade those
who have reasonable views about the existence of orthodoxly conceived
monotheistic gods to change their minds. Since I also contend that there
is a very wide range of reasonable views about the existence of orthodoxly
conceived monotheistic gods that it is possible for reasonable people to
maintain, I take it that the main thesis that I wish to defend is denied by
many contemporary philosophers. If the argument of my book is successful,
then at least some of those philosophers will be led to change their minds
about some things.

The division of the material in the book is, in some ways, quite conven-
tional: there is a chapter on ontological arguments, a chapter on cosmolog-
ical arguments, a chapter on teleological arguments, a chapter on Pascal’s
wager, a chapter on arguments from evil, and a chapter on other arguments.
Book-ending these chapters, there is an introductory discussion of relevant
issues and a concluding discussion that revisits some of the matters raised

xv
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xvi Introduction

in the introductory discussion. However, there is not much material in this
book that can be found in other books that cover more or less the same
territory.

In chapter 1, after some brief remarks about taxonomies of arguments
about orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods, there are three related top-
ics that are discussed. The first of these topics concerns the nature of argu-
ments and argumentation, and the connections that obtain between suc-
cessful argumentation and reasonable believing. In this section, I sketch
my views about rationality and rational belief revision, arguments, rational
argumentation amongst rational agents, and the bearing of our departures
from perfect rationality on each of the aforementioned topics. The second
topic taken up in the first chapter concerns the tenability of agnosticism.
Here, I argue that there is no reason at all to suppose that there cannot
be reasonable agnostics, that is, reasonable people who suspend judgment
on the question of whether there are orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
gods. The third topic taken up in the first chapter concerns the bearing
of the construction of cases for the existence of unorthodoxly conceived
monotheistic gods – for example, perfectly evil monotheistic gods – on the
reasonableness of belief in orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods. Here,
I try to defend the view that, while non-theists can reasonably judge that the
case for a given unorthodoxly conceived monotheistic god is no less strong
than the case for any orthodoxly conceived monotheistic god, theists can
reasonably judge that this is not so.

In chapter 2, the discussion of ontological arguments takes for granted
the material that is contained in my earlier book on this topic: Oppy (1995c).
In the first section of this chapter, I criticise the ‘general objection to onto-
logical arguments’ that I presented in my earlier book; I no longer believe
that this ‘general objection’ has any teeth. In the second section of this
chapter, I discuss a category of ontological arguments – mereological onto-
logical arguments – that received almost no attention in Oppy (1995c). In
the third section of this chapter, I provide a slightly more extensive discus-
sion of Gödel’s ontological argument than is to be found in Oppy (1995c).
In particular, I defend the claim that there is an application of Gaunilo’s
famous ‘lost island’ criticism of St. Anselm’s ontological argument that can
be applied to one version of Gödel’s ontological argument. Finally, in the
fourth section of this chapter, I provide a careful examination of the argu-
ments of Chambers (2000), and respond to some criticisms of Oppy (1995c)
that are made in that work.

The discussion of cosmological arguments that occurs in chapter 3 has
several parts. First, I have included some discussion of historically impor-
tant cosmological arguments in the work of Aquinas, Descartes, and Leib-
niz. Next, I turn my attention to contemporary defences of cosmological
arguments in the work of Bob Meyer, Robert Koons, Richard Gale and Alex
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Introduction xvii

Pruss, and William Lane Craig. Finally, I consider the novel atheological
cosmological argument that is defended by Quentin Smith. Since there are
many cosmological arguments that are not considered in this discussion, it
is important that I note here that I consider these to be the best arguments
of this kind that have been advanced thus far. Given that none of these argu-
ments is successful, there is very good reason to think that no cosmological
argument that has been advanced hitherto is successful.

In chapter 4, I begin with a reconsideration of Paley’s argument for
design. I argue that this argument has been misunderstood by almost every-
one who has commented on it in the past fifty years. Moreover, I claim that,
when the argument is properly understood, it is readily seen to be deficient.
Finally – and importantly – I claim that there is no reason to suppose that
Michael Behe’s recent revival of Paley’s argument avoids the criticisms that
are sufficient to sink Paley’s argument. After a fairly careful discussion of
Behe’s work, I move on to consider the recent enthusiasm for ‘cosmic fine-
tuning’ arguments for design. Following Manson (2003), I distinguish sev-
eral different variants of this type of argument, and then argue that none
of the variants that I consider is successful. Again, it is important that I
note here that I take it that I have examined the best arguments of this
kind that have thus far been propounded. Finally, I turn to a discussion of
Hume’s famous critique of arguments for design in his Dialogues Concerning
Natural Religion. I’m a big fan of Hume’s Dialogues; so it should come as
no surprise that I defend the claim that it is a mistake to suppose that the
various arguments for intelligent design can be shown to be unsuccessful
without any appeal to the kinds of philosophical considerations that make
an appearance in Hume’s Dialogues.

Chapter 5 is a brief discussion of Pascal’s wager argument. I think that it
is pretty obvious that this argument has nothing going for it; nonetheless, it
is not hard to find contemporary philosophers who disagree. I list a dozen
or so considerations, each of which seems to me to be sufficient to establish
that Pascal’s wager argument is unsuccessful or, at any rate, to establish that
there are large classes of non-theists who are quite properly unmoved by the
argument.

In chapter 6, I turn my attention to arguments from evil. As I note at the
outset, I am quite happy to allow that there are no successful arguments from
evil. However, there are many contemporary philosophers of religion who
are prepared to take some arguments for the existence of orthodoxly con-
ceived monotheistic gods seriously while off-handedly dismissing arguments
from evil. I claim that this is a mistake. There is perhaps more to be learned
from a reconsideration of Mackie’s ‘logical’ argument from evil than there
is to be learned from a close examination of cosmological arguments – or
so I am prepared to contend. At the very least, ‘logical’ arguments from
evil are in no worse shape than any of the positive arguments that can be
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xviii Introduction

advanced on behalf of the existence of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic
gods. Moreover, it is equally a mistake to suppose that currently popular
‘sceptical theist’ critiques of evidential arguments from evil establish that
there is something wrong with the rationality of those who make the kinds of
judgments that are required for endorsement of the premises of those argu-
ments. I am happy enough to grant that those judgments are not rationally
required; but I deny that sceptical theists have shown that those judgments
are rationally impermissible. Finally, I think that it is a mistake to suppose
that one can get a satisfactory response to arguments from evil merely by
appealing to the claim that there is a paradisiacal afterlife that at least some
of us will enjoy. If you are serious about ‘defending’ the claim that there is
no inconsistency amongst the various propositions that make up the tra-
ditional ‘problem of evil’, then you cannot hope to mount this ‘defence’
by appealing to other controversial propositions that you happen to
accept.

The arguments that are discussed in chapter 7 are quite diverse. I consider
arguments from authority, that is, arguments from consensus, historical tra-
dition, expert testimony, and scripture; arguments from religious experience,
focussing in particular on the argument of Swinburne (1979); arguments
from morality, that is, arguments from objective values, virtue, happiness,
scripture, justice, the costs of irreligion, heavenly reward, conscience, con-
vergence, and practical reason; arguments from miracles; arguments from
consciousness, focussing again on Swinburne (1979); and arguments from
puzzling phenomena, that is, arguments from providence, efficacy of prayer,
mathematical knowledge, the nature of Jesus, unbelief, mystery, informa-
tion, and beauty. In this section, some of the arguments that are considered
are not even prima facie plausible; however, almost all of them have at least
some contemporary defenders.

Finally, in chapter 8, there is a brief discussion of the contrasting views
of Clifford and James on the ethics of belief. I defend the view that, while
both Clifford and James are strictly speaking mistaken in the claims that they
advance, there is something in the ballpark of Clifford’s famous Principle
that ought to be accepted: it is, indeed, irrational, always, everywhere, and for
anyone, to believe anything that is not appropriately proportioned to the reasons and
evidence that are possessed by that one. But this version of Clifford’s Principle has
no interesting consequences for the discussion of arguments about the exis-
tence of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods; rather, it coheres nicely
with the claim that there are no successful arguments about the existence
of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods.

As I make clear at various places in the text, I view the argument of
this book as a work in progress. I am very firmly of the belief that there
are no supernatural entities of any kind; a fortiori, I am very firmly of the
belief that there are no orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods. I am also
pretty firmly of the belief that, even by quite strict standards, those who
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Introduction xix

believe in the existence of orthodoxly conceived monotheistic gods need
not thereby manifest some kind of failure of rationality. If I cannot find a
satisfactory way to put these two beliefs together, then it will certainly be
the latter that falls by the wayside; but I see no reason for thinking that it
is not possible consistently – and, indeed, reasonably – to hang on to both
beliefs.
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