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N the last issue we con-
sidered the ontological 
argument for the exis-

tence of a god. A second so-
called 'proof' is the cosmo-
logical argument. The term 
originates with Kant and 
derives from the Greek 
kosmos, meaning ‘cosmos’ 
or ‘universe’, and logos 
meaning ‘blueprint’ or 
‘plan’. It is basically the 
argument that the world is 
unintelligible without the 
existence of God – that 
indeed the world’s very 
existence also proves God’s 
existence. It is sometimes referred to as the first cause 
argument, though there are a number of different formu-
lations. A simple version would be to state that: 

1. Everything that exists has a cause of its existence. 
2. The universe exists. 
3. Therefore the universe has a cause of its existence. 
4. That cause is God. 
5. Therefore God exists. 
 
The first cause argument goes back to Plato in his Laws. 
In order for there to be causes undergoing and transmit-
ting changes, there must be an uncaused cause to origi-
nate the movement. Plato further suggested that the only 
kind of reality with the power of spontaneous movement 
is soul. In the Metaphysics Aristotle writes that change 
implies an ultimate unchanging source of movement be-
cause there cannot be an infinite regress of causes. “If 
there is nothing eternal, then there can be no becoming: 
for there must be something which undergoes the process 
of becoming, that is, that from which things came to be; 
and the last member of this series must be ungenerated, 
for the series must start with something, since nothing 
can come of nothing”. 

Another formulation is the argument from contingency, 
which is the third of the ‘Five Ways’ or arguments for the 
existence of God outlined by Aquinas in his Summa The-
ologica and draws on the distinction between things that 
exist necessarily and things that exist contingently. He 
suggests that there must be a good reason why things 
exist or, as Leibniz put it in his Monadology (1714), there 
must be a ‘sufficient reason’ why something exists. The 
argument assumes that each item in nature points be-
yond itself  – logically, it could have not have been, and 
its existence is contingent on something else for its suffi-
cient explanation. Therefore, either the regress of expla-
nations run out to infinity, with the result that nothing is 

ever finally explained, or 
else it must terminate in a 
self-sufficient or necessary 
being which neither needs 
nor is capable of further 
explanation.  

This formulation could be 
expressed as follows: 

1.Everything that exists 
contingently has a reason 
for its existence. 
2.The universe exists con-
tingently. 
3.Therefore the universe has 
a reason for its existence. 

4. The reason for its existence is a necessary being which 
is not contingent, i.e. God. 

5. Therefore God exists. 

This argument is easily challenged. What, for example, 
does it mean by a ‘necessary being’? Logically the word 
‘necessary’ is only applied to analytic propositions which 
it is self-contradictory to deny. And why cannot the uni-
verse be its own reason for existing? Hume makes this 
point in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion 
(1779) when he says that if you explain each individual 
contingent thing in the universe you are actually explain-
ing the universe, and it is a fallacy of composition to 
suppose that you still have to explain the existence of the 
universe as a whole. 

Kant also questioned the term ‘necessary being’ and sug-
gested that it renders the cosmological argument the first 
step of the ontological argument or a concealed version 
of it. We never have any justification for assuming that 
the series of contingently existing things terminates in 
something absolutely necessary. Even if we could legiti-
mately form the idea of something absolutely necessary, 
we can never prove the actual let alone necessary exis-
tence of such a thing from its concept because, once 
again, being is obviously not a real predicate. Being or 
existence is not something we can properly include in a 
concept but is actually something we add to a concept 
when we say that the concept has an object. Kant is of 
course absolutely right: we cannot prove the existence of 
a god from His concept alone. Indeed Kant insists cor-
rectly that all the traditional arguments illicitly assume 
the existence of something that is a mere idea.  

In his book Think, Simon Blackburn mentions the story 
of the Indian philosopher who, when asked what the 
world rested on, replied ‘an elephant’, and when asked 
what the elephant rested on, replied ‘a tortoise’;         ––> 
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and when asked what the tortoise rested on, begged to 
change the subject. Is it easier to assume that the universe 
is self-caused or that the universe is caused by a god who 
is self-caused? Applying Occam’s Razor – the principle of 
reducing assumptions to the absolute minimum – the 
former is the more appropriate assumption, whereas the 
latter makes another unsupportable statement.  

The same point applies to the contingency argument. It 
may be the universe itself which neither needs nor is ca-
pable of further explanation. As Bertrand Russell sug-
gested in Why I Am Not a Christian (1967), “I should 
say that the universe is just there, and that’s all”. Or, as 
Hawking puts it in A Brief History of Time, “if the uni-
verse is really completely self-contained, having no 
boundary or edge, it would have neither beginning nor 
end; it would simply be. What place, then, for a creator?” 

In The Kalam Cosmological Argument (1979) William 
Lane Craig adopted an argument presented by the Kalam 
school of philosophy in medieval Islam which assumes 
that, since actual infinity is not possible, the universe 
must have begun in a moment of time, which is caused 
by God. This approach highlights the paradox of the 
entire cosmological argument, based as it is on the an-
cient idea that nothing can come of nothing. For it argues 
the precise opposite, namely that God created the uni-
verse out of nothing.  

Superficially, the Big Bang might assume a creator, but 
most scientists think that it occurred ‘out of nothing’, or 
even that it is part of a series of events in which the uni-
verse expands, then shrinks, and then the process repeats 
itself forever in an oscillating universe. There may also be 
other Big Bangs in other universes and indeed we may be 
part of a multiverse or infinity of universes. 

We might also add that a 'first cause' or ‘prime mover’  is 
not an ultimate explanation of anything unless we can 
explain this unmoved mover and its motives for creating 
the universe in the first place. Why is the first cause as-
sumed to be a personal being called ‘God’?  

What did God seek to achieve? Why was God not 'self-
sufficient'? Does God have 'human' desires? Is God, in-
deed, in any way like ourselves? Was God lonely before 
and created us for companionship? Or as a toy? Or even 
as a victim? Unless we can answer at least some of these 
questions satisfactorily, a god as prime mover really ex-
plains very little of any significance.  

         In the next issue: The Teleological Argument 
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