
There has existed from eternity some one unchange-
able and independent being. For since something
must needs have been from eternity; as hath been
already proved, and is granted on all hands: either
there has always existed one unchangeable and inde-
pendent Being, from which all other beings that are or
ever were in the universe, have received their origi-
nal; or else there has been an infinite succession of
changeable and dependent beings, produced one from
another in an endless progression, without any origi-
nal cause at all: which latter supposition is so very
absurd, that tho’ all atheism must in its account of
most things (as shall be shown hereafter) terminate
in it, yet I think very few atheists ever were so
weak as openly and directly to defend it. For it is
plainly impossible and contradictory to itself. I shall
not argue against it from the supposed impossibility of
infinite succession, barely and absolutely considered in
itself; for a reason which shall be mentioned hereafter:
but, if we consider such an infinite progression, as one
entire endless series of dependent beings; ’tis plain this
whole series of beings can have no cause from without,
of its existence; because in it are supposed to be
included all things that are or ever were in the uni-
verse: and ’tis plain it can have no reason within itself,
of its existence; because no one being in this infinite

succession is supposed to be self-existent or necessary
(which is the only ground or reason of existence of
any thing, that can be imagined within the thing itself, as
will presently more fully appear), but every one
dependent on the foregoing: and where no part is nec-
essary, ’tis manifest the whole cannot be necessary;
absolute necessity of existence, not being an outward,
relative, and accidental determination; but an inward
and essential property of the nature of the thing
which so exists. An infinite succession therefore of
merely dependent beings, without any original inde-
pendent cause; is a series of beings, that has neither
necessity nor cause, nor any reason at all of its exis-
tence, neither within itself nor from without: that is, ’tis
an express contradiction and impossibility; ’tis a sup-
posing something to be caused, (because it’s granted in
every one of its stages of succession, not to be neces-
sary and from itself); and yet that in the whole it is
caused absolutely by nothing: Which every man knows
is a contradiction to be done in time; and because
duration in this case makes no difference, ’tis equally
a contradiction to suppose it done from eternity: And
consequently there must on the contrary, of necessity
have existed from eternity, some one immutable and
independent Being: Which, what it is, remains in the
next place to be inquired.

II.B.3

An Examination of the Cosmological Argument
WILLIAM ROWE

Brief biographical remarks about William Rowe appear before selection I.B.9. In the present selection,
taken from the second edition of his Philosophy of Religion: An Introduction (1993), Rowe
begins by distinguishing between a priori and a posteriori arguments and setting the cosmological argument
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in historical perspective. Next, he divides the argument into two parts: that which seeks to prove the
existence of a self-existent being and that which seeks to prove that this self-existent being is the God of
theism. He introduces the principle of sufficient reason—“There must be an explanation (a) of the
existence of any being and (b) of any positive fact whatever”—and shows its role in the cosmological
argument. In the light of this principle, he examines the argument itself and four objections to it.

STAT ING THE ARGUMENT

Arguments for the existence of God are commonly
divided into a posteriori arguments and a priori argu-
ments. An a posteriori argument depends on a prin-
ciple or premise that can be known only by means
of our experience of the world. An a priori argu-
ment, on the other hand, purports to rest on prin-
ciples all of which can be known independently of
our experience of the world, by just reflecting on
and understanding them. Of the three major argu-
ments for the existence of God—the Cosmological,
the Teleological, and the Ontological—only the
last of these is entirely a priori. In the Cosmological
Argument one starts from some simple fact about
the world, such as that it contains things which
are caused to exist by other things. In the Teleolog-
ical Argument a somewhat more complicated fact
about the world serves as a starting point, the
fact that the world exhibits order and design. In
the Ontological Argument, however, one begins
simply with a concept of God….

Before we state the Cosmological Argument
itself, we shall consider some rather general points
about the argument. Historically, it can be traced to
the writings of the Greek philosophers, Plato and
Aristotle, but the major developments in the argu-
ment took place in the thirteenth and in the eigh-
teenth centuries. In the thirteenth century Aquinas
put forth five distinct arguments for the existence
of God, and of these, the first three are versions of
the Cosmological Argument.1 In the first of these
he started from the fact that there are things in the
world undergoing change and reasoned to the con-
clusion that there must be some ultimate cause of
change that is itself unchanging. In the second he
started from the fact that there are things in the
world that clearly are caused to exist by other things
and reasoned to the conclusion that there must
be some ultimate cause of existence whose own

existence is itself uncaused. And in the third argu-
ment he started from the fact that there are things in
the world which need not have existed at all, things
which do exist but which we can easily imagine
might not, and reasoned to the conclusion that
there must be some being that had to be, that exists
and could not have failed to exist. Now it might be
objected that even if Aquinas’ arguments do prove
beyond doubt the existence of an unchanging
changer, an uncaused cause, and a being that
could not have failed to exist, the arguments fail
to prove the existence of the theistic God. For the
theistic God, as we saw, is supremely good, omnip-
otent, omniscient, and creator of but separate from
and independent of the world. How do we know,
for example, that the unchanging changer isn’t evil
or slightly ignorant? The answer to this objection is
that the Cosmological Argument has two parts. In
the first part the effort is to prove the existence of a
special sort of being, for example, a being that could
not have failed to exist, or a being that causes
change in other things but is itself unchanging. In
the second part of the argument the effort is to
prove that the special sort of being whose existence
has been established in the first part has, and must
have, the features—perfect goodness, omnipotence,
omniscience, and so on—which go together to
make up the theistic idea of God. What this
means, then, is that Aquinas’ three arguments are
different versions of only the first part of the Cos-
mological Argument. Indeed, in later sections of his
Summa Theological Aquinas undertakes to show that
the unchanging changer, the uncaused cause of
existence, and the being which had to exist are
one and the same being and that this single being
has all of the attributes of the theistic God.

We noted above that a second major develop-
ment in the Cosmological Argument took place in
the eighteenth century, a development reflected in
the writings of the German philosopher, Gottfried

WILL IAM ROWE • AN EXAMINAT ION OF THE COSMOLOG ICAL ARGUMENT 151



Leibniz (1646–1716), and especially in the writings
of the English theologian and philosopher, Samuel
Clarke (1675–1729). In 1704 Clarke gave a series of
lectures, later published under the title A Demonstra-
tion of the Being and Attributes of God. These lectures
constitute, perhaps, the most complete, forceful,
and cogent presentation of the Cosmological Argu-
ment we possess. The lectures were read by the
major skeptical philosopher of the century, David
Hume (1711–1776), and in his brilliant attack on
the attempt to justify religion in the court of reason,
his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, Hume
advanced several penetrating criticisms of Clarke’s
arguments, criticisms which have persuaded many
philosophers in the modern period to reject the
Cosmological Argument. In our study of the argu-
ment we shall concentrate our attention largely on
its eighteenth-century form and try to assess its
strengths and weaknesses in the light of the criti-
cisms which Hume and others have advanced
against it.

The first part of the eighteenth-century form of
the Cosmological Argument seeks to establish the
existence of a self-existent being. The second part
of the argument attempts to prove that the self-
existent being is the theistic God, that is, has the
features which we have noted to be basic elements
in the theistic idea of God. We shall consider
mainly the first part of the argument, for it is against
the first part that philosophers from Hume to
Russell have advanced very important objections.

In stating the first part of the Cosmological
Argument we shall make use of two important con-
cepts, the concept of a dependent being and the con-
cept of a self-existent being. By a dependent being we
mean a being whose existence is accounted for by the
causal activity of other things. Recalling Anselm’s divi-
sion into the three cases: “explained by another,”
“explained by nothing,” and “explained by itself,”
it’s clear that a dependent being is a being whose
existence is explained by another. By a self-existent
being we mean a being whose existence is accounted for
by its own nature. This idea … is an essential element
in the theistic concept of God. Again, in terms of
Anselm’s three cases, a self-existent being is a being
whose existence is explained by itself. Armed with

these two concepts, the concept of a dependent
being and the concept of a self-existent being, we
can now state the first part of the Cosmological
Argument.

1. Every being (that exists or ever did exist) is
either a dependent being or a self-existent
being.

2. Not every being can be a dependent being.

Therefore,

3. There exists a self-existent being.

DEDUCT IVE VAL ID ITY

Before we look critically at each of the premises of
this argument, we should note that this argument
is, to use an expression from the logician’s vocabu-
lary, deductively valid. To find out whether an argu-
ment is deductively valid, we need only ask the
question: If its premises were true, would its con-
clusion have to be true? If the answer is yes, the
argument is deductively valid. If the answer is no,
the argument is deductively invalid. Notice that the
question of the validity of an argument is entirely
different from the question of whether its premises
are in fact true. The following argument is made
up entirely of false statements, but it is deductively
valid.

1. Babe Ruth is the President of the United
States.

2. The President of the United States is from
Indiana.

Therefore,

3. Babe Ruth is from Indiana.

The argument is deductively valid because
even though its premises are false, if they were
true its conclusion would have to be true. Even
God, Aquinas would say, cannot bring it about
that the premises of this argument are true and
yet its conclusion is false, for God’s power extends
only to what is possible, and it is an absolute
impossibility that Babe Ruth be the President,
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the President be from Indiana, and yet Babe Ruth
not be from Indiana.

The Cosmological Argument (that is, its first
part) is a deductively valid argument. If its premises
are or were true, its conclusion would have to be
true. It’s clear from our example about Babe Ruth,
however, that the fact that an argument is deduc-
tively valid is insufficient to establish the truth of its
conclusion. What else is required? Clearly that we
know or have rational grounds for believing that
the premises are true. If we know that the Cosmo-
logical Argument is deductively valid, and can
establish that its premises are true, we shall thereby
have proved that its conclusion is true. Are, then,
the premises of the Cosmological Argument true?
To this more difficult question we must now turn.

PSR AND THE F IRST PREMISE

At first glance the first premise might appear to be
an obvious or even trivial truth. But it is neither
obvious nor trivial. And if it appears to be obvious
or trivial, we must be confusing the idea of a
self-existent being with the idea of a being that is
not a dependent being. Clearly, it is true that
any being is either a dependent being (explained
by other things) or it is not a dependent being
(not explained by other things). But what our
premise says is that any being is either a dependent
being (explained by other things) or it is a self-
existent being (explained by itself). Consider
again Anselm’s three cases.

a. explained by another
b. explained by nothing
c. explained by itself

What our first premise asserts is that each being that
exists (or ever did exist) is either of sort a or of sort c.
It denies that any being is of sort b. And it is this
denial that makes the first premise both significant
and controversial. The obvious truth we must not
confuse it with is the truth that any being is either
of sort a or not of sort a. While this is true it is
neither very significant nor controversial.

Earlier we saw that Anselm accepted as a basic
principle that whatever exists has an explanation of
its existence. Since this basic principle denies that
any thing of sort b exists or ever did exist, it’s clear
that Anselm would believe the first premise of our
Cosmological Argument. The eighteenth-century
proponents of the argument also were convinced
of the truth of the basic principle we attributed to
Anselm. And because they were convinced of its
truth, they readily accepted the first premise of
the Cosmological Argument. But by the eighteenth
century, Anselm’s basic principle had been more
fully elaborated and had received a name, the Prin-
ciple of Sufficient Reason. Since this principle (PSR, as
we shall call it) plays such an important role in jus-
tifying the premises of the Cosmological Argument,
it will help us to consider it for a moment before
we continue our enquiry into the truth or falsity of
the premises of the Cosmological Argument.

The Principle of Sufficient Reason, as it was
expressed by both Leibniz and Samuel Clarke, is a
very general principle and is best understood as hav-
ing two parts. In its first part it is simply a restate-
ment of Anselm’s principle that there must be an
explanation of the existence of any being whatever.
Thus if we come upon a man in a room, PSR
implies that there must be an explanation of the
fact that that particular man exists. A moment’s
reflection, however, reveals that there are many
facts about the man other than the mere fact that
he exists. There is the fact that the man in question
is in the room he’s in, rather than somewhere else,
the fact that he is in good health, and the fact that
he is at the moment thinking of Paris, rather than,
say, London. Now, the purpose of the second part
of PSR is to require an explanation of these facts, as
well. We may state PSR, therefore, as the principle
that there must be an explanation (a) of the existence of
any being, and (b) of any positive fact whatever. We are
now in a position to study the role this very impor-
tant principle plays in the Cosmological Argument.

Since the proponent of the Cosmological
Argument accepts PSR in both its parts, it is clear
that he will appeal to its first part, PSRa, as justifi-
cation for the first premise of the Cosmological
Argument. Of course, we can and should enquire
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into the deeper question of whether the proponent
of the argument is rationally justified in accepting
PSR itself. But we shall put this question aside for
the moment. What we need to see first is whether
he is correct in thinking that if PSR is true then
both of the premises of the Cosmological Argu-
ment are true. And what we have just seen is that
if only the first part of PSR, that is, PSRa, is true,
the first premise of the Cosmological Argument
will be true. But what of the second premise of
the argument? For what reasons does the proponent
think that it must be true?

THE SECOND PREMISE

According to the second premise, not every being
that exists can be a dependent being, that is, can
have the explanation of its existence in some
other being or beings. Presumably, the proponent
of the argument thinks there is something funda-
mentally wrong with the idea that every being that
exists is dependent, that each existing being was
caused by some other being which in turn was
caused by some other being, and so on. But just
what does he think is wrong with it? To help us
in understanding his thinking, let’s simplify things
by supposing that there exists only one thing now,
A1, a living thing perhaps, that was brought into
existence by something else, A2, which perished
shortly after it brought A1 into existence. Suppose
further that A2 was brought into existence in similar
fashion some time ago by A3, and A3 by A4, and so
forth back into the past. Each of these beings is a
dependent being, it owes its existence to the preced-
ing thing in the series. Now if nothing else ever
existed but these beings, then what the second
premise says would not be true. For if every being
that exists or ever did exist is an A and was pro-
duced by a preceding A, then every being that
exists or ever did exist would be dependent and,
accordingly, premise two of the Cosmological
Argument would be false. If the proponent of the
Cosmological Argument is correct there must,
then, be something wrong with the idea that

every being that exists or did exist is an A and
that they form a causal series: A1 caused by A2,
A2 caused by A3, A3 caused by A4, … An caused
by An+1. How does the proponent of the Cosmo-
logical Argument propose to show us that there is
something wrong with this view?

A popular but mistaken idea of how the pro-
ponent tries to show that something is wrong with
the view, that every being might be dependent, is
that he uses the following argument to reject it.

1. There must be a first being to start any causal
series.

2. If every being were dependent there would be
no first being to start the causal series.

Therefore,

3. Not every being can be a dependent being.

Although this argument is deductively valid, and its
second premise is true, its first premise overlooks
the distinct possibility that a causal series might be
infinite, with no first member at all. Thus if we go
back to our series of A beings, where each A is
dependent, having been produced by the preceding
A in the causal series, it’s clear that if the series
existed it would have no first member, for every
A in the series there would be a preceding A
which produced it, ad infinitum. The first premise
of the argument just given assumes that a causal
series must stop with a first member somewhere
in the distant past. But there seems to be no good
reason for making that assumption.

The eighteenth-century proponents of the
Cosmological Argument recognized that the causal
series of dependent beings could be infinite, with-
out a first member to start the series. They rejected
the idea that every being that is or ever was is
dependent not because there would then be no
first member to the series of dependent beings,
but because there would then be no explanation
for the fact that there are and have always been
dependent beings. To see their reasoning let’s
return to our simplification of the supposition that
the only things that exist or ever did exist are
dependent beings. In our simplification of that sup-
position only one of the dependent beings exists at
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a time, each one perishing as it produces the next in
the series. Perhaps the first thing to note about this
supposition is that there is no individual A in the
causal series of dependent beings whose existence is
unexplained—A1 is explained by A2, A2 by A3, and
An by An+1. So the first part of PSR, PSRa, appears
to be satisfied. There is no particular being whose
existence lacks an explanation. What, then, is it
that lacks an explanation, if every particular A in
the causal series of dependent beings has an expla-
nation? It is the series itself that lacks an explana-
tion, or, as I’ve chosen to express it, the fact that
there are and have always been dependent beings. For
suppose we ask why it is that there are and have
always been As in existence. It won’t do to say that
As have always been producing other As—we
can’t explain why there have always been As by
saying there always have been As. Nor, on the
supposition that only As have ever existed, can
we explain the fact that there have always been
As by appealing to something other than an A—
for no such thing would have existed. Thus the
supposition that the only things that exist or ever
existed are dependent things leaves us with a fact
for which there can be no explanation; namely,
the fact that there are and have always been
dependent beings.

QUEST IONING THE

JUST I F ICAT ION OF THE

SECOND PREMISE

Critics of the Cosmological Argument have raised
several important objections against the claim that if
every being is dependent the series or collection of
those beings would have no explanation. Our
understanding of the Cosmological Argument, as
well as of its strengths and weaknesses, will be deep-
ened by a careful consideration of these criticisms.

The first criticism is that the proponent of the
Cosmological Argument makes the mistake of
treating the collection or series of dependent beings
as though it were itself a dependent being, and,

therefore, requires an explanation of its existence.
But, so the objection goes, the collection of depen-
dent beings is not itself a dependent being any more
than a collection of stamps is itself a stamp.

A second criticism is that the proponent makes
the mistake of inferring that because each member
of the collection of dependent beings has a cause,
the collection itself must have a cause. But, as
Bertrand Russell noted, such reasoning is as falla-
cious as to infer that the human race (that is, the
collection of human beings) must have a mother
because each member of the collection (each
human being) has a mother.

A third criticism is that the proponent of the
argument fails to realize that for there to be an
explanation of a collection of things is nothing
more than for there to be an explanation of each
of the things making up the collection. Since in
the infinite collection (or series) of dependent
beings, each being in the collection does have an
explanation—by virtue of having been caused by
some preceding member of the collection—the
explanation of the collection, so the criticism
goes, has already been given. As David Hume
remarked, “Did I show you the particular causes
of each individual in a collection of twenty particles
of matter, I should think it very unreasonable,
should you afterwards ask me, what was the cause
of the whole twenty. This is sufficiently explained
in explaining the cause of the parts.”2

Finally, even if the proponent of the Cosmo-
logical Argument can satisfactorily answer these
objections, he must face one last objection to his
ingenious attempt to justify premise two of the
Cosmological Argument. For someone may agree
that if nothing exists but an infinite collection of
dependent beings, the infinite collection will have
no explanation of its existence, and still refuse to
conclude from this that there is something wrong
with the idea that every being is a dependent being.
Why, he might ask, should we think that every-
thing has to have an explanation? What’s wrong
with admitting that the fact that there are and
have always been dependent beings is a brute fact, a
fact having no explanation whatever? Why does
everything have to have an explanation anyway?
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We must now see what can be said in response to
these several objections.

Responses to Criticism

It is certainly a mistake to think that a collection of
stamps is itself a stamp, and very likely a mistake to
think that the collection of dependent beings is
itself a dependent being. But the mere fact that
the proponent of the argument thinks that there
must be an explanation not only for each member
of the collection of dependent beings but for the
collection itself is not sufficient grounds for con-
cluding that he must view the collection as itself a
dependent being. The collection of human beings,
for example, is certainly not itself a human being.
Admitting this, however, we might still seek an
explanation of why there is a collection of human
beings, of why there are such things as human
beings at all. So the mere fact that an explanation
is demanded for the collection of dependent beings
is no proof that the person who demands the expla-
nation must be supposing that the collection itself is
just another dependent being.

The second criticism attributes to the propo-
nent of the Cosmological Argument the following
bit of reasoning.

1. Every member of the collection of dependent
beings has a cause or explanation.

Therefore,

2. The collection of dependent beings has a cause
or explanation.

As we noted in setting forth this criticism, argu-
ments of this sort are often unreliable. It would be
a mistake to conclude that a collection of objects is
light in weight simply because each object in the
collection is light in weight, for if there were many
objects in the collection it might be quite heavy.
On the other hand, if we know that each marble
weighs more than one ounce, we could infer val-
idly that the collection of marbles weighs more than
an ounce. Fortunately, however, we don’t need to
decide whether the inference from 1 to 2 is valid or
invalid. We need not decide this question because

the proponent of the Cosmological Argument need
not use this inference to establish that there must be
an explanation of the collection of dependent
beings. He need not use this inference because he
has in PSR a principle from which it follows imme-
diately that the collection of dependent beings has a
cause or explanation. For according to PSR, every
positive fact must have an explanation. If it is a fact
that there exists a collection of dependent beings
then, according to PSR, that fact too must have
an explanation. So it is PSR that the proponent
of the Cosmological Argument appeals to in con-
cluding that there must be an explanation of the
collection of dependent beings, and not some dubi-
ous inference from the premise that each member
of the collection has an explanation. It seems, then,
that neither of the first two criticisms is strong
enough to do any serious damage to the reasoning
used to support the second premise of the Cosmo-
logical Argument.

The third objection contends that to explain the
existence of a collection of things is the same thing as
to explain the existence of each of its members. If we
consider a collection of dependent beings where
each being in the collection is explained by the pre-
ceding member which caused it, it’s clear that no
member of the collection will lack an explanation
of its existence. But, so the criticism goes, if we’ve
explained the existence of every member of a col-
lection, we’ve explained the existence of the collec-
tion—there’s nothing left over to be explained. This
forceful criticism, originally advanced by David
Hume, has gained considerable support in the mod-
ern period. But the criticism rests on an assumption
that the proponent of the Cosmological Argument
would not accept. The assumption is that to explain
the existence of a collection of things it is sufficient to
explain the existence of every member in the collec-
tion. To see what is wrong with this assumption is to
understand the basic issue in the reasoning by which
the proponent of the Cosmological Argument seeks
to establish that not every being can be a dependent
being.

In order for there to be an explanation of the
existence of the collection of dependent beings, it’s
clear that the eighteenth-century proponents would
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require that the following two conditions be
satisfied:

C1. There is an explanation of the existence of each
of the members of the collection of dependent
beings.

C2. There is an explanation of why there are any
dependent beings.

According to the proponents of the Cosmological
Argument, if every being that exists or ever did
exist is a dependent being—that is, if the whole
of reality consists of nothing more than a collection
of dependent beings—C1 will be satisfied, but C2
will not be satisfied. And since C2 won’t be satis-
fied, there will be no explanation of the collection
of dependent beings. The third criticism, therefore,
says in effect that if C1 is satisfied, C2 will be satis-
fied, and, since in a collection of dependent beings
each member will have an explanation in whatever
it was that produced it, C1 will be satisfied, So,
therefore, C2 will be satisfied and the collection
of dependent beings will have an explanation.

Although the issue is a complicated one, I think
it is possible to see that the third criticism rests on
a mistake: the mistake of thinking that if C1 is
satisfied C2 must also be satisfied. The mistake is
a natural one to make for it is easy to imagine
circumstances in which if C1 is satisfied C2 also
will be satisfied. Suppose, for example that the
whole of reality includes not just a collection of
dependent beings but also a self-existent being.
Suppose further that instead of each dependent
being having been produced by some other
dependent being, every dependent being was
produced by the self-existent being. Finally, let
us consider both the possibility that the collection
of dependent beings is finite in time and has a first
member, and the possibility that the collection of
dependent beings is infinite in past time, having
no first member. Using G for the self-existent
being, the first possibility may be diagramed as
follows:

G, we shall say, has always existed and always will.
We can think of d1 as some presently existing
dependent being, d2, d3, and so forth as dependent
beings that existed at some time in the past, and dn
as the first dependent being to exist. The second
possibility may be portrayed as follows:

On this diagram there is no first member of the col-
lection of dependent beings. Each member of the
infinite collection, however, is explained by refer-
ence to the self-existent being G which produced
it. Now the interesting point about both these
cases is that the explanation that has been provided
for the members of the collection of dependent
beings carries with it, at least in part, an answer to
the question of why there are any dependent beings
at all. In both cases we may explain why there are
dependent beings by pointing out that there exists a
self-existent being that has been engaged in produc-
ing them. So once we have learned that the existence
of each member of the collection of dependent
beings has its existence explained by the fact that G
produced it, we have already learned why there are
dependent beings.

Someone might object that we haven’t really
learned why there are dependent beings until we
also learn why G has been producing them. But, of
course, we could also say that we haven’t really
explained the existence of a particular dependent
being, say d3, until we also learn not just that G pro-
duced it but why G produced it. The point we need
to grasp, however, is that once we admit that every
dependent being’s existence is explained by G, we
must admit that the fact that there are dependent
beings has also been explained. So it is not unnatural
that someone should think that to explain the exis-
tence of the collection of dependent beings is nothing
more than to explain the existence of its members.
For, as we’ve seen, to explain the collection’s exis-
tence is to explain each member’s existence and to
explain why there are any dependent beings at all.
And in the examples we’ve considered, in doing

G

dndn+1 d3 d2 d1

G

dn d3 d2 d1
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the one (explaining why each dependent being
exists) we’ve already done the other (explained why
there are any dependent beings at all). We must now
see, however, that on the supposition that the whole
of reality consists only of a collection of dependent
beings, to give an explanation of each member’s exis-
tence is not to provide an explanation of why there
are dependent beings.

In the examples we’ve considered, we have gone
outside of the collection of dependent beings in order
to explain the members’ existence. But if the only
beings that exist or ever existed are dependent beings
then each dependent being will be explained by
some other dependent being, ad infinitum. This
does not mean that there will be some particular
dependent being whose existence is unaccounted
for. Each dependent being has an explanation of its
existence; namely, in the dependent being which
preceded it and produced it. So C1 is satisfied: there
is an explanation of the existence of each member of
the collection of dependent beings. Turning to C2,
however, we can see that it will not be satisfied. We
cannot explain why there are (or have ever been)
dependent beings by appealing to all the members
of the infinite collection of dependent beings. For if
the question to be answered is why there are (or have
ever been) any dependent beings at all, we cannot
answer that question by noting that there always
have been dependent beings, each one accounting
for the existence of some other dependent being.
Thus on the supposition that every being is depen-
dent, it seems there will be no explanation of why
there are dependent beings. C2 will not be satisfied.
Therefore, on the supposition that every being is
dependent there will be no explanation of the exis-
tence of the collection of dependent beings.

THE TRUTH OF PSR

We come now to the final criticism of the reasoning
supporting the second premise of the Cosmological
Argument. According to the criticism, it is admitted
that the supposition that every being is dependent
implies that there will be a brute fact in the universe,
a fact, that is, for which there can be no explanation
whatever. For there will be no explanation of the

fact that dependent beings exist and have always
been in existence. It is this brute fact that the pro-
ponents of the argument were describing when they
pointed out that if every being is dependent, the
series or collection of dependent beings would lack
an explanation of its existence. The final criticism
asks what is wrong with admitting that the universe
contains such a brute, unintelligible fact. In asking
this question the critic challenges the fundamental
principle, PSR, on which the Cosmological Argu-
ment rests. For, as we’ve seen, the first premise of the
argument denies that there exists a being whose exis-
tence has no explanation. In support of this premise
the proponent appeals to the first part of PSR. The
second premise of the argument claims that not
every being can be dependent. In support of this
premise the proponent appeals to the second part
of PSR, the part which states that there must be an
explanation of any positive fact whatever.

The proponent reasons that if every being were
a dependent being, then although the first part of
PSR would be satisfied—every being would have
an explanation—the second part would be violated;
there would be no explanation for the positive fact
that there are and have always been dependent
beings. For first, since every being is supposed to
be dependent, there would be nothing outside of
the collection of dependent beings to explain the
collection’s existence. Second, the fact that each
member of the collection has an explanation in
some other dependent being is insufficient to
explain why there are and have always been depen-
dent beings. And, finally, there is nothing about
the collection of dependent beings that would sug-
gest that it is a self-existent collection. Conse-
quently, if every being were dependent, the fact
that there are and have always been dependent
beings would have no explanation. But this violates
the second part of PSR. So the second premise of
the Cosmological Argument must be true: Not
every being can be a dependent being. This con-
clusion, however, is no better than the principle,
PSR, on which it rests. And it is the point of the
final criticism to question the truth of PSR. Why,
after all, should we accept the idea that every being
and every positive fact must have an explanation?
Why, in short, should we believe PSR? These are
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important questions, and any final judgment of the
Cosmological Argument depends on how they are
answered.

Most of the theologians and philosophers who
accept PSR have tried to defend it in either of two
ways. Some have held that PSR is (or can be) known
intuitively to be true. By this they mean that if we fully
understand and reflect on what is said by PSR we can
see that it must be true. Now, undoubtedly, there are
statements which are known intuitively to be true.
“Every triangle has exactly three angles” or “No
physical object can be in two different places in
space at one and the same time” are examples of
statements whose truth we can apprehend just by
understanding and reflecting on them. The difficulty
with the claim that PSR is intuitively true, however,
is that a number of very able philosophers fail to
apprehend its truth, and some even claim that the
principle is false. It is doubtful, therefore, that many
of us, if any, know intuitively that PSR is true.

The second way philosophers and theologians
who accept PSR have sought to defend it is by claim-
ing that although it is not known to be true, it is,
nevertheless, a presupposition of reason, a basic
assumption that rational people make, whether or
not they reflect sufficiently to become aware of the
assumption. It’s probably true that there are some
assumptions we all make about our world, assump-
tions which are so basic that most of us are unaware
of them. And, I suppose, it might be true that PSR is
such an assumption.What bearing would this view of
PSR have on the Cosmological Argument? Perhaps
the main point to note is that even if PSR is a pre-
supposition we all share, the premises of the Cosmo-
logical Argument could still be false. For PSR itself
could still be false. The fact, if it is a fact, that all of
us presuppose that every existing being and every pos-
itive fact has an explanation does not imply that no
being exists, and no positive fact obtains, without an

explanation. Nature is not bound to satisfy our pre-
suppositions. As the American philosopher William
James once remarked in another connection, “In the
great boarding house of nature, the cakes and the
butter and the syrup seldom come out so even and
leave the plates so clear.”

Our study of the first part of the Cosmological
Argument has led us to the fundamental principle
on which its premises rest, the Principle of Suffi-
cient Reason. Since we do not seem to know that
PSR is true, we cannot reasonably claim to know
that the premises of the Cosmological Argument
are true. They might be true. But unless we do
know them to be true they cannot establish for us
the conclusion that there exists a being that has the
explanation of its existence within its own nature. If
it were shown, however, that even though we do
not know that PSR is true we all, nevertheless,
presuppose PSR to be true, then, whether PSR is
true or not, to be consistent we should accept the
Cosmological Argument. For, as we’ve seen, its
premises imply its conclusion and its premises do
seem to follow from PSR. But no one has suc-
ceeded in showing that PSR is an assumption that
most or all of us share. So our final conclusion must
be that although the Cosmological Argument
might be a sound argument (valid with true pre-
mises), it does not provide us with good rational
grounds for believing that among these beings
that exist there is one whose existence is accounted
for by its own nature. Having come to this conclu-
sion, we may safely put aside the second part of the
argument. For even if it succeeded in showing that
a self-existent being would have the other attributes
of the theistic God, the Cosmological Argument
would still not provide us with good rational
grounds for belief in God, having failed in its first
part to provide us with good rational grounds for
believing that there is a self-existent being.

NOTES

1. See St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, Ila.
2, 3.

2. David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion,
Part IX, ed. H. D. Aiken (New York: Hafner
Publishing Company, 1948), pp. 59–60.
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