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Introduction

‘What a silly thing Love is!’ said the Student as he walked away. ‘It is
not half as useful as Logic, for it does not prove anything, and it is
always telling one of things that are not going to happen, and making
one believe things that are not true. In fact, it is quite unpractical,
and as in this age to be practical is everything, I shall go back to
Philosophy, and study Metaphysics.’
So he returned to his room and pulled out a great dusty book, and
began to read.
Oscar Wilde, The Nightingale and the Rose
Atheism, as presented in this book, is a definite doctrine, and defending
it requires one to engage with religious ideas. An atheist is one who
denies the existence of a personal, transcendent creator of the universe,
rather than one who simply lives life without reference to such a being.
A theist is one who asserts the existence of such a creator. Any discussion
of atheism, then, is necessarily a discussion of theism.
I am concerned in this book, not just with religion, but with the
philosophy of religion, and the argument for atheism presented here is
a philosophical argument. Now this may provoke some scepticism.
What, it may be asked, has philosophy as an academic discipline to do
with the rejection or acceptance of religious belief? They seem poles
apart, with belief on the one hand promising to transform our lives
through a revelation of our purpose and destiny, and philosophy on the
other concerned with abstruse arguments, an activity only for specialists
who are wont to mumble to each other in some esoteric language while
in pursuit of the incommunicable.
To articulate it in a less polemical way, the objection is that
philosophical arguments are beside the point, for, whereas philosophy
is concerned with rational justification, religion is a matter not of
justification but of faith. There are philosophical arguments for the
existence of God, but even the proponents of these arguments, such as
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Anselm and Descartes, did not necessarily hold that belief should be
based on them. Both Anselm and Descartes thought that religious truths
were directly revealed by God. The purpose of argument was, therefore,
to reinforce, rather than to establish, faith. As such, argument was
supplementary rather than essential. More recently, writers have come
to see the traditional proofs as invalid, or as making controversial
assumptions, and thus as unconvincing. Faith, however, can remain
unshaken by this. Philosophical argument is simply de trop.
In reply to this objection, I make the following points:
1

2

3

4

5

Even if no-one, as a matter of fact, has ever based their faith on
rational justification, it still remains an interesting question
whether such justification could be given.
Even if the traditional arguments fail, in the sense that they do not
provide conclusive reasons for belief, they highlight some of the
perplexities which make religion, and theism in particular, so
attractive. For example, it is natural to wonder whether the order
in the world bears testimony to the existence of a designer. Theism
at least gives the appearance of providing an explanation for such
things as the existence of the universe, the emergence of life, and
our moral consciousness. So we need to ask, does theism provide
explanations for these things? This is a philosophical question.
Even if it is a mistake to see theism, or some other form of religion,
as if it were providing an explanation of anything, still it needs
to be shown that this is a mistake. One way of doing this would
be to show that theism fails as any kind of explanation.
Even if justification is irrelevant, we may still wish to know what
precisely theism commits us to, what consequences it has. One
philosophical argument against theism is that it commits us to
unacceptable (including morally unacceptable) beliefs.
If religion is immune from philosophical attack, if the question
of rational justification simply does not arise in this context,
then it is natural to ask whether religious discourse is factstating in the way that everyday discourse is. For example, if I
say, ‘There are no trains running between Settle and Carlisle
today’, I would normally be taken to be stating a fact, and be
expected to be able to justify my remark (or at least to recognise
that such a remark could be justified or shown to be mistaken).
If I say, ‘There is a God’, and refuse either to justify my remark
or to regard any attempted criticism of it as relevant, then it is
a possibility that I am not intending to state a fact about the
world at all. At least, there is an issue here, and it is a
philosophical one.
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I want to argue, then, that philosophy, and in particular that branch
of philosophy called ‘metaphysics’, has an important role to play in the
debate about religious belief. But what is metaphysics? Very broadly,
metaphysics is concerned with the nature of reality. So, too, of course,
is science. But science and metaphysics differ, both in the specificity of
the questions they ask and in the methods they use to answer them.
Consider the questions which form the chapter titles of this book: Must
the universe have a cause? Could the universe have an explanation?
Are we the outcome of chance or design? These are very general
questions, requiring us to examine the concepts they employ: cause,
explanation, chance. What do these words mean? In what sort of cases
are they applicable? Are there good arguments to the effect that
everything must have a cause, or an explanation? Does it make sense to
talk of the universe as a whole being the outcome of chance? This is the
stuff of metaphysical enquiry. ‘Metaphysics is the finding of bad reasons
for what we believe on instinct’ F.H. Bradley’s satirical comment is not,
I hope, entirely accurate. The metaphysician tries, at least, to look for
good reasons rather than bad, and the conclusions of metaphysical
arguments are more often surprising than instinctive.
The questions that are addressed in the following pages are both
metaphysical questions and religious ones. Consider one of the deepest
problems in philosophy: why is there something rather than nothing?
We, living things, the planet we inhabit, the entire cosmos—all these
might not have existed. There might have been absolutely nothing at
all. As it is sometimes put, all existence is contingent. For some, this is
an appalling thought, as the idea that existence is in some sense a random
occurrence, and not a necessary one, seems to rob it of meaning.
Reflections of this sort are the life-blood of religion, because religion
offers to bring us back from the abyss abyss. No, it tells us, your life is
not a purely random event, it has a meaning, a purpose. To religion we
may turn to find answers to deep metaphysical questions.
But should we turn to religion for such answers? There are two quite
different conceptions of religion, one that I shall call ‘metaphysical’,
and the other ‘non-metaphysical’. Let us begin with the question, what
is religion? Or, since there are a number of quite distinct religions, perhaps
our question should be: what is it that religions have in common? Not,
certainly, the idea that there is a transcendent being who created and
ordered the universe and to whom we are ultimately answerable. This
is, it is true, the central theme of Christianity, Judaism and Islam. Such
religions are ‘theistic’—‘theism’, as we said above, being simply the
doctrine, denied by atheism, that God exists. Some religions, however,
are non-theistic. Buddhism, for example, does not teach the existence
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of a deity. So it is important to bear in mind that theism is simply one
form of religion.
I suggest that a religion, whether theistic or not, consists of two
components. The first is a practical component, which is a way of life,
including not only ritualistic behaviour specific to the religion in question,
but also a view about what it is best for one to do, and how to achieve
self-fulfilment. This practical component is based on a second
component, which is a picture of the world. Now, on the metaphysical
conception of religion, this picture is a metaphysical outlook, a certain
theory about reality which is not directly revealed by ordinary, everyday
experience. This outlook might contain the idea of a creator, or it might
be a view about what happens to us after death. It cannot be refuted by
appeal to what appears to be the case, because it is a theory about what
underlies those appearances. A religion, then, on this account, is a way
of life based on a metaphysical conception of the world. Religious
doctrine contains, therefore, what are essentially explanatory hypotheses.
As I have presented it, this is at best rather a sketchy account, and it
does not exclude beliefs which we would hesitate to describe as religious.
Consider fatalism, the view that, since everything is determined, we
have no genuine choices, and that there is therefore no point in trying
to affect the outcome of things. Is this a religious outlook or not? Perhaps
we should include, in our characterisation of religion, the condition
that a religious outlook is essentially positive, in that it emphasises our
worth as agents. But was Calvinism positive in this respect? I do not
wish to get involved in such arguments here, but only to emphasise
that, on one view, religion is, in part, metaphysics.
In contrast to this view is the non-metaphysical conception of religion.
Over the last few decades, a number of leading figures in the Anglican
Church have argued for a shift in the way we think of talk ‘about’ God.
We should, they contend, give up a literal picture of God as a being like
us, only infinitely greater, and think instead of religious language as
symbolic, figurative, metaphorical. Not surprisingly, those who have
argued in this way, such as Bishop John Robinson in the 1960s and,
more recently, Don Cupitt, have been branded ‘atheist priests’. In a
sense, the label is not entirely inappropriate, for they are denying (and,
in Cupitt’s case, in the most explicit terms) a God who exists entirely
independently of our thoughts about him. But, and here the distinction
between religion and theism is crucial, these ‘radical theologians’ are
not, by virtue of such a denial, irreligious. They are not rejecting
Christianity as a set of practices, images and ideals. On the contrary,
they see it as continuing to have a fundamental role in our spiritual
lives. What Cupitt and others have urged is that Christianity should
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abandon its traditional meta physical basis, and reject the notion of a
‘metaphysical God’, i.e. a creator who exists independently of us. On
this view, religious statements are not explanatory hypotheses about
such things as why the world exists. They serve, rather, to provide a
fictional picture which guides us in our moral lives.
Now, whether we adopt the metaphysical or the non-metaphysical
stance, philosophical argument is relevant, for, if religious statements
are intended as true descriptions of the world, we need to ask whether
they truly explain anything, and what their implications are. And if
they are not intended as true descriptions, we need to ask how they can
have spiritual and moral significance.
I now turn to the structure and argument of this book. Running
throughout is one central concern: can atheism be rationally justified?
We cannot provide a full assessment of atheism, however, without
engaging with arguments in favour of theism. Here are some of the
most important of those arguments:
(a) The universe cannot have come into existence from nothing: it
must have had an ultimate cause, namely God.
(b) The existence of God explains what would otherwise be entirely
mysterious, namely, why the laws of nature are such as to have
permitted the emergence of intelligent life.
(c) Only by supposing that there is a God can we make sense of the
idea that there are objective moral values, that there is a difference
between what is right and what is wrong quite independent of
any social convention.
(d) Unless there is a God who offers the chance of eternal life, death
is the end of everything for us, all things are merely transient,
and the inexorable passage of time makes every project we
undertake ultimately futile.
These arguments have a very powerful intuitive appeal, and the atheist
will need to address them. Accordingly, in Chapter 1, I begin with a
more refined version of argument (a), namely the cosmological
argument. Two versions of this are explored. The first argues that the
universe must have had a cause, because it had a beginning, and nothing
can come into existence without a cause. The second argues that the
universe must have a cause, or at least an explanation of its existence,
because it might not have existed. This suggests that something whose
existence is necessary—i.e. it is impossible for it not to exist—would
not need an explanation for, or a cause of, its existence. That God
necessarily exists is the conclusion of another famous proof of theism,
the ontological argument. This is discussed in Chapter 2. Both the
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cosmological and ontological arguments fail, I argue. But we are still
left with the feeling that the absence of a causal explanation for the
universe is unsatisfactory. That feeling is misplaced, however, as I argue
in Chapter 3. Nothing could count as a causal explanation of the
existence of the universe. This nevertheless leaves the door open for
some alternative explanation, one in terms of purpose. This is the theme
of Chapter 4, which engages with argument (b) above. Again, a more
precise statement of this can be found in a third traditional proof of
God’s existence, the teleological argument. Most time is spent on a
relatively modern version of this argument, which turns on the idea
that, unless there were a God who intended that there should be life,
the probability of the laws of nature being compatible with life (at least,
as we know it) would have been very small. I argue that this involves a
misuse of the notion of probability, just as the cosmological argument
involves a misuse of the concept of causation.
In Part I of the book, then, the case for atheism consists largely of a
critique of some traditional arguments for God. One idea explored in
these chapters is that, even if the traditional arguments fail, the theist
can still urge that theism provides an explanation when atheism does
not. Each of the arguments for God can be presented as an attempt to
demonstrate that theism provides important explanations of certain
things. The case against them is that such ‘theistic explanation’ is very
limited. But even a limited explanation, it might be said, is better than
no explanation at all. Argument (b) remains a mystery for the atheist.
Or does it? Can the atheist explain why the laws of nature were such as
to permit life? This is addressed in Chapter 5, which concludes Part I.
The moral explanation of the laws of nature is introduced: the laws of
nature were such as to permit the emergence of life in order to allow the
evolution of moral agents. The moral explanation runs into difficulties,
however, once we realise the dependence of purposive explanation on
underlying causal relations. Given this, we cannot make sense of moral
explanation outside theism. This particular atheist strategy, then, fails.
In Part II, the atheist goes on the offensive, and puts forward two
moral arguments against the existence of God. The first of these turns
argument (c) on its head, and faces the theist with the following dilemma,
presented in Chapter 6: either moral values are quite independent of
God, or the assertion that God is good and wills us to do what is good
is virtually meaningless. I consider ways in which the theist can avoid
this dilemma. In Chapter 7, the most famous argument for atheism, the
problem of evil, is introduced. How can the existence of a loving and
all-powerful God be reconciled with the atrocious suffering of many of
his creatures? An attractive solution to the problem is that suffering is
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the inevitable outcome of God’s gift to human beings of genuine freedom
of will. This solution is criticised in some detail.
If we are convinced by the arguments against theism, we are faced
with a choice between two kinds of atheism. The first rejects all talk of
God. The second takes a more liberal stance, and makes room for a
reinterpretation of talk about God as not being descriptive.
Part III begins with the issue of whether traditionally theist religions
can survive rejection of the literal truth of theism. The difficulty is to
explain how talk about God, when reinterpreted as non-fact-stating,
can continue to have an emotional effect on us. I set out this ‘nonrealist’ approach to theistic religion in Chapter 8, drawing on the debate
between realists and non-realists in the philosophy of science. In order
to explain how religious language and practice can exert an emotional
effect, even when not taken to be literally true, I explore an analogy
with our emotional engagement with fiction. In Chapter 9, an intriguing
argument of Rudolf Carnap’s is discussed, to the effect that questions
about what exists in reality are somehow improper, and should be
abandoned. Finally, in Chapter 10, we turn to the issue of death. To
echo point (d) above, if we reject, not only theism, but any religious
outlook in which there is the possibility of life after death, does the
transience of existence not rob it of real value? I suggest in this last
chapter that our dismay at the thought of death is closely bound up
with a particular metaphysical view of time, in particular of time’s
passage. A different conception of time is put forward which, it is
suggested, makes death a less awful prospect.
Metaphysics is not a collection of esoteric aphorisms far removed
from human affairs. It concerns fundamental questions about the world
and our place in it, as I hope the following pages will show.

Part I
The limits of theistic
explanation

1

Must the universe have a cause?

Nothing will come of nothing.
William Shakespeare, King Lear
THE MYSTERIES OF EXISTENCE
Why does the universe exist? Why do living things exist? Why do
intelligent beings capable of suffering exist? These are among the most
fundamental questions we can ask, and one of the most appealing
reasons to believe in the existence of a benevolent creator is that it
seems to answer them, whereas atheism seems unable to do so.
For the atheist, the universe is all that there is. There is nothing outside
it. Consequently, there is nothing to point to as a cause of the universe’s
existence. So why there is something, rather than nothing, remains a
mystery. Similarly, the evolution of life, from the atheist’s perspective,
serves no wider purpose. Life simply exists, it seems, for no other reason
than its own perpetuation through reproduction. And the fact that the
constitution of the universe should happen to have been such as to
permit the evolution of life, and that exactly the right conditions for the
evolution of life were realised, is similarly mysterious. Once we suppose
there to be a creator, however, who has intentions and the limitless
power to act on those intentions, these mysteries disappear.
Or do they? Does theism provide answers to the mysteries of
existence? Is the atheist unable to produce rival, and equally satisfying,
answers? Are the mysteries themselves genuine mysteries at all, or merely
symptoms of fundamental intellectual confusion? Whether theism does
indeed provide answers where atheism does not is the main theme of
the first part of this book. We shall begin by looking at one influential
and compelling argument for a creator of the universe which exploits
our puzzlement over the existence and nature of that universe: the
cosmological argument.

4
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A FIRST CAUSE?
There are, in fact, a number of cosmological arguments. What they
have in common is an observation about some very general feature
of the universe, and the assertion that something must be the ultimate
cause, or at least the ultimate explanation, of that feature. The
arguments we shall examine conclude that the existence of the
universe itself must have a cause. This cause cannot be part of the
universe itself, for otherwise there would be something which caused
itself to exist, and this, we intuitively think, is impossible. For
example, suppose we believe, on the authority of a number of
physicists, that the universe originated in the so-called ‘Big Bang’:
an explosion from an almost infinitesimally small region of enormous
density. We might say that everything that occurred after the Big
Bang was caused by the Big Bang. But since the Big Bang is part of
the universe’s history, we must include the Big Bang as part of what
we are referring to by ‘the universe’. It would then be quite mistaken
to say that ‘The Big Bang was the cause of the universe’, for this
would mean ‘The Big Bang was the cause of the Big Bang and
everything that came afterwards’. So, if the universe as a whole has
a cause, this cause is not the Big Bang.
In this chapter we shall look at three versions of the cosmological
argument. The first I shall call the basic cosmological argument, because
the other two are modifications of it. It goes as follows:
The basic cosmological argument
1
2
3

Anything that exists has a cause of its existence.
Nothing can be the cause of its own existence.
The universe exists.

Therefore: The universe has a cause of its existence which lies
outside the universe.
Although no-one has defended a cosmological argument of precisely
this form, it provides a useful stepping-stone to the other, more
sophisticated, versions. Before discussing it, we might note that the view
that the cause of the universe’s existence should be an intelligent,
benevolent creator who has an interest in his creation clearly requires
more than this very brief argument. An argument for God, as he is
conceived of by the theist, must surely involve a series of interconnected
arguments, each contributing some further aspect to our understanding
of God. Nevertheless, being persuaded by an argument for a cause of
the universe is to take a large step towards theism.

Must the universe have a cause?

5

Most proponents of cosmological arguments insist that the universe
has not merely a cause but a first cause: something which is not caused
by anything else. Now the first two premises of the basic argument,
1
2

Anything that exists has a cause of its existence.
Nothing can be the cause of its own existence.

are actually incompatible with the existence of a first cause. For if
everything has a cause outside itself, then we are inevitably led to an
infinite regression of causes: A was caused by B, which was caused by
C, which was caused…etc. So, if we want to allow the possibility of a
first cause, we must modify either (1) or (2). We could restrict either or
both of them just to the parts of the universe, being careful, however, to
include the universe itself as something which has a cause. Premise (1)
could thus become:
Anything which exists and is not outside the universe has a cause
of its existence.
We are, presumably, safe in assuming that the universe itself is not outside
the universe. The problem with this amendment of the first premise,
however, is that it seems rather arbitrary. We need to specify what it is
about the universe which requires both it and anything within it to have
a cause. This takes us to the two influential variants of the basic argument.
THE TEMPORAL AND MODAL COSMOLOGICAL
ARGUMENTS
How else, then, may we amend the first premise, that everything has a
cause? It is certainly true that everything that we can directly observe
seems to have a cause of its existence. At least, this is true of clouds,
houses, mountains, rivers, and so on. But what is also true is that these
things all began to exist at a certain time, and the fact that they began
to exist when they did, and not earlier or later, calls for causal
explanation. Now, arguably, it is only those things which began to exist
at a certain time whose existence calls for causal explanation. If
something began to exist at some time, we can point to a time before it
existed and say that that was when the cause of the thing’s existence
occurred. But if something has always existed, then we cannot point to
a time before it existed. This suggests that things which have always
existed have no cause. If this is so, then the proponent of the cosmological
argument should offer a more restricted first premise:
1a Everything that begins to exist has a cause of its existence.
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But what of the universe? Did it begin to exist, or has it always existed?
According to the Big Bang theory, the universe did have a beginning. If
we are confident of this, then we can offer a more restricted form of the
argument, which I shall call the temporal cosmological argument, as
follows:
The temporal cosmological argument
1a Everything that begins to exist has a cause of its existence.
2 Nothing can be the cause of its own existence.
3a The universe began to exist.
Therefore: The universe has a cause of its existence which lies
outside the universe.
So, to the question ‘What is it about the universe which requires it to
have a cause?’, the proponent of the temporal argument can answer:
the fact that the universe has a beginning. What is special about the
first cause is that it has no beginning, and that is why it does not require
a cause. So a regress of causes may be avoided.
Can we be confident about premise (3a), however? Suppose that the
Big Bang theory is false—not an unreasonable supposition since, after
all, cosmological theories are highly controversial, and even if there
were universal agreement among physicists on this question—which is
not the case—such agreement would not make the theory true. For all
we know, the universe may not have had a beginning. This suggests
two possibilities: (i) The universe extends infinitely far into the past; (ii)
The universe is temporally closed: i.e., it is finite yet has neither a
beginning nor an end. The first of these is perhaps easier to contemplate
than the second, though both make considerable demands on our
imagination. On the first view, we can represent the history of the
universe as a series of events laid out along a line and which has no first
member. Let us call this the ‘infinite past’ model.
Figure 1.1 The infinite past model

‘St’ denotes all the events occurring in the universe at a particular time,
t. ‘St–1’ denotes all the events occurring at an earlier time, t–1‚ etc. Some,
perhaps all, of the events occurring at t will be caused by events occurring
at t–1. In this sense, every member of the series has an antecedent cause.
Since the series has no first member, no member is without a cause. On
the second view, in contrast, we should represent the history of the
universe as a series of events laid out around a circle. Let us call this the
‘closed time’ model.

Must the universe have a cause?
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Figure 1.2 The closed time model

Here, again, there is no first member of the series: every event is preceded
by some other event. But, unlike the infinite past model, the closed time
model represents the history of the universe as only finitely extended:
the past does not stretch indefinitely far back. However, although the
past is only finite, it does not have a beginning, for all the events which
occur before, e.g. St, also occur after St. A simple analogy for this view
of the universe is provided by the surface of the earth: if you set out
from some point on the equator, remain on the equator, and do not go
through the same place more than once, your journey will only be finitely
long; not because you will eventually reach a barrier through which
you cannot pass, but because you will end up at your starting point.
It is tempting to be misled by this analogy with the earth’s surface
and suppose that the situation represented by Fig. 1.2 is that of history
repeating itself. Just as we can go round and round the earth’s surface,
so we may imagine that, having come back to St, the universe will go
round again and repeat the past sequence of events in the same order.
But the situation represented by Fig. 1.2 is not that of history repeating
itself. The events occur once and once only, but no event is the first. For
example, take the event of my birth. The closed time model entails, not
that I will be born again, but (and this will no doubt seem rather puzzling)
that my birth is both in the relatively recent past and in the future—
though the very distant future, if the circle is a large one.
Both on the infinite past model and on the closed time model, the
universe does not have a beginning. The temporal cosmological
argument does not therefore apply in these cases, because premise (3a),
that the universe began to exist, would be false. Precisely because the
temporal version of the argument seems to give hostages to empirical
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fortune in this way, some defenders of the cosmological argument might
prefer not to restrict the first premise just to things which have a
beginning. And perhaps they would be right not to do so, for, if only
things which have a beginning have a cause for their existence, then the
discovery of conclusive evidence that the universe did not have a
beginning would be a serious threat to belief in a creator.
To recapitulate the discussion so far, the cosmological argument
concludes that there is a cause of the universe (or some feature of the
universe), namely God. The more general version of the argument starts
from the premise that everything that exists has a cause. It was then
suggested that only things that begin to exist need to be explained in
causal terms, and thus that the universe only has a cause if it has a
beginning. Can this assumption be questioned? Is it possible that, even
if the universe is as portrayed in Fig. 1.1 or Fig. 1.2, it may still have a
cause? Here is a reason for thinking so. Although it is true, both on the
infinite past model and on the closed time model, that each event in the
history of the universe has a cause, we do not thereby have a causal
explanation of the existence of the universe as a whole. We can answer
the question, ‘Why did this or that particular event occur when it did?’
But we cannot answer the question, ‘Why does the universe exist at
all?’ This question remains, whichever view of the universe we adopt.
So we should leave the door open for a causal explanation of both an
infinite past world and a closed time world.
But, then, what exactly is it, if not the fact that it has a beginning,
that makes the existence of the universe mysterious, and that motivates
us to look for a cause? One answer is that the existence of a universe is
a purely contingent matter. That is, although there is in fact a universe,
things might have been otherwise: there might have been no universe at
all. It is not impossible for there to have been absolutely nothing. And
this is a feature of things which have causes, that their existence is a
purely contingent matter. This reflection suggests another way of
restricting the first premise of the basic argument, providing us with a
third version, which I shall call the modal cosmological argument. (In
this context, the word ‘modal’ refers to matters of necessity and
possibility, ideas which we will look at more closely in the next chapter.)
It goes as follows:
The modal cosmological argument
1b
2
3b

Everything whose existence is contingent has a cause of its
existence.
Nothing can be the cause of its own existence.
The existence of the universe is contingent.

Must the universe have a cause?
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Therefore: The universe has a cause of its existence which lies
outside the universe.
This, or something like it, is sometimes called ‘the argument from
contingency’. Like the temporal argument, the modal argument allows
for the existence of a first cause. In this case, however, the first cause
would have to be something whose existence was not contingent, but
necessary. That is, it would have been impossible for it not to exist.
Only so could it lack a cause.
The plausibility of (3b), unlike that of (3a), does not depend in any
way upon the outcome of scientific investigation. Because of this, the
modal cosmological argument may seem more defensible than the
temporal version. However, as we shall see in Chapter 3, there are
problems with the notion of a necessary being as a cause of the universe.
It seems, then, as if there are ways to avoid a regress of causes. Let us
now look at the first premises of the temporal and modal cosmological
arguments.
PROBLEMS WITH THE FIRST PREMISE
‘Everything that begins to exist has a cause of its existence.’ How secure
is this premise? A toadstool appears overnight in my garden. Seeing it
the next morning, I am led to wonder both why it appeared at all and
why it appeared last night and not sooner. With my elementary grasp
of biology, I reason that there must have been spores in the soil. I reason
further that conditions favoured the appearance of toadstools last night:
there was sufficient moisture, there had been no hard frost, and any
number of other important factors were present. Were I to study the
spores in detail I should no doubt discover some internal physiological
mechanism which, in conjunction with external conditions, was
responsible for the appearance of the toadstool at just that time. To
generalise: things come into existence because of the conditions that
obtained just prior to their appearance.
Some will object that this generalisation is simply unjustified, for
modern physics has discovered both that there are some phenomena at
the sub-atomic level which occur quite randomly, and that, at or near
the time of the Big Bang, the laws of physics break down, and so what
emerges from the Big Bang is unpredictable. Therefore, the suggestion
goes, there are things which begin to exist, and whose existence is purely
contingent, which yet are uncaused. I think we should be very cautious
about these grounds for rejecting the first premise. Physics itself is in a
state of rapid development, and whatever theories are on offer at a
particular time are not only the subject of controversies among physicists
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but are also liable to be replaced at some later date. We should, in any
case, be wary of the move from ‘unpredictable’ to ‘uncaused’. We may
simply be unable to discern, for reasons to do with the laws themselves,
what laws are operating both at the sub-atomic level and at the Big
Bang. So, rather than trying to attack directly the premise that everything
that begins to exist has a cause, let us instead ask what authority it has.
Is it simply a deeply held conviction? A guess? Or something more than
that?
Let us look at three suggestions, each of them attempting to explain
how the premise could count as something we know to be true. The
first suggestion is that we know it to be true a priori, and this is because
it is analytically true. The second suggestion is that we know it to be
true a priori, but it is not analytically true. The third suggestion is that
we do not know it to be true a priori, but rather we infer it inductively
from our observations. I shall assume that these three answers exhaust
the possible explanations of how the premise could count as a piece of
knowledge. What do they mean?
Let us begin with the first suggestion. We know something to be
true a priori if we can verify it without having to rely directly on
observation or experience. For example, we know that twelve plus
six equals eighteen without having to observe a group of twelve
objects being added to a group of six objects and then counting the
resulting group. Provided that we understand the number system,
we can work out such a simple sum in our heads. Of course, in order
to gain an understanding of the number system, we needed to have
the requisite experiences, perhaps by manipulating counters, but once
having acquired this understanding, we no longer need to appeal to
experience in order to perform mathematical calculations. Now we
know some propositions to be true a priori because they are also
analytically true. So what is it for something to be analytically true?
There is some disagreement amongst philosophers on this. On one
account, analytic truths are those which are true by virtue of the
meanings of the words. On another, analytic truths are those whose
negations are self-contradictory. (The negation of a sentence is simply
the result of putting ‘It is not the case that’ before that sentence.) An
example of a sentence which both accounts would judge to be analytic
is ‘Anaesthetics reduce sensitivity to pain.’ Suppose I sincerely
asserted that I had just invented an anaesthetic that heightened
people’s sensitivity to pain. I could surely not have grasped the
meaning of the term ‘anaesthetic’. You would know that my assertion
was false because ‘anaesthetic’ means something which reduces one’s
sensitivity to pain. You do not need to step into my laboratory to see
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whether my assertion is true or not. The statement that ‘I have
invented an anaesthetic which heightens people’s sensitivity to pain’
implies that there is an anaesthetic which does not reduce sensitivity
to pain, and this is self-contradictory.
For a large number of examples, the two accounts of analyticity
agree on whether a proposition should be classified as analytic or not.
Either will do for our purposes, but for simplicity I shall use ‘analytic’
to mean ‘has a self-contradictory negation’.
So, to return to our premise, can it plausibly be regarded as
analytically true? No. Someone who sincerely asserted that there were,
or might be, some things which began to exist and yet were not caused
would not obviously be contradicting themselves. It is true that we
might be highly puzzled by the thought of something’s coming into
existence without a cause, since there would apparently be no
explanation of why it came into existence when it did, nor indeed of
why it came into existence at all. But such puzzlement is not the same
as discovering a contradiction in the idea, and may arise simply because
a thing without a cause is contrary to our experience.
As we said above, if something is analytically true, then we can
know it to be true a priori. However, there may be some things that
we know a priori but which cannot be captured by either of our
definitions of ‘analytic’. Kant thought that geometrical propositions
were of this kind (though his characterisation of the analytic does not
coincide precisely with either of our two definitions), and he labelled
them ‘synthetic a priori’ truths. ‘Synthetic’ here simply means ‘nonanalytic’. One possible example of a synthetic a priori truth is ‘Nothing
is both red all over and green all over’. We do not need to verify this
by appeal to experience, so we know it to be true a priori. But it is far
from clear that its truth is guaranteed simply by the meaning of the
words, or that ‘Something is both red all over and green all over’ is
self-contradictory. In other words, it appears to be synthetic. Now if
there are such things as synthetic a priori truths, then the possibility
remains that the first premise is one such truth. This takes us to our
second suggestion. Here it might be objected that we can at least
conceive of the idea of something’s not having a cause, whereas we
cannot conceive of the falsity of an a priori truth. (Try conceiving of
something’s being red all over and green all over at the same time.)
This will not convince defenders of the cosmological argument,
however. We may conceive of an event without conceiving of its cause,
they will say, but this is not to conceive of an event which has no
cause. There is, however, another objection to this suggestion, which
I shall present later.
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What, finally, of the third suggestion? This was that we know that
things that begin to exist have causes because we inductively infer it
from observation. Here is an example of a—not very safe—inductive
inference. I observe that the 12.20 train from Oxenholme to
Windermere has been late four days running, and infer from this that
this service is always late. Another example of such an inference is the
inference from the fact that the British Conservative Party has won
the last four general elections that it will win the next one. Yet another
is the inference from the observation that a crow is black to the
conclusion that all crows are black. Clearly, some inductive inferences
are safer than others, but they all have a common form, which we can
characterise as follows: an inductive inference is one which moves
from a premise about some members of a certain class to a conclusion
either about some of the other members of that class or about all the
members of that class. The third suggestion, then, is that we infer
from our observation of things and their causes, that everything that
begins to exist has a cause.
Now, if the first premise is to support the conclusion of the
cosmological argument, ‘everything’ must include the universe itself.
So, if the third suggestion is correct, our experience justifies us in
positing a cause for the universe. But the causes which we have
experience of take place in time and space, and this is not an accidental
connection. We suppose things to have causes because we want to
explain why those things came into existence at the times and places
they did. We therefore look for the causes of those things in the
conditions which obtained just before, and in the vicinity of, the thing
in question. Conditions which obtained elsewhere or at other times
cannot provide the relevant explanation. Causation, then, is a temporal
concept. (It is perhaps also a spatial concept, but I do not want to
insist on that here.) It is this aspect of causation which threatens the
inference from what we experience to a conclusion about everything
which begins to exist.
Suppose the universe has a beginning in time, as the temporal
cosmological argument requires. Three possibilities present themselves.
The first is that time itself has a beginning, one which coincides with
the beginning of the universe. The second is that there is a finite period
of time before the beginning of the universe. The third is that there is
an infinite period of time before the beginning of the universe. If the
first of these possibilities obtains, then the universe cannot have a
cause, at least not in the ordinary sense, for in the ordinary sense the
cause of the existence of a thing is something which occurs just before
the thing begins to exist. But, if the beginning of time coincides with
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the beginning of the universe, then nothing could have occurred before
the universe started to exist. If the second of the possibilities obtains,
if it is true that everything that begins to exist has a cause, then the
universe has a cause. But, since time itself has a beginning, it too must
have a cause. But, by definition, nothing can occur before time itself.
Time cannot have a cause for its existence, and so it provides a counterexample to the premise that everything that begins to exist has a cause.
If the third possibility obtains, then, again, the universe can have a
cause, but it would simply be the last member of an infinite chain of
causes:

Figure 1.3 The beginning of the universe on the infinite past model

Why is this? Why could the cause of the universe not be something like
an eternal, immutable God, who needs no cause for his existence? Well,
the mere existence of God, or of any other object, could not causally
explain why the universe came into existence. It must be something
about God which does the explaining, such as his willing the universe
to exist. But has he, for all time, willed the universe to exist? Why, then,
did it not come into existence sooner? If there is a cause of the universe’s
coming into existence at precisely the moment it did, then it is something
which obtained just before that event. We are then led to ask why that
cause obtained when it did, and so, by similar reasoning, we are led
back to the regress of causes which the temporal argument was supposed
to avoid. So either the first premise is false, because there is something
which begins to exist yet has no cause, and so cannot be either a piece
of a priori knowledge or the result of a sound inductive inference, or
there is no first cause.
So far in this section, we have concentrated entirely on the first premise
of the temporal cosmological argument. What of the first premise of
the modal argument, that everything whose existence is contingent has
a cause of its existence? This is not obviously something we know a
priori, nor is it obviously something we infer from experience, but
whatever the supposed basis of its authority, it faces the objection we
have just been discussing: causation is essentially a temporal concept.
So, if the universe is supposed to have a beginning, the problems we
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encountered above will still occur. The difference between the modal
and temporal arguments is that the modal argument allows for the
possibility of the universe’s not having a beginning. But if it does not
have a beginning, then it cannot have a cause in the ordinary sense, for
nothing could then have occurred before the universe existed.
There is a further problem for the modal argument. According to
the first premise, everything whose existence is contingent, i.e. everything
which might not have existed, has a cause. But, arguably, time itself
might not have existed: it too exists only contingently. So the first premise
of the modal argument directs us to the conclusion that time itself has a
cause. But since, as we noted above, nothing can occur before time
itself, time cannot be said to have a cause.
We can conclude that, if the idea that the universe has a cause of
its existence is to be defended, it must be on a very different
understanding of ‘cause’ than the one with which we ordinarily
operate. But, to justify the name, the ‘cause’ of the universe must at
least play something like the role which ordinary causes play in our
view of things. It must at least provide an explanation of why the
universe exists. Whether such an explanation is possible is the subject
of Chapter 3.
In this chapter, we have focused on the notion of causation. But the
modal cosmological argument also introduces another important
concept, that of necessity. It is now time to look at this notion.
SUMMARY
An ancient and influential argument for the existence of a creator is the
cosmological argument. We examined three versions, all of which exploit
the notion of causality. The first, the basic argument, begins with the
premise that everything that exists has a cause. The problem with this
argument is that it implies an infinite regress of causes, whereas God is
supposed to be a first cause: something not caused by anything else.
The difficulty can be overcome, however, if we restrict the first premise
in some way. This led us to two other versions of the argument. The
second version, the temporal argument, begins with the premise that
everything which begins to exist has a cause. This argument only
establishes that the universe has a cause if it can be established that the
universe has a beginning, and there is some doubt as to whether this
could be established. This difficulty is avoided by the third version, the
modal cosmological argument, which begins with the premise that
everything whose existence is merely contingent, i.e. which might not
have existed, has a cause.
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The problem with both the temporal and the modal arguments is
that they necessarily represent the first cause as being something utterly
unlike ordinary causes. Our ordinary notion of causation is bound up
intimately with the notion of time. Causes take place at particular
moments of time, and before their effects. A first cause, however, would
have a completely different relationship to time. So different, in fact,
that we have to admit that the universe cannot be said to have a cause
in the ordinary sense of the word.
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