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3 Traditional arguments for the existence of God
OCR AS Philosophy and Ethics

	
	Copleston vs Russell transcript 


Copleston: So if we are going to discuss the existence of God, shall we agree what the word means. I suppose we mean a supreme being – beyond the world, creator of it. Does this seem like a good definition?

Russell: Yes, sounds good. 
Copleston: Well, my view is that God exists and that his existence can be proved. Are you an atheist or agnostic? Do you think that God can be disproved?

Russell: No, I’m agnostic. 

Copleston: Let me put a Cosmological Argument. It’s obvious that objects exist. No object is the reason of its own existence. This is true of all objects. Therefore all objects, the whole universe, have a reason for their existence. This must be a being outside the universe. 

Russell: Where shall I start! Let’s think about necessary beings. The word "necessary" only really applies to propositions, those that are true by definition. But the existence of God could be logically denied. 
* 
*  
*  
*

Russell: In fact it the key to this question is sufficient reason, and I must say you haven't defined “sufficient reason” in a way that I can understand – what do you mean by sufficient reason? You don't mean cause? 

Copleston: Not necessarily. Cause is a kind of sufficient reason. But only contingent being can have a cause. God is His own sufficient reason; and He is not cause of Himself. By “sufficient reason” in the full sense I mean a complete explanation of the existence of that kind of being. 

Russell: But when is an explanation good enough? Suppose I strike a match. Is it a good enough explanation to say that I rub it on the box? 

Copleston: Practically speaking yes. But it is really only a partial explanation. A complete explanation is one that explains the event in entirety and can’t have anything added to it. 

Russell: You’re not going to get that for any event are you?
Copleston: To say you haven’t found it is one thing but telling me not to look for it is dogmatic.

Russell:  I don't know if that’s fair. You do seem to be saying that we should be able to understand the whole chain of events and I don’t think we can.
Copleston: Are you saying that we shouldn't bother raising the question of the existence of the whole universe? 

 Russell: Yes, It is a question that has no meaning. I’m not sure that the word ‘universe’ really has a meaning either.

*
*
*
*
*

Copleston: To come back to my point, I think the universe is unintelligible apart from the existence of God. You see, I don't believe that an infinite number of events is sensible. If you added together an infinite number of chocolates for instance, you would still have chocolates, nothing else. So an infinite number of contingent beings that stretch back in a chain of causes makes no sense. They would still be contingent and hence unable to cause themselves. That’s why a necessary being is needed.
Russell: We can explain particular objects by simply finding a cause for it. 

Copleston: But why stop at one particular object? Why shouldn't we raise the question of the cause of the existence of all particular objects? 

Russell: Because there isn’t a cause of everything! We get the idea of cause by looking at particular things. Why must the universe as a whole have one single cause? 

Copleston: Again saying that there isn't any cause is not the same thing as saying that we shouldn't look for a cause. You can only say there is no cause once you’ve tried to find one and failed. In any case, if the universe has no cause, then to my way of thinking it must be its own cause, which seems to me impossible.

Russell: It doesn't need to be its own cause, all I'm saying is that the idea of cause is not something you apply to the whole thing. 

Copleston: Then you would agree with Sartre that the universe is what he calls "gratuitous"? 

Russell: That might suggest other things. I should say that the universe is just there, and that's all. 

Copleston: Well, I can't see how you can rule out the validity of asking the universe comes to be there. Why something rather than nothing, that is the question? 

*
*
*
*
*

Russell: I can illustrate what seems to me your fallacy. Everyone who exists has a mother and, according to your argument, the whole human race must have a mother, but obviously the human race hasn't a mother.
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